Counseling Scholarship &
i Practice in Educational Communities

sl

- The Official Journal of the Ronald H. Fredrickson Center for
School Counseling Outcome Research and Evaluation

A Phenomenological Investigation of Mentors’ Experience with a
Culturally Responsive Tier 2 Modular School-Based Mental Health
Treatment

Emily Horton, University of Houston Clear Lake, horton(@uhcl.edu

Tiffany Simon, University of Houston Clear Lake
T] Schoonover, Northern Illinois University
Madeline Powers, University of Houston Clear Lake
Ashley Baines, Sam Houston State University
Gerald Strait, University of Houston Clear Lake

Abstract

This phenomenological study explored the lived experiences of mentors implementing the
Empowering Horizons Program (EHP), a culturally responsive, Tier 2 modular school-based
mental health intervention designed for sixth grade students. The EHP supports student mental
health and goal setting through eight in-school group mentorship sessions facilitated by trained
graduate students and paraprofessionals. Mentors utilized adaptable activities such as value card
sorts, relaxation strategies, and skill-building exercises to meet the unique needs of diverse student
populations. Twelve mentors and 80 students participated in the program, with mentors
encouraged to modify content and use students' preferred languages to increase accessibility and
engagement. Through qualitative analysis of mentor interviews, findings revealed four central
themes: (1) growth in confidence (2) motivational interviewing skills, (3) cultural connection, and
(d) shifting biases about the middle school population. The study highlights the promise of
modular, culturally responsive programs in promoting wellness, equity, and connection within
educational communities, and offers practical implications for counselor preparation and school-
based mental health initiatives.

Keywords: culturally responsive counseling, school-based mental health, Tier 2 intervention,
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Legislators and school officials across the nation continue to sound the alarm on the mental

health crisis among children in the United States (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES],
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2022). Before 2020, the rate of mental health concerns in school-aged children increased by 30%,
with the most common diagnoses including mood, conduct, attention deficit hyperactivity, and
anxiety disorders (Glassgow et al., 2020; Lebrun-Harris, et al., 2022). Additionally, research by the
NCES (2022) found that 69% of public schools reported an increase in the number of students who
were requesting mental health services. Nationally, millions of students need mental health
interventions yet are unable to access these services due to shortages of school-based mental health
providers and the lack of culturally responsive and efficient Tier 2 interventions (Meng & Wiznitzer,
2024; National Association for School Psychologists, n.d.; Weir, 2024).

Addressing this growing mental health crisis requires scalable, cost-effective interventions
that can be integrated within the school setting. While Tier 2 interventions are designed to provide
targeted support for students at risk of developing more severe mental health concerns, access
remains a persistent challenge due to resource limitations and workforce shortages (Meng &
Wiznitzer, 2024; National Association for School Psychologists, n.d.). As schools seek innovative
solutions to bridge this gap, leveraging existing personnel—such as teachers, counselors, and other
school staff—to serve as student support mentors has gained increasing attention.

Mentorship programs within schools have been proposed as a promising avenue for
expanding mental health support, while fostering positive relationships that contribute to students’
well-being. School-based mentoring programs (SBMPs) provide structured support through
individualized or group-based interactions, offering students guidance in both academic and social-
emotional domains (McQuillin et al., 2020). Given the potential of these programs to serve as a
culturally responsive and accessible Tier 2 intervention, understanding the experiences of mentors in

these programs is critical to refining and enhancing their effectiveness.
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School Personnel as Mentors in School-Based Mentorship Programs

School counselors are tasked with supporting all students and their diverse needs. In recent
years, they have increasingly utilized Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) to address these
needs (Goodman-Scott & Ockerman, 2023). M'TSS consists of three tiers: Tier 1 interventions,
which aim to support all students (Savitz-Romer & Sink, 2023); Tier 2 interventions, which offer
additional, moderate support for students who need more services than are available at Tier 1 (Olsen
et al., 2023); and Tier 3 interventions, which are the most intensive interventions or are referrals to
outside professionals (Ziomek-Daigle, 2023). Tier 1 interventions generally address 80-85% of the
student population through general programs and expectations (Savitz-Romer & Sink, 2023), while
the remaining 15-20% of students participate in Tier 2 activities, such as individual meetings, small
group sessions, or more targeted interventions (Olsen et al., 2023). Those who do not respond to
Tier 2 then receive Tier 3 support (Ziomek-Daigle, 2023).

School-based mentorship programs (SBMPs) may be one effective Tier 2 intervention, as
they can help address both academic and social-emotional student needs. The success of these
SBMPs, however, is often influenced by the qualifications and training of the mentors. Research has
shown that non-mental health school personnel, while crucial to the implementation of these
programs, require strong supervision and adequate training to effectively support students
(McQuillin et al., 2015; Sanchez et al., 2018). School counselors play a critical role in overseeing
SBMPs, ensuring that mentors without a mental health background are propetly equipped with the
skills necessary to address students' academic and emotional needs (American School Counselor
Association [ASCA], 2024; McQuillin et al., 2015). Given the wide range of students’ needs, school
counselors may consider collaborating with school-based mentors to deliver Tier 2 programming
such as the culturally responsive mentoring intervention integrated into the Empowering Horizons

Program (EHP).
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Cultural Adaptation and Program Evaluation

Cultural responsiveness is critical in the design and implementation of SBMPs, especially as
school populations become more ethnically diverse. Mentoring programs that are tailored to align
with students’ cultural backgrounds and specific needs tend to show more positive outcomes
(Benish et al., 2011; Peterson et al., 2017). The importance of culturally responsive practices is
especially evident in programs targeting marginalized populations, where traditional mentoring
models may inadvertently perpetuate stereotypes or fail to engage students meaningfully (Benish et
al., 2011). This highlights the importance of cultural adaptation in mentorship, which will be a focal
point in our study’s examination of Group Instrumental School-Based Mentoring (GISBM).

Group Instrumental School-Based Mentoring (GISBM)

GISBM is a model that integrates group mentoring with structured, skill-building activities.
This approach has demonstrated effectiveness in improving student outcomes, but its success hinges
on the effective training and supervision of mentors (Strait et al., 2020). Mentors, typically
paraprofessionals, receive specific professional development in motivational interviewing (MI) and
evidence-based practices, which they use to guide students toward academic and personal goals
(Miller & Rollnick, 2012). The effectiveness of GISBM is closely tied to the quality of the mentoring
relationships, which is why supervision is critical to its success (McQuillin et al., 2015). Our study
will explore the experiences of mentors in a GISBM program to better understand the impact of
supervision and cultural adaptation on program outcomes.

Rationale and Research Question

Across the nation, millions of students need mental health interventions but face significant
barriers to access due to a shortage of school-based mental health providers and a lack of culturally
responsive, efficient Tier 2 interventions. To help address this gap, we implemented Empowering

Horizons, a program designed to meet the mental health needs of students in a Title I school with a
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predominantly underrepresented student population. Given the importance of understanding how
mentors experience and make meaning of culturally responsive Tier 2 interventions, we employed a
phenomenological approach to gain deeper insight into their perspectives while implementing the
Empowering Horizons Program (EHP) and their ideas about the program’s impact. Accordingly,
our research question was: What were the lived experiences of mentors implementing a culturally
responsive Tier 2 intervention in a middle school?
Method

Because phenomenology aims to explore and illuminate individuals' lived experiences, we
utilized this approach to examine mentors’ understanding of the EHP. Specifically, we followed
Moustakas’ (1994) delineated steps for transcendental phenomenology wherein the focus centers on
the lived experience of a phenomenon, the meaning made from the phenomenon, and the essence
of the shared experiences of the phenomenon. We investigated the meaning-making of the
phenomena of being a mentor facilitating a culturally responsive Tier 2 intervention in a middle
school setting.
Empowering Horizons Program

The EHP is a GISBM that was funded by a Department of Education grant. The EHP
trains, supervises, and supports graduate students and school personnel to implement the program
to support K-12 students (Horton et al., 2025) and involves eight group mentorship sessions that
teach the students new skills to help create and meet their goals. The mentors implement multiple
interventions such as value card sorts, relaxation techniques, and other skill-building activities. The
mentors for this study were paraprofessionals and graduate students who were chosen by the first
and sixth authors. Mentors completed six hours of training on how to implement the program. All
EHP sessions were completed in-person at the students’ school. A total of 12 mentors and 80

students participated in the EHP. Mentors were encouraged to adapt the sessions if needed to meet
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the cultural needs of the students. If a student preferred the content in a different language and the
mentor was proficient in that language, they could provide it in the student’s first language. This
theoretically enhances comprehension, engagement, and inclusivity, allowing the student to grasp
complex concepts more effectively and succeed academically.
Data Collection

Data was collected across several domains, including hand-written post-session surveys,
post-session focus groups, and post-intervention individual interviews. After each of the eight group
sessions, mentors completed a hand-written qualitative survey, wherein they answered keep, quit,
start (KQS) questions, including: (a) What activities should we keep for this session? (b) What
activities should we quit doing for this session? and (c) What activities should we start doing for this
session? Also, following each of the eight group sessions, mentors participated in a focus group and
answered questions such as, (a) What was your overall experience with today’s mentoring session?
(b) What was most challenging about today’s mentoring session? and (c) How have you grown, if at
all, since previous mentoring sessions? Following the completion of the EHP implementation,
mentors completed an individual interview and reflected on their overall experience. Individual
interviews lasted 30 to 60 minutes. In the individual interviews, mentors reflected on questions, such
as, (a) Please tell me about your experience with EHP, (b) Walk me through your journey, beginning,
middle, and end, engaging with the EHP program, and (c) What have been some of your biggest
takeaways from the EHP experience overall?
Data Analysis

Because the purpose of the research study was to examine mentors’ lived experiences
implementing the Tier 2 intervention at the secondary level, we adopted a transcendental
phenomenology approach. This approach entails epoche, or bracketing, in which we set aside our

experiences as much as possible to hear and understand the participants’ perspectives. Accordingly,
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we aimed to highlight participants’ stories of how they experienced the phenomena of mentorship
and what factors influenced their experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2016). We adhered to Moustakas’
(1994) modification of van Kaam’s (1966) phenomenological analysis and related seven steps:
horizontalization, reduction and elimination, clustering and thematizing the invariant constituents,
final identification of the invariant constituents and themes, construct individual textural
descriptions, construct individual structural descriptions, and construct a textural-structural
description of meanings and essences of the experience. Through the analysis process, we aimed to
reveal the essence or meaning of a human experience (Moustakas, 1994). A constructivist paradigm,
wherein reality is relative to the individual, undergirded our transcendental phenomenological
analytic process (Denzin & Lincoln, 2017). As a research team, we allowed the data to emerge
through the experiences, perspectives, and processes of the participants while engaging in
trustworthiness strategies to limit the impact of our own perspectives (Creswell & Poth, 2016;
Denzin & Lincoln, 2017).
Participants

After obtaining IRB approval, we recruited participants in the local community, at the
middle school, and those enrolled in the counseling and school psychology programs. In alignment
with the recommendations from transcendental phenomenology, we interviewed 12 mentors.
Participants in the present study were trained in the Empowering Horizons Program (EHP) and
then implemented it at the same Title I school in a large city in the Southwest United States. The
training involved multiple days of in-person, on-site learning of a 100-page manual, engaging in role-
plays, and learning about the local student body. All graduate student mentors were from the same
local university, and all paraprofessionals were staff at the school wherein EHP was implemented.

Most participants (#=7) identified as Hispanic, which aligned with the school, where over 81% of
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the middle school students were Hispanic. Table 1 indicates additional demographic data about the

12 mentors involved in the study.

Table 1
Participant Demographic Data
Pseudonym Age Gender Race/Ethnicity Bilingual Professional Role
| | | | | |
Ximena 33 Female  Hispanic Yes, Spanish Paraprofessional
| | | | | |
Viviana 23 Female  Hispanic Yes, Spanish Counseling Student
| | | | | |
Lola 29  Female  Hispanic Yes, Spanish School Psychology
Student
| | | | | |
Kennedy 28  Female  White No School Psychology
Student
| | | | | |
Jesus 30  Male Hispanic Yes, Spanish School Psychology
Student
| | | | | |
Gabrielle 21 Female  African American ~ No School Psychology
Student
| | | | | |
Bora 47 Female  Korean American ~ No Counseling Student
| | | | | |
Anamaria 25  Female  Hispanic No Counseling Student
| | | | | |
Alondra 31 Female  Hispanic No Counseling Student
| | | | | |
Aileen 23 Female  Vietnamese Yes, Vietnamese  School Psychology
Student
| | | | | |
Eloisa 36 Female  Hispanic Yes, Spanish Paraprofessional
| | | | | |
Shanice 41  Female  African American ~ No Paraprofessional

Note. Please note that two paraprofessionals, Eloisa and Shanice, did not complete the individual
interviews but did engage in the other two forms of data collection.

Researcher Positionality
There are six authors for the current study. Four of the authors identify as White and two
identify as Black. Four of the six authors identify as Female and two identify as Male. Three of the

authors are counselor educators, with two of them school counselor educators. There is one
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counselor education and supervision doctoral student who specializes in school counseling. One
author is a school psychologist and one is a school psychology doctoral student.

It is important to note that none of the authors identify as Hispanic, and our backgrounds
may shape our interpretations of the data. To ensure we did not impose our perspectives onto the
findings, we actively worked to set aside biases and assumptions. For example, we engaged in
reflexive journaling to document and acknowledge any preconceptions about the study population,
allowing us to mitigate their influence during data collection and analysis (Lincoln &

Guba, 1985).
Trustworthiness

According to Alase (2017), phenomenological investigations must integrate trustworthiness
strategies, such as member checking, triangulation, and auditing. Accordingly, we intentionally
employed trustworthiness procedures throughout the study, including before, during, and after data
collection and analysis.

To enhance the depth of our findings, we employed methodological triangulation by
analyzing data from three distinct sources: hand-written post-session surveys, post-session focus
groups, and post-intervention individual interviews. Triangulation was achieved through a systematic
process of comparing and integrating insights across these data sources to identify patterns,
corroborate findings, and provide a comprehensive understanding of mentors’ experiences with the
EHP. First, post-session surveys captured immediate, session-specific reflections from mentors,
allowing us to track ongoing feedback regarding what activities were effective, challenging, or in
need of modification. These responses provided initial insights into emerging themes related to
program structure and mentor engagement. Second, post-session focus groups offered a dynamic,
interactive setting where mentors expanded on their survey responses in greater depth. These

discussions provided opportunities for shared meaning-making and clarification, enabling us to
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assess consistency in perspectives while also identifying new or evolving themes as the program
progressed. Finally, post-intervention individual interviews allowed for a holistic, retrospective
reflection on the entire EHP experience. By analyzing these interviews alongside the focus group
discussions and post-session surveys, we could compare individual and group-level perspectives,
ensuring that key themes were not limited to a single data source. Through this triangulation
process, we validated findings by examining their presence across multiple sources, refining our
interpretations, and ensuring a robust understanding of mentors’ lived experiences. This approach
strengthened the trustworthiness of the study while capturing both immediate and reflective insights
into the mentoring process.

Further, we facilitated member checking by inviting mentors to read and edit the
transcription of their individual interviews, of which no mentors requested any changes. Throughout
the study, we also engaged in other reflexive practices, such as bracketing our biases through
research meetings during the coding and analysis stages and writing rich and thick descriptions.

Findings

There were four superordinate themes and one sub-theme from the data: (a) growth in
confidence, (b) motivational interviewing skills, (c) cultural connection, and (d) shifting ideas about
the middle school population. One subtheme, redirecting and drawing out, was connected to the
theme of MI skills.

Growth in Confidence
One theme that emerged from the data was how the mentors' growth in their confidence
changed throughout the EHP. Participants shared how initially they felt anxious and unsure of what

to expect. Kennedy shared her feelings at the beginning of the program, when she said:
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I think, at first I was so scared that my kids were gonna hate me... like, I wasn’t going to be

a good mentor... I wasn’t even going to be able to connect with them... I was so scared and

hesitant at first.

This feeling of anxiety around working with the students was also shared by Viviana when she
reflected, “I was nervous the first session, I was like, are these kids going to like me? How am I
going to relate to them?” Bora summarized the experiences of the students and the mentors at the
beginning of the program when she said, “Everybody was nervous at the beginning, we didn’t know
what to expect. And I would argue that maybe the kids were also a tad bit nervous.”

Although there were nerves about starting the EHP, participants relied on their training for
the program to calm their nerves. Viviana reflected on how she reviewed the preparation materials
to calm her nerves: “I expected it to be scary... I woke up two hours earlier to go over the manual,
the PowerPoint, the notes, and it just went really well.” Alondra also reflected on nervousness about
the program but seeing it in action calmed her nerves; she elucidated, “I was nervous when we
would do the circles and training. But it felt natural once I was there.” Participants often reflected on
how their training and the structure of the program brought them some relief. Bora expressed her
experiences with the curriculum when she was nervous, saying, “I had a curriculum I had to follow,
which was beneficial when you were nervous and couldn’t think straight. You had someplace to go.”
Participants felt more confident in facilitating sessions because of the structure of the program and
their training, which increased their confidence to adjust quickly. Jesus shared his experience when
he explained:

I like that it was structured. I think after a certain point, I felt like it was a good

foundation... It’s good to have a structure and work within those boundaries and if needed

to kind of do something outside of that.
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As the participants progressed through the program, their confidence grew. Participants ascribed
this to the structure of the groups and the comfort level within the groups. Jesus exemplified such
by sharing, “I was able to click with the kids within the first two sessions and they became
comfortable with me. Then it became ‘I want them to be comfortable with one another’.”” The
confidence for all participants (#=12) grew from each session. In the after-session forms, each
participant shared that they felt more confident at least once during the program. Kennedy shared
her feelings about her growth from the program, specifically when working with adolescents:

I definitely feel like I’'m more confident working with this age group because I feel like they

can be slightly intimidating at first. But I definitely feel more confident. And I definitely see

that I’'m able to communicate and relate to them.
Participants frequently expressed how much they enjoyed participating in the program. Some even
discussed it being one of their favorite parts of their education. Anamaria shared how she felt after
the program: “It was a very eye-opening growing experience, probably one of the most growing
experiences I have had in a very, very long time in my college career.”
Motivational Interviewing Skills

The second theme that emerged in the data was the impact of participants' experience using
Motivational Interviewing (MI) skills in a group. Anamaria shared how she felt nervous: “I was
nervous because I was doing group counseling for the first time. Once I started doing it, I just got
the hang of it.” Some participants shared how they connected with the skills and enjoyed them, and
how they used them in their life outside of the group. Lola shared, “I think the active listening and
reflective statements I loved. I think I’'m always utilizing that nowadays with family and friends and
stuff.” Aileen also expressed how much she enjoyed the openness of MI when she said, “The
motivational interviewing part, I liked how it was more listening and not precisely fixing the problem

or giving feedback on the problems, just understanding where they’re coming from and letting them
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tell their story.” Eloisa valued the MI skills learned so much that she shared how she wished that all
school staff were trained in motivational interviewing skills, such as open questioning, affirming,
reflecting, and summarizing (OARS; Miller & Rollnick, 2012). Ximena wondered what it would be
like for other school staff to learn: “I wish that all teachers went through this type of learning,
learning these methods.” Participants overall shared positive experiences of learning and
implementing MI skills, and many shared how they found the MI skills helpful when group
dynamics necessitated re-directing and drawing out the students.
Redirecting, Drawing Out

A sub-theme to the theme of MI skills was the need to redirect and draw out the student
group members. Multiple participants shared that they frequently had to redirect the students. One
participant, Anamaria, shared how her students responded to a specific task when she explained:

I had trouble keeping them engaged. Because I felt like they were bored with organizing. I

didn’t know how to make it fun. That is where I struggled. They were kind of looking

around when I was talking about organization skills.
Gabirielle shared similar experiences with students being distracted when she noted, “Sometimes
they get off topic or talk over one another. They did not seem like they wanted to talk about goals,
but other unrelated things.” Although there were some difficulties with redirecting and little interest
in the goals of the group for that particular session, others shared positive experiences with the same
focus of the mentorship curricula. Alondra shared that the session’s focus on organization helped
students in getting comfortable with them when she reflected, “I felt like my group was initially
really shy. But for some reason, the organizational piece just had them really come out of their
shells.” Furthermore, Aileen shared how participants made a game of the group tasks when she said,

“They started really participating... I think it turned into a game for them.” Finally, Shanice also

CSPEC Vol 1, Issue 2, p. 40



Horton et al. (2025)

expressed that the group tasks assisted in redirecting students when she considered “two students
were really distracted, but planning for the future really engaged them.”

Some of the participants had a difficult time with redirection, while others had a better
experience and more positive reflections on it. Lola shared that she had a difficult time with the
agenda during some sessions and had to redirect the group: “I think I was very fortunate to have a
group that was very respectful. When I would have to redirect, they were always willing and very
responsive to that.” Kennedy expressed some positive pieces of needing to redirect when she stated,
“I think my group was close friends. They can get off topic and you have to bring them back. But
they’re comfortable with each other, which I’'m very happy that's there.” In addition to the
reflections in the interviews and focus groups, every participant shared in their post-sessions
feedback that at least once during the program they had difficulty redirecting and focusing. Every
participant had this issue when the groups met on Halloween.

Cultural Connection

The location of the EHP program was within a culturally diverse school, which created
groups with diverse students. The third theme of the data was mentors’ cultural connections with
students, such as utilizing the Spanish language in session to support students. Lola shared how she
was able to use Spanish in her groups when she recollected:

I think that there were moments where we were able to speak in Spanish, and I think that

just like built a greater connection and I just felt very at ease and comfortable. And I felt like

they were comfortable with me.
Lola shared how the group members supported one of their fellow group mates who spoke Spanish.
Viviana mirrored this experience, “I had one student that preferred to do it in Spanish. And two of
the boys were like ‘Oh, we can do it in Spanish. We know Spanish.” But I had one student who

didn’t even understand it.” Ximena went on to explain that she had to say everything twice in the
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group, in Spanish and English for the group member who did not speak Spanish. Ximena was not
the only participant who made this accommodation for their students. Jesus shared that he had a
student who spoke Spanish and as such, he would communicate with him in his preferred language.
Jesus reflected:

There was one kid, he was just really quiet. At first, I thought he wasn’t comfortable with

English. So, I would say instructions in English for some students, and I'll switch to Spanish

because the students also understood that. I was hoping he would be more comfortable with

that.
In addition to supporting students who spoke Spanish, others shared their own experiences working
with students with a similar identity. Jesus shared, “It was refreshing to be able to work with people
from my own background.” Alondra reflected that she appreciated that the curriculum for the group
allowed flexibility to meet diverse students’ needs. Aileen reiterated, “All the materials and lessons
were flexible in a way that weren’t culturally specific, like terms and activities.” In addition to these
personal cultural experiences, one participant reflected how working with diverse students will
impact their work in the future. Aileen shared that she appreciated, “Being exposed to lots of
different things, working with different groups from different backgrounds, different cultures,
helping just have those skills to be able to work with diverse students moving forward.”
Shifting Baises About the Middle-School Population

The participants for this study initially had mixed feelings about working with middle
schoolers, which emerged as the fourth theme of the data. Aileen shared, “I know that working with
middle schoolers isn’t for everyone.” Gabrielle had a similar reflection. Some of the participants felt
intimidated and worried that the students would not be engaged in the content. Alondra reflected on
her feelings that the students would not be interested in the group, “Maybe some of them thought

the idea of them being there was kind of silly, which I could tell, and how do you convince them at
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that age that this can really help you?”” Other participants felt nervous at the thought of working
with middle schoolers. Jesus shared his experience when he said he felt, “A little intimidated. Just
because, you know, they can have an attitude, like this idea that they know everything, like
overconfidence.” Lola was also intimidated but felt much better about her experience once it
started. She reflected:

I think it was much easier than anticipated. I think I was just so intimidated by middle school

and the stigma of middle schoolers, children that can have attitudes. You know, the general

stereotypes. I think coming in and being a small group, my misconceptions were able to clear

out and I think it became easy and smooth as time went on. I don’t feel intimidated now.
Some participants had mixed feelings; for example, one participant had fun with the students from
the start of the group. Kennedy shared her excitement about the group when she noted, “The group
of kids, I think I found them really fun to be with because you can actually hold a genuine
conversation with them but still joke around like you’re with kids.” As she reflected on the
experience, Aileen shared her journey of feeling her negative bias toward middle schoolers shift:
“Like being more patient. I was really biased about middle schoolers and now I’'m not, and I'm
feeling more confident.”

Although at the beginning of the program some participants had mixed feelings about
working with middle schoolers, this shifted with experience. Lola shared a takeaway about working
with middle schoolers:

Not to see the children as little kids... not to appear as if you’re their parent or someone

much wiser. To just be very open to what they want to tell you. Just open-minded to

whatever they told you at first, and whatever they tell you throughout the semester.
Mentors shared that working with middle schoolers can be difficult because, at times, it can remind

them of their own adolescent experiences. To illustrate, Gabrielle reflected on a personal connection
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she had with one of the students: “It did remind me of my own middle school experience. Especially
with that one girl who was quieter. I just felt like I could relate to her a little.” Broadly, while
mentors experienced a myriad of emotions, including apprehension about middle schoolers, most of
the group described a significant shift in their ideas about the demographic after the mentorship
experience.

Discussion

The present study aimed to explore the experiences of mentors implementing a culturally
responsive Tier-2 intervention at a middle school. There were multiple forms of data collection,
including hand-written reflections, focus groups for 12 participants and individual interviews for 10
of the 12 mentors. The data was analyzed, and four themes were identified: (a) growth in confidence,
(b) motivational interviewing skills, (c) cultural connection, and (d) shifting biases about the middle
school population, with one sub-theme of redirecting and drawing out which was connected to the
theme of motivational interview skills.

The growth in confidence is consistent with previous literature on the experiences of
students and mentors in the program (Fehérvari & Varga, 2023; McNeven et al., 2019; Weiss et al.,
2019). The results from this study are one of the first to explore the experience of the mentors. The
growth in confidence that the mentors experienced could allow for greater implementation of the
EHP and is a positive outcome for the program.

Additionally, the increase in confidence in the mentor’s use of MI skills was consistent with
a prior study of K-12 students’ experiences as mentees, which found that students gained more
knowledge throughout the program and felt a strong connection with their adult mentors (Weiss, et
al., 2019). Key aspects of MI are the relationship and learning skills. The participants’ reflections on
their gain in confidence in these areas could have a direct impact on the students’ knowledge and

connection with their mentors. Similarly, McQuillin and colleagues (2013) hypothesized that some of
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the inconsistent results of SBMP were due to a mismatch in the mentor’s theory of change. For
example, mentors in our study shared that the relational focus of the mentoring process closely
aligned with the students’ needs, as reflected in the feedback they received. The results of this study,
coupled with the results from Weiss and colleagues (2019), provide some support that consistency in
the theory of change from mentors may have a positive impact on learning and relationships in the
groups.

Cultural connection was another key theme that emerged from the participants in this study,
with participants identifying the positive aspects of connecting with students who had similar
cultural backgrounds and serving their communities. These results suggest that SBMPs benefit from
being culturally responsive in ways that more directly meet the needs of their students. Students who
are marginalized can feel a greater connection to a school program if it is culturally responsive,
especially with language (Benish et al., 2011).

Mentors discussed concerns that they had about middle schoolers before starting the EHP.
This could have negatively impacted the implementation of the EHP and the experiences of
students. If mentors have biases such as this, that could also impede implementation, for children
are a unique cultural group and stereotypes need to be addressed before starting the mentorship
program.

Participants in this study shared how their experiences as mentors helped them grow as
professionals. There is a lack of publications on the experiences of mentors in school-based
mentorship programs (SBMPs); results have mainly focused on the student experiences. The results
of this study are important to help schools plan and implement future SBMPs. These programs can
be implemented by a school-based mental health professional, such as a school counselor; although,
that is not often the case (Sanchez et al., 2018). School counselors are situated as appropriate people

to plan, train, and support mentors in an SBMP.
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Implications for School Counseling

Though schools serve as the main context for the provision of youth mental health services,
schools lack sufficient professional providers to keep pace with the high demand and need for these
services. School counselors are pivotal providers of mental health support for students; however,
there are often not enough school counselors to support all students. ASCA recommends that there
be a student-to-school counselor ratio of 250:1; despite this recommendation, the most recent
national data has the ratio at 381:1 (ASCA, 2023). School counselors need additional support to
ensure they meet the needs of all students, specifically children who are marginalized. Concerningly,
the students lacking support are disproportionately youth from Hispanic and Black communities
(Hodgkinson et al., 2017; Peterson et al., 2017). This study suggests that school counselors would
benefit from starting a culturally responsive mentoring program like EHP to address the social-
emotional needs of the over 2.1 million adolescents in the United States who require mental health
services and are not receiving support (SAMHSA, 2019).

School counselors can use a standardized curriculum, such as the MI modules used in EHP,
at their school districts and adapt as appropriate for students’ needs. Based on the results of this
study, the use of MI could increase the confidence of mentors in SBMP. Participants in this study
expressed anxiety in the beginning sessions of the program but were more confident as time went
by, specifically with their MI skills—this could decrease the amount of school counselor oversight
required. Moreover, school counselors can recruit new underrepresented graduate students and
paraprofessionals with similar identities to the middle school students to serve as mentors. This
could improve the outcomes for the students, as well as the experiences for mentors. Based on the
results of this study, mentors had a positive experience being culturally responsive to their students.

For example, the school district where EHP occurred was 88% economically disadvantaged, 81%
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Hispanic, and 79% bilingual in Spanish, and the majority of the mentors in the program were
Hispanic and bilingual in Spanish.

School counselors can use their existing training and knowledge base to begin and facilitate a
Tier 2 mentoring program, similar to EHP. School counselors have received training in multiple
counseling theories, such as MI. Additionally, they are consistently involved in providing training to
staff related to mental health issues. Their knowledge of MI and experiences leading training in
schools can make them an ideal candidate to lead an SBMP. School counselors would want to
ensure that they are aware of mentors’ values and stereotypes to ensure they are aligned with the
program goals. For example, the participants in this study had concerns about working with middle
schoolers; the school counselor would want to ensure there is adequate time to acknowledge and
work through these kinds of ideas. This can be done during the training time for the program and
continue to be monitored during the implementation.

Importantly, school counselors can integrate culturally responsive practices within the
mentoring programs at their respective schools. Tier 2 interventions can use the following cultural
awareness and adaptation practices: 1) development of treatment goals consistent with each
student’s values, 2) flexible use of instructional and non-instructional delivery of material to meet
cultural needs and preferences, 3) cultural adaptations of curriculum and integration of cultural
elements based on input from stakeholders representative of the cultures and values of the student
population, and 4) formative evaluation of processes to efficiently adapt the intervention during
implementation (Self, et al., 2023).

Limitations

There are multiple limitations for this study. First, this is a qualitative study, thus the results

are specific to the context of the data collection and the limited number of participants. Second,

qualitative research always has the risk of research biases in the data analysis. This was addressed by
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completing data triangulation, member checking, and reflexive practices. Third, there was only one
male participant in this study. Fourth, two of the 12 mentors in the project did not complete the
individual interview.
Conclusion

The Empowering Horizons Program (EHP) seeks to increase at-risk middle school students’
access to a culturally responsive Tier 2 school-based modular mental health treatment, using an
evidence-based group mentoring framework for training, supporting, and embedding
underrepresented graduate students, paraprofessionals, and volunteers in schools (McQuillin et al.,
2015; Strait et al., 2020). This qualitative study found multiple impacts of the experience for the
mentors’ development, including increased confidence in mentoring skills, improved ability to use
Motivational Interviewing strategies - especially Redirecting and Drawing Out, excitement about
developing culturally responsive connections with youth, and decreasing concerns about working
with middle school students. The study suggests that EHP can be a successful way to support the

professional development of a variety of educators so they can support students.
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