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We report a pilot study of a brief (i.e., 10 sessions) goal-focused mentoring program for middle school students
with elevated disruptive behavior. Students with high levels of school misconduct (n= 67) were randomly assigned
to the program or school as usual. We collected multi-informant emotional, behavioral, and academic functioning
assessments pre- and postintervention. Results indicate that the program produced significant positive changes in
school behavioral infractions,math grades, students’ report of emotional symptoms, and school problems.Mentors
found the curriculum acceptable, understood the material from the manual, found implementing the curriculum
feasible, and felt the program was congruent with the school mission. Mentors of less impaired students indicated
that they desired additional support implementing the manual, perhaps indicating the program is overengineered
for students with higher levels of impairment. The manuscript concludes with a discussion of considerations for
future research and implementation, including the importance of integrating mentoring programs into existing
support systems (e.g., multitiered systems of support) within the school context.
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Introduction

Currently, in the United States, between 2 and 2.5
million youth are served in mentoring programs
each year,1 which is an increase of around 2 mil-
lion since 1990. With this expansion, the charac-
teristics of children being served by these programs
have shifted, with programs serving children who
have increasingly greater needs.2,3 It is estimated
that in formal mentoring programs, approximately
55% of youth served are academically at-risk, 20%
have mental health needs, and 14% are adjudicated
or juvenile justice–involved.2 This change in the risk
status of young people in mentoring programs also
corresponds with changes in the priorities of pro-
grams. Garringer and colleagues2 note that 20 years
ago, 100% of programs rated a top priority as pro-
viding a caring adult relationship, while in 2016,
only 44% rated this as within their top four prior-
ities. Current priorities include foci such as mental

health promotion, violence prevention, and life and
social skills development.
The shift in mentoring program focus and the

characteristics of children being served also corre-
sponds with a shift in setting, with more mentor-
ing organizations inserting programs in schools.2
School-basedmentoring is reported to be the fastest
growing form of mentoring. This increasing pref-
erence for school-based programs may be guided
by research indicating that school-based programs
are cheaper4 and equally effective as community-
based programs.5 Schools also provide safe central-
ized locations for mentoring activities, increased
access to youth fromunder-resourced backgrounds,
reduced program liability for transporting youth,
and a greater presence of other qualified helping
adults within the same vicinity as the mentoring
activities.
On average, the effect sizes of school-based men-

toring are modest. In meta-analyses, researchers
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find the results of school-based mentoring to range
between g = 0.096,7 and g = 0.27.5,7 However,
there is considerable heterogeneity in the effect sizes
on different outcomes within studies and on the
same outcomes between studies.5,6 For example,
within mentoring studies, it has been observed that
survey-based assessments are associated with larger
effect sizes than other types of measures, such as
archival school record data.5 Between studies, larger
effects have been observed when a higher propor-
tion of male mentees and male mentors partici-
pate as well as when mentors have a background
in a helping profession.5 Moreover, within exist-
ing evaluations of school-based mentoring, very lit-
tle is known about what mentors actually do when
they are with their mentees, which makes it diffi-
cult to understand why, how, and for whom men-
toring may be the most helpful. In a review of how
researchers specified treatments in school-based
mentoring, McQuillin et al.8 found that only 23% of
evaluations prescribed practices and less than 10%
measured what mentors did when they were with
mentees. This is particularly problematic, as recent
research suggests that student outcomes are max-
imized when mentors develop a close relationship
with their mentees (i.e., developmental mentoring),
as well as engage in skill development and goal-
directed activities (i.e., instrumental mentoring).9
Thus, the existing cumulative literature on school-
basedmentoring is practically and scientifically lim-
ited in informing how mentors might best help
young people. Additional research is needed to
operationalize effective instrumental strategies for
use in effective school-based mentoring. Similarly,
most randomized evaluations of school-basedmen-
toring with volunteer mentors do not focus on
young people with high levels of impairment. We
posit that the expansion of school-based mentoring
programs for children with greater needs has out-
paced the evidence base, and more research is nec-
essary to understand the safety, effectiveness, and
best practices for extending mentoring services to
children with high levels of school impairment. To
bridge this gap, the purpose of our current study
was to pilot a randomized trial of a youth school-
based mentoring program designed to support stu-
dents demonstrating elevated disruptive behavior in
middle school.

Limitations of existing research on
mentoring youth with disruptive
behavior

Research focused onmentoring youth with elevated
disruptive behavior includes mixed and sometimes
contradictory results. Some researchers have found
that children with elevated environmental stressors
(e.g., socioeconomic stress or absent parent) and
behavioral risk (e.g., poor academic performance,
misconduct, or substance use) show fewer benefits
from mentoring, have shorter mentoring relation-
ships, and are less satisfied with their mentoring
relationships than those at lower risk.10,11 Further-
more, a meta-analytic review of mentoring pro-
grams suggests that there was appreciable variability
in outcomes for youth presenting with behavioral or
other personal difficulties.11 However, amore recent
review suggests that mentoring programs are asso-
ciated with more favorable outcomes when youth
demonstrate elevated levels of disruptive behavior.12
Of 27 studies identified that included youth
involved in problem behavior, the estimated effect
size of mentoring was 0.28, while the effect of men-
toring in the 55 studies, not including youth with
disruptive behavior, reported a smaller effect size of
0.19.12 The authors of this later review suggest that
the observed improvement in outcomes for these
youth in more recent years may be related to the
implementation of more goal-directed mentoring
programs in schools.12 Another recent systematic
review focused solely onmentoring youth at risk for
or currently demonstrating delinquent behaviors
echoes these positive findings, indicating that men-
toring programs resulted in significant, small-to-
moderate reductions in delinquency and increases
in academic functioning, although programs
notably lacked specificity around prescribed prac-
tices and theoretical mechanisms.13 While these
more recent reviews of the impact of mentoring for
youth demonstrating disruptive behaviors indicate
some promise, evidence from experiments that use
volunteer mentors to help young people with dis-
ruptive behavior in the school setting is inconclusive
(e.g., Refs. 14 and 15), and there is no known extant
literature on brief, instrumental, school-basedmen-
toring programs for students exhibiting disruptive
behavior. More research is needed focusing on if
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and what type of school-based mentoring is an
appropriate service for students who demonstrate
elevated disruptive behavior difficulties.

Purpose of the current study

In the current study, we piloted a randomized
controlled trial of brief, instrumental mentoring
for middle school–aged adolescents who displayed
the highest levels of school-reported disciplinary
infractions. The purpose of this study was to esti-
mate treatment effects and variance components to
inform power analyses for the future evaluations of
similar interventions and provide preliminary sup-
port for the safety of the intervention in a supervised
and controlled setting. Additionally, the pilot served
three functions: (1) testing assessment demands on
teachers, students, and parents; (2) understanding
mentors’ perceptions of acceptability, feasibility, and
usability of the curriculum; and (3) assessing practi-
cal barriers associated with implementation proce-
dures and dosage.
First, we evaluated completion rates of a multi-

informant assessment schedule for school func-
tioning, as well as emotional and behavioral func-
tioning. Previous evaluations of similar mentoring
interventions have relied mostly on student self-
reported data or school records, and have not incor-
porated formal, psychometrically valid measures of
school behavioral and mental health, or behavioral
and mental health reports from parents. To this
end, we collected the Behavior Assessment System
for Children (BASCTM) 3rd edition16 from parents,
teachers, and students, and the Classroom Perfor-
mance Survey17 (CPS) measures from teachers. A
priori goals of the study were to collect 90% of the
BASCs from each informant pre- and postexperi-
ment. Second, we assessed mentors’ perceptions of
the program, the usability of the manual, and their
reaction to mentoring this population of children.
We were also interested in mentors’ opinions of the
training and treatment manual. In addition to test-
ing the feasibility of the study procedures, we report
our experience coordinating this program and pro-
viding onsite technical assistance to mentors with
an emphasis on identifying barriers, facilitators, and
demands of conducting this randomized trial. We
provide suggestions for improving the coordina-
tion of the program in future evaluations of similar
interventions.

Method

Overview
We recruited volunteer undergraduate students
from a large public university to serve as men-
tors. Mentees in the program were middle school
students with elevated school disciplinary referrals
from a public middle school in a southeastern state.
To pilot the randomized trial and estimate treat-
ment effects, students were randomly assigned to
treatment or “school as usual.” Pre- and postout-
comes included school records (i.e., grades and dis-
ciplinary infractions), teacher reports of classroom
performance, and teacher-, parent-, and self-reports
of children’s emotional and behavioral functioning.
Students in the intervention group received approx-
imately 10 45-min mentoring sessions during the
school day over the course of the 18-week semester.

Participants
School. The participating middle school was a
public middle school in the southeastern United
States. In the 2016–2017 school year, the school
enrolled approximately 900 students with approxi-
mately 55% of the student population being Black,
34%White, and 11% of other racial or ethnic back-
grounds. The school had a 96%attendance rate, 23%
suspension rate, and 42% of students received a free
or reduced-price lunch.

Students. Middle school students and their care-
givers were recruited in the fall of the 2016 school
year. Potential mentees received consent forms to
take home to their caregivers for completion, and
parents received phone calls from the community
coordinator describing the study. Students were
considered eligible for participation if they pre-
sented within the top 10% of behavior infrac-
tions in the school (i.e., defined by the number of
office discipline referrals).We invited approximately
90 participants using this procedure, and 57 con-
sented to participate in the study. However, males
were overrepresented in this sample. The Commu-
nity Coordinator, a school support personnel, then
assisted with the identification of females at risk
to present within the top 10% of behavior prob-
lems in the school. This resulted in the enrollment
of an additional 11 female middle school students
into the project. Participating students were in the
6th (28%), 7th (49%), and 8th (23%) grades. The
participating students primarily identified as male
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Table 1. Demographic characteristics of treatment and
control

Control Treatment

Total sample 33 34
6th Grade 10 9
7th Grade 16 17
8th Grade 7 8
Male 20 24
Black 28 29
White 5 4
Latin/Hispanic 0 1

(69%) and Black/African American (88%). Table 1
displays demographic characteristics of students by
the assigned condition.

Mentors. Mentors were recruited in the fall
semester of the 2016–2017 academic year. The
targeted mentor population was all college under-
graduates in a University honors program and/or
students in the College of Arts and Sciences. The
authors attended undergraduate courses for the
honors program and in the College of Arts and
Sciences to share information about the volun-
teer mentoring opportunity. Prospective mentors
completed an online application and in-person
interview with the program director. While recruit-
ment efforts were intended to recruit both male
and female mentors, all 34 participating mentors
were female undergraduate students and 67.6% of
the mentors were psychology majors. Furthermore,
82% of mentors were White, 6% Black/African
American, 3% Latin American/Hispanic, 3% Asian,
and 6%did not report on race/ethnicity. Allmentors
also completed a background check and program
training before meeting with their mentees. Men-
tors were recruited as volunteers and did not receive
any compensation for their participation.

Measures
BASC. The BASC is a comprehensive, validated,
multi-informant system for assessing the behavior
and emotions of youth.16 The student’s perspective
of their own behaviors and emotions was measured
by the Self-Report of Personality (SRP). The teacher
and parent perspectives of student behavior were
measured by the Teacher Rating Scales (TRS) and
the Parent Rating Scales, respectively. The assess-
ments were collected from each reporter pre- and
postintervention. The teacher rater for each student

was randomly selected from each of the student’s
core classes (i.e., Math, English Language Arts, or
Science).

Teacher CPS. This 18-item rating scale assessed
a student’s behavior in the classroom in the past
month, as reported by the teacher.17 The teacher
that was randomly selected to complete the BASC
for a given student also completed the CPS.17 Fif-
teen Likert-style items, such as “Brings necessary
items to class” and “Turns in completed work,”
were rated on a 5-point scale ranging from “always”
to “never” and yielded two sum scores representing
academic competence and interpersonal compe-
tence. Lower scores on these subscales are indicative
of greater competence. Previous research suggests
that the CPS demonstrates adequate psychometric
properties.

School records. Student school record data were
collected to serve as an ecologically meaningful
measure of school performance.18 Student grades
in core subjects and a count of behavior referrals
were collected from school administrative records.
Second-quarter school records were used as the
preassessment time point as these were finalized
prior to the intervention. Fourth-quarter records
were used as the postassessment time point, as these
reports were released when approximately 95% of
mentoring dyads completed the full cycle of the
intervention.
Grades in core subjects. Grades in the core sub-

jects of Math, Science, and English Language Arts
were recorded as percentages (i.e., with a valid range
from 0% to 100%) for the second (i.e., preinterven-
tion assessment) and fourth (i.e., postintervention
assessment) academic quarters.
Behavior referrals. A count of behavior referrals

was used as an indicator of disruptive behavior
exhibited in the school setting.19 These data were
released from school records and initially recorded
by the school administration. Behavioral referrals
in this study represent conduct infractions that
require school disciplinary action. These offenses
include refusal to obey, excessive tardiness or class
cutting, disruption of class, use of profanity, unlaw-
ful activities, threats of violence, theft, disruption of
a school bus, sexual harassment, fighting, property
destruction, possession of gang-related materials,
gang-related activity, and violation of the district’s
technology agreement. Depending on the offense,
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the frequency of the offense, and the severity of
the offense, the school used these indicators to
implement the following discipline procedures:
in-school conference with parent, lunch and after-
school detentions, in-school suspension, and out-
of-school suspension between 1 and 10 days. The
records released for this study did not include infor-
mation on the specific infraction or the resulting
disciplinary action, and, as such, can only be under-
stood as a frequency indicator of discipline prob-
lems (i.e., it does not include information on the
severity).
Student’s life satisfaction scale. This 7-item mea-

sure assessed students’ self-reported levels of life
satisfaction over the past several weeks.20 Stu-
dents rated items, such as “My life is going well”
and “I have what I want in life” on a 6-point,
Likert-style scale ranging from “strongly disagree”
to “strongly agree.” We used a mean score of this
scale in our analyses, with higher scores indicative
of higher life satisfaction. In the previous research,
this scale has demonstrated adequate psychometric
properties.20,21
Usage rating profile-intervention revised (URP-

IR). A revised version of this form was used to
evaluate acceptability, feasibility, and usability of
the mentoring intervention as reported by the
mentors.22 The items were used to reflect wording
more aligned with the current project (e.g., “pro-
gram” replaced “intervention”). Mentors rated 29
items, such as “This program is an effective way to
help students succeed in school” and “I understand
how to use the program’s manual,” on a 6-point
scale from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.”
Items were summed to create six subscale scores
representing acceptability, understanding, home–
school collaboration, feasibility, system climate,
and system support. The URP-IR is an established
measure of treatment acceptability and related
factors.23

Analytic plan
Descriptive statistics. To provide information on
the feasibility of the assessment schedule and the
usability of the mentoring curriculum, we provide
basic descriptive statistics on pre- and postassess-
ment and record completion rates. Additionally, we
provide raw percentage data on the items that make
up the six constructs of a revised version of the
URP-IR.

Inferential models. All statistical models were
conducted in the statistical analysis package R.24
To evaluate the effect of the mentoring program,
we included an intent-to-treat (ITT) dummy code
in each model. All models focused on student-
level outcomes at postassessment, given the student-
randomized research design. In addition to the ITT
dummy code, covariates for allmodels included stu-
dent gender, student grade, and baseline assessment
on the outcome being modeled. The four student-
reported outcomes were modeled in a general lin-
ear model with ordinary least squares estimation
(i.e., life satisfaction, SRP BASC school problems,
SRP BASC emotional symptoms index, and the SRP
BASC inattention/hyperactivity scale). The four
teacher-reported outcomes, as well as the four grade
outcomes, were modeled as linear mixed models fit
by restricted maximum likelihood (i.e., TRS BASC
internalizing and externalizing problems, as well
as academic competence and interpersonal compe-
tence). A random error term was included on the
intercept of teacher-reported outcomes to account
for the clustering of students within teachers. In
addition to the ITT dummy code and covariates
described above that were included in all mod-
els (i.e., student’s gender and grade, and baseline
assessment on the outcome beingmodeled), teacher
report of baseline academic competence and inter-
personal competence were included as covariates
in all teacher-reported outcome models. For the
student- and teacher-reported outcomes, as well as
student grades at postassessment, a standardized
estimate of treatment effect size, Cohen’s d was cal-
culated by dividing the treatment parameter by the
pooled standard deviation of the outcome from a
model without covariates.7 Finally, we used a zero-
inflated Poisson regression model to analyze behav-
ioral count data. This model included all covariates
discussed above, as well as the teacher report of aca-
demic and interpersonal competence.

Procedures
Mentoring program. The mentoring program is
a brief (i.e., 10 sessions), goal-focused, one-on-one
school-based mentoring program that occurs dur-
ing nonacademic electives.25 Mentors in the pro-
gram are trained in principles and practices ofmoti-
vational interviewing (MI),26 a person-centered
approach to having conversations about behav-
ior change. Specifically, the program was adapted
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from a single-session MI intervention, the Stu-
dent Checkup.27 Mentors use the process of MI to
develop a positive working alliance with mentees
and guide mentees toward school-related goals.
Although the process of MI is used throughout
the program, mentors use a manual that guides
program activities for each session. The first three
sessions of the manual are structured to facili-
tate rapport-building activities, helping the mentor
identify and understand student strengths and val-
ues, and a structured activity adapted from Home-
work Organization and Planning Skills.28 Begin-
ning in the third session, mentors help guide the
mentee to identify a school-related goal to work
toward using the aforementioned Student-Checkup
protocol.25 Following the third session, mentors
and mentees review progress toward weekly goals,
adjust plans of action, and learn new skills related
to identified goals. To assist in skill development,
the manual includes modular, single-session inter-
ventions adapted from cognitive behavioral therapy
(e.g., understanding how activating events, beliefs,
and consequences are connected; setting goals for
positive activities; and progressive muscle relax-
ation), academic intervention (e.g., expository read-
ing strategies), and modules used to help facilitate
MI conversations.
The theoretical frame of the mentoring program

is consistent with Cavell and colleagues’ commen-
tary on the role of socialization in the develop-
ment and mitigation of antisocial and disruptive
behavior.29 Specifically, the mentoring program is
designed to engage young people at-risk for delin-
quency or antisocial behavior by providing a proso-
cial context that might be limited or inaccessible
otherwise. For example, youth with chronic disrup-
tive behavior in school have frequent negative social
interactions with adult helpers at school, which
builds mutual distrust between the students and
teachers, and lowers the students’ outcome expec-
tations of engaging in prosocial contexts. As Cavell
and colleagues note, “Social disadvantage and preju-
dice conspire with mutual distrust and fear to keep
many youth away from settings and opportunities
that could enrich their developmental experiences”
(pp. 55). In the mentoring program, mentors use
MI to provide an intentional approach to collabo-
rating around goals that the child sets while also
offering, through a menu of options, the opportu-
nity to develop skills derived from cognitive and

behavioral sciences. Consistent with Cavell and col-
leagues’ commentary, this type of mentoring “could
directly enhance the degree to which targeted chil-
dren achieve transactional success over the course
of the intervention period and, in turn, develop
more positive outcome expectancies about their
ability to function in prosocial contexts” (pp. 55),
like school.

Mentor training. All mentors completed a series
of trainings, including two 1.5-h in-person train-
ings in the fall semester and one 1-h on-site train-
ing in the spring semester. The first 90-min in-
person training was a didactic overview of MI
and other key program components. The second
90-min training was a role-play and rehearsal ses-
sion in which prospective mentors practiced key
MI skills introduced at the first training (i.e., open-
ended questions, affirmations, reflections, and sum-
maries). The prospective mentors practiced the use
of these skills in rotating triads; one mentor prac-
ticed the skills, one mentor role played a protégé,
and the third mentor recorded the successful use
of the skills. Records of key skills included ask-
ing open-ended questions instead of closed-ended
questions,making approximately two reflections for
each question, making authentic affirmations, and
summarizing the conversation.
Throughout the course of the mentoring rela-

tionship, mentors were also required to complete
five “just-in-time” online trainings prior to spe-
cific sessions of the program (i.e., approximately
weekly for sessions one through five). The just-in-
time trainings involved dialogue examples that jux-
tapose verbal behavior consistent and inconsistent
withMI, procedural steps for the upcoming session,
and how to handle some common issues within
the upcoming session (e.g., “If your mentee doesn’t
want to set a goal”). Each just-in-time training was
less than 5 minutes. Examples of content include
(1) asking open-ended questions that evoke change
talk; (2) affirming effort toward goals and inherent
worth; (3) reflections that emphasize change talk
and soften sustain talk; and (4) avoiding the right-
ing reflex (e.g., arguing, telling war stories, warn-
ing, etc.). Supervisors checked for mentor comple-
tion and understanding of online trainings.

Assignment to conditions. Students were ran-
domly assigned using the R statistical comput-
ing program following the informed consent and
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pretest measures. Students assigned to the mentor-
ing program were matched with mentors based on
similar interests collected from both mentors and
mentees by the school social worker.

Implementation structure. Mentors were super-
vised by the authors on site at the school. Fidelity
was monitored by the supervisors and with the
assistance of a school-based social worker, and by
two advanced undergraduate students in psychol-
ogy (i.e., a total estimated 1.5 full-time equivalent
(FTE)). To encourage implementation of the man-
ual, we used a proactive support approach.30 At
check-in, the mentor briefly met with a supervisor
to check the knowledge of session content and allow
time for the mentor to ask any clarifying questions.
At check-out, the mentor verbally reported to the
supervisor about coverage of all session content in
the manual and goals that the student had set with
theirmentor that week. Fidelity wasmeasured using
mentor self-reported completion of the session.

Results

Assessment completion rates
Importantly, although the original design of the
study included parent-reported outcomes, we
encountered significant barriers to retrieving par-
ent reports, with between 40% and 53% of parent
measures being incomplete at the pre- and posttest,
respectively. Because of this level of missingness,
we did not analyze parent-reported data. The max-
imum number of missing school records for any
outcome at the pretest was three records (i.e., 4%).
These records were absent because the students
were reenrolled with a different teacher between
the first and second quarters (n = 2) or the student
was a transfer student from another school (n = 1).
Themaximumnumber ofmissing teacher-reported
outcomes (i.e., CPS and BASC-TRP) was five (i.e.,
7%). Similarly, the maximum number of missing
self-reported outcomes was five (i.e., 7%). Except-
ing parent measures, data collection rates exceeded
our a priori goal (i.e., 90%).

Program fidelity data
Mentors self-reported fidelity data during check-out
supervision. Across all mentors, the average num-
ber of self-reported completed sessions was 8.82,
with a minimum of 3 (n = 1) and a maximum of
10 (n = 15). This number is a downwardly biased,
as during a 2-week supervisor transition, the super-

visor did not track fidelity data for nine matches.
Ignoring these nine matches, the average number
of completed sessions was 9.2. In the circumstance
that a match did not meet at the expected time,
mentors were asked to complete the session missed
prior to advancing in the manual. In the case that
mentors would not likely be able to finish all 10 ses-
sions, duplicate goal-setting sessions (i.e., identical
procedures to set a new goal) were dropped.

Outcome statistics
Raw unadjusted means, standard deviations, and
pre- to postassessment effect sizes for primary out-
comes are displayed in Table 2 and the results
of ITT analyses are presented in Tables 3 and 4.
For student-reported outcomes, there was a statis-
tically significant, medium-sized effect of the pro-
gram on school problems (bITT = −6.21(2.19),
t = −2.80, P < 0.01, 95% CI: −10.61 to −1.81,
d = −0.58). Youth randomly assigned to the men-
toring program reported significantly lower school
problems at postassessment as comparedwith youth
in the control group. Results also demonstrated a
statistically significant, small-to-medium effect of
the program on the Emotional Symptoms Index
(bITT = −4.11(2.03), t = −2.02, P = 0.049,
95% CI: −8.20 to −0.02, d = −0.34). Random
assignment to the treatment group, as compared
with control, was associated with a 4.11-unit lower
emotional symptoms index t-score at postassess-
ment. While there were no statistically significant
effects of the intervention on student-reported life
satisfaction or inattention and hyperactivity, trends
were in the hypothesized direction. As denoted in
Table 2, youth in the mentoring program showed a
larger mean increase in life satisfaction than youth
in the control group from pre- to postassessment
(i.e., d�treatment = 0.26 versus d�control = 0.05). Simi-
larly, youth participating in the mentoring program
showed a decline in their mean level of inatten-
tion and hyperactivity, while youth in the control
group demonstrated a negligible increase from pre-
to postassessment (i.e., d�treatment = −0.19 versus
d�control = 0.03).
When examining the school record outcomes,

we found that students in the treatment group had
significantly fewer behavior-related office referrals
than those in the control group at postassess-
ment (bITT = −0.74(0.34), z = −2.35, P = 0.02,
95% CI: −1.36 to −0.12). Random assignment
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Mentoring youth with elevated disruptive behavior McQuillin & McDaniel

Table 2. Raw unadjusted means, standard deviations, change scores, and effect sizes of primary outcomes

Source Tx M Tx M Tx post Control Control Control Control
Primary outcomes post pre SD M post M pre post SD Tx �d �d

School record
Math 74.8 75.3 13.7 70.7 77.7 13.3 −0.04 −0.52
ELA 68.9 70.4 24.4 71.3 74.9 16.3 −0.06 −0.22
Science 72.2 73.5 22.1 64.3 75.8 26.6 −0.06 −0.43
History 79 70.3 12.5 80.8 72.8 14 0.69 0.57
Office referrals 0.82 10.8 1.11 0.97 9.61 1.67 −8.93 −5.16

Teacher report
CPA 3.09 3.22 0.95 2.91 3.01 0.97 −0.14 −0.1
CPI 2.62 2.77 1.07 2.62 2.5 0.78 −0.14 0.15
BASC external 72.1 68.6 19.2 69.2 66.8 19.4 0.18 0.12
BASC internal 53.8 52.8 12 56.2 55.6 14.2 0.086 0.044

Self-report
Life satisfaction 4.48 4.25 0.89 4.26 4.22 0.84 0.26 0.05
BASC school problems 54.4 57.6 0.98 58.4 55.1 11.3 −0.33 0.29
BASC-ESI 52.3 57.8 12.8 54.3 54.8 11.2 −0.42 −0.045
BASC-IH 55.5 57.7 10.9 54.9 54.6 10.4 −0.19 0.03

ELA, English and Language Arts grades; CPA, classroom performance survey academic functioning; CPI, classroom performance
survey interpersonal functioning; BASC, behavioral assessment system for children; BASC external, BASC externalizing problems
index; BASC internal, BASC internalizing problems index; BASC-ESI, BASC emotional symptoms index; BASC-IH, BASC inattention
hyperactivity; Tx, treatment; M, mean; Tx �d, Tx post – Tx pre; Control �d, control post – control pre.

to the mentoring program was also associated
with statistically significant, small-to-moderate
gains in math grades (bITT = 5.77(2.68), t = 2.15,
P = 0.04, 95% CI: 0.26–11.31, d = 0.42). On aver-
age, students randomly assigned to the mentoring
program, as compared with youth in the control
group, demonstrated math grades 5.77 percentage
points higher at postassessment. The intervention
was not associated with a statistically significant
impact on the other school grade outcomes. How-
ever, trends appear to be more favorable for youth
in the treatment group than the control group.
Science and ELA grade means for youth in both
the treatment and control groups declined from
pre- to postassessment, and the mean decline in
grades for the youth in the mentoring group was
smaller (i.e., raw science grades: d�treatment = −0.06
versus d�control = −0.43; raw ELA grades:
d�treatment = −0.06 versus d�control = −0.22).
We did not observe any statistically significant

impact of the mentoring program on teacher-
reported outcomes. Though, the impact of the pro-
gram on externalizing behavior approached sta-
tistical significance (bITT = 4.30(2.69), t = 1.60,
P = 0.12, 95% CI: −0.96 to 9.39, d = 0.22), sug-
gesting that teachers were reporting higher levels
of externalizing problems at postassessment for stu-

dents in the mentoring program as compared with
students in the control group. Similarly, the exam-
ination of raw means for the treatment and con-
trol group students from pre- to postassessment
suggests that students in both the mentoring and
control groups had increases in internalizing dif-
ficulties from pre- to postassessment, but this was
incrementally greater in magnitude for students in
the treatment group (i.e., d�treatment = 0.09 versus
d�control = 0.04). Raw means also suggest that, on
average, teachers reported gains in interpersonal
competence for students in the mentoring program
and losses for students in the control group (i.e.,
d�treatment = −0.14 versus d�control = 0.15). And, on
average, students in both the treatment and control
groups showed similar gains in teacher-reported
academic competence (i.e., d�treatment = −0.14 ver-
sus d�control = −0.10).

Usability ratings from mentors
Table 5 includes item-level percentages of mentor
endorsement for each item of the URP-I. In general,
the program was found to be acceptable, feasible,
understood by mentors, and congruent with the
system climate. Some items suggested greater vari-
ability in the mentor’s appraisal of feasibility. While
there was not an explicit parent component of the
program, mentors disagreed as to the importance
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McQuillin & McDaniel Mentoring youth with elevated disruptive behavior

Table 3. Multilevel intent to treat outcomes

Outcome
Parameter (intercept, ITT) Coefficient SE σ τ00 Cohen’s d 95% CI t ratio P

Math
Intercept 74.79 15.80 9.65 8.19 – – – –
ITT 5.77 2.68 – – 0.42 (0.26 to 11.31) 2.15 0.04∗

ELA
Intercept 59.77 24.47 18.82 4.01 – – – –
ITT 0.75 5.19 – – 0.04 (−9.47 to 11.18) 0.14 0.88

Science
Intercept 69.30 31.70 21.04 5.86 – – – –
ITT 7.97 5.75 – – 0.32 (−3.11 to 18.70) 1.39 0.17

History
Intercept 68.39 19.89 11.09 3.31 – – – –
ITT 3.02 3.09 – – 0.23 (−3.20 to 9.86) 0.97 0.33

CPA
Intercept 0.54 0.49 0.67 0.37 – – – –
ITT 0.003 0.19 – – 0.003 (−0.36 to 0.46) 0.02 0.99

CPI
Intercept 0.72 0.48 0.70 0.20 – – – –
ITT −0.12 0.19 – – −0.13 (−0.50 to 0.23) −0.64 0.52

BASC external teacher
Intercept 67.91 7.65 8.91 7.42 – – – –
ITT 4.31 2.69 – – 0.22 (−0.96 to 9.39) 1.60 0.12

BASC internal teacher
Intercept 52.38 4.26 4.53 6.96 – – – –
ITT 0.78 1.51 – – 0.06 (−2.48 to 3.66) 0.52 0.61

σ, standard deviation of the residual; τ00, standard deviation of the random effect of the intercept; ∗P < 0.05.

of home–school collaboration in the mentoring
program, with some endorsing home–school col-
laboration as essential to the success of the program
and others suggesting it as not important. We
suspect this variability was likely due to variabil-
ity in access to parents, which was inconsistent,
hence the low return of parent-reported outcomes.
Importantly, we also found greater variability in
mentors’ report of system support necessary to
successfully implement the program, with some
mentors feeling more training and support was
necessary. Specifically, 29% of mentors endorsed
some level of agreement with the statement, “I was
in need of additional training in order to implement
this program’s manual.” Similarly, 22% of mentors
agreed to some level with the statement, “I needed
additional resources to carry out this program’s
manual.” Based on supervision records and expe-
rience, we hypothesized that mentors who were
matched with mentees with greater impairment
may have desired more training than those with
less impairment. We tested this hypothesis in post

hoc analyses, whereby we predicted system sup-
port from students’ pretest teacher-reported BASC
Behavioral Symptoms Index (BASC-BSI; i.e., global
assessment of impairment) and students’ BASC
self-report of Emotional Symptoms Index (BASC-
ESI). Contrary to our hypothesis, we found that
mentors who were matched with more impaired
young people felt more comfortable with system
support for the manual. This trend was statistically
significant for teacher reports of impairment on the
BASC-BSI, B = −0.02(0.01), t = −2.53, P = 0.017.
Although not statistically significant, the trend
was shared with student reports on the BASC-ESI,
B = −0.02(0.01), t = 1.87, P = 0.07.

Discussion

Results suggest that students randomly assigned to
participate in thementoring programdemonstrated
significantly improved math grades and decreases
in referrals to the office for behavioral chal-
lenges, as well as decreases in self-reported school
problems and emotional symptoms, as compared
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Mentoring youth with elevated disruptive behavior McQuillin & McDaniel

Table 4. Self-reported outcomes

Outcome
Parameter (intercept, ITT) Coefficient SE Cohen’s d 95% CI t P

Life satisfaction
Intercept 2.13 0.46 – – – –
ITT 0.21 0.18 0.24 (−0.16 to 0.58) 1.15 0.26

BASC school problems
Intercept 58.07 3.01 – – – –
ITT −6.21 2.19 −0.58 (−10.61 to −1.81) −2.83 0.007∗

BASC inattention/hyperactivity
Intercept 55.08 2.57 – – – –
ITT −2.26 1.89 −0.21 (−6.05 to 1.54) −1.19 0.24

BASC emotional symptoms index
Intercept 56.03 2.77
ITT −4.11 2.03 −0.34 (−8.20 to −0.02) −2.02 0.049∗

∗P < 0.05.

with students in the control group at postassess-
ment. These results provide some preliminary
evidence of promise that brief, instrumental,
school-based mentoring may be an effective way
to help young people with elevated disruptive
behavior perform better in school (i.e., increased
grades and decreased behavior referrals) and feel
better (i.e., decreased self-report of school problems
and emotional symptoms) after participation in
this mentoring program. The results of this study
align with previous research on this program,
which suggests that participation in brief, instru-
mental, school-based mentoring is associated with
increases in academic performance and a reduction
in behavioral referrals.25,31 Notably, the effect size
of the intervention on math grades in this study
(d = 0.42) is commensurate with or exceeds effect
sizes observed in previous trials of this program.25,31
This effect exceeds the estimated average effect of
mentoring on academic achievement for youth at
risk for delinquency (i.e., d= 0.11).13 However, pre-
vious trials have also recorded significant impacts
of the intervention on other core subject grades as
well as student self-report of life satisfaction that
were not observed in the current study.
We believe our positive result on studentmiscon-

duct has school discipline policy implications, par-
ticularly considering that this result corroborates
the results of a previous evaluation of the same inter-
vention with a less impaired population.31 Impor-
tantly, infractions recorded in this study were used
by the school to make decisions for disciplinary

action, including exclusionary discipline. Use of
exclusionary discipline practices in U.S. schools
has progressively risen, in part due to “zero toler-
ance” discipline policies.32 In the 2015–2016 school
year, approximately 2.7 million students received
one or more out-of-school suspensions33 and a
corresponding loss of over 11 million days of
instruction.34 School suspensions, both in and out
of school, are associated with poorer academic per-
formance and increased risk for school dropout
across empirical studies,35 as well as increased
involvement with the juvenile justice system (see
Ref. 36). Although our data preclude this analysis,
we hypothesize that by reducing disciplinary infrac-
tions, youth in the treatment group may have been
exposed to more instruction, which may cascade to
other long-term positive outcomes (e.g., grade pro-
motion). While it is critical for schools to consider
practices outside of exclusionary discipline, this
research suggests that it is also important to con-
sider the implementation of preventive interven-
tions that may scaffold student learning of critical
social, emotional, and academic skills that may pro-
tect them from exclusionary discipline. This work
contributes to a growing body of literature indicat-
ing that school-based mentoring may be helpful in
promoting more positive outcomes for youth with
elevated disruptive behavior.9,13,37
Additionally, some mentors indicated that they

needed more support to implement the program.
Contrary to our original hypothesis, we found an
inverse relationship betweenmentee’s global level of
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McQuillin & McDaniel Mentoring youth with elevated disruptive behavior

Table 5. Usage rating profile—school-based mentoring mentor report

Percentage of mentors endorsing a response (N = 31)

Subscale/item
Strongly
disagree Disagree

Slightly
disagree

Slightly
agree Agree

Strongly
agree

Acceptability
This program is an effective way to

help students succeed in school.
0 0 0 0 58 42

The program is an appropriate way to
teach students skills for school
success.

0 0 3 6 51 39

I am not interested in participating in
this program.

74 26 0 0 0 0

I have a positive attitude about
participating in this program.

0 0 0 0 71 29

This program is a good way to help
students succeed.

0 0 0 0 45 55

I implemented this program’s manual
with a good deal of enthusiasm.

0 0 0 3 55 42

This program is not disruptive to other
students.

0 0 3 10 42 45

I was committed to carrying out this
program’s manual.

0 0 3 10 35 52

This program’s manual easily fits in
with my current practices as a
mentor.

0 0 3 13 42 42

Understanding
I understood how to use the program’s

manual.
0 0 0 10 38 52

I am knowledgeable about the
program’s manual.

0 0 0 13 42 45

I understood the procedures laid out
in this program’s manual.

0 0 3 6 42 48

Home–school collaboration
A positive home–school relationship is

needed to implement this program.
3 0 6 23 39 29

Parental collaboration is required in
order to implement this program.

3 19 13 32 13 19

Regular home–school communication
is needed to implement this
program.

3 3 26 19 36 13

Feasibility
I was able to allocate my time to

participate in this program.
0 0 0 3 23 74

The total time required to implement
the program’s manual is
manageable.

0 0 6 10 29 55

Preparation of materials needed for
this program is minimal.

3 3 3 19 52 19

Material resources needed for this
program are reasonable.

0 0 0 9 39 52

Continued
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Mentoring youth with elevated disruptive behavior McQuillin & McDaniel

Table 5. Continued

Percentage of mentors endorsing a response (N = 31)

Subscale/item
Strongly
disagree Disagree

Slightly
disagree

Slightly
agree Agree

Strongly
agree

This program’s manual is too complex
to carry out accurately.

39 39 9 13 0 0

The amount of time required for
completing “check ins” and other
forms is reasonable.

0 0 0 3 42 55

System climate
My supervisor was supportive of my

use of this program.
0 0 0 0 23 77

Use of this program is consistent with
the mission of the school.

0 0 0 6 45 48

Implementation of this program’s
manual is well matched to what is
expected in my role.

0 0 6 10 42 42

The program’s procedures are
consistent with the way things are
done in this school system.

0 3 3 26 42 26

My daily life and responsibilities are
conducive to participating in a
program like this one.

0 0 3 6 48 42

System support
I needed additional resources to carry

out this program’s manual.
10 48 19 16 6 0

I needed additional supervision to
implement this program’s manual.

16 48 19 16 0 0

I was in need of additional training in
order to implement this program’s
manual.

10 52 10 13 13 3

behavioral difficulties (i.e., teacher-reported BASC-
BSI) and mentor’s appraisal of system support,
indicating that mentors matched with mentees who
had fewer difficulties desired more support. Per-
haps, this indicates that the program curriculum
is overengineered toward students with higher lev-
els of impairment and less relevant to students
with lower levels of impairment. Or perhaps stu-
dents with less impairment were more easily able to
access the curriculum and needed less instruction
and behavioral support, increasing the efficiency by
which the mentor and mentee were able to com-
plete activities and leaving the mentor with addi-
tional time for activities with their mentee. This
might indicate a need to have a more adaptive cur-
riculum that permits mentors to individualize the

program experience for youth with a wider range of
impairment.

Considerations for future research and
implementation

Based on our experience coordinating this study
and the results of our analyses, we suggest three
modifications to future trials of this or similar
interventions. First, we propose greater integra-
tion between the mentoring program and exist-
ing tiered systems of support. These systems,
such as positive behavior interventions and sup-
ports (PBIS38) or expanded school mental health
(SMH39) services, are implemented within schools
in increasing frequency and involve the coordi-
nation and support of various professionals who
are native to the school. As coordinators, we
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McQuillin & McDaniel Mentoring youth with elevated disruptive behavior

often found it challenging to help address the
needs of this population without the support and
involvement of other school professionals, includ-
ing school counselors and psychologists, and social
workers. This type of formal integration was not
included in the current procedural manual or the
coordinator procedures; however, it was at times
necessary and integrated in an ad hocmanner when
student needs were particularly acute. Although
mentors received training to report acute symptoms
to supervisors, future efforts should include train-
ing and procedures for engaging and interacting
with SMH or PBIS teams to help coordinate care.
Because of the needs of this population, it is unlikely
that mentoring in isolation would be sufficient to
robustly reduce impairment. We suspect that even
our meager efforts to involve other school staff in
helping these children improved the quality of the
program.
Second, though mentors positively appraised the

training and support procedures, we suspect that
further refinement of the “just-in-time” online
training modules that involve explicit instruction
in managing disruptive behavior during sessions
would improve the usability of the curriculum.
Students in this iteration of the program demon-
strated off-task and disruptive behaviors at a greater
frequency than previous trials. Mentors indicated
a need for training in more targeted skills to
ameliorate these behaviors during their mentoring
sessions.
Third, coordinating this study was a demand-

ing task. Although our team consisted of approx-
imately 1.5 FTE staff for support, we suggest that
two FTE staff with backgrounds in SMH, PBIS, or
other tiered frameworks for student social, emo-
tional, behavioral, and academic supports would be
most appropriate for coordinating the evaluation of
this program with a similar sample, especially if a
similarly intensive assessment strategy is planned.

Limitations

There are a variety of limitations in the current
research that warrant consideration. First, this is
a small, underpowered pilot study. In addition to
being underpowered to detect a true effect, small
samples are also associated with overestimation of
effect sizes.40 In addition, students for the current
project were enrolled from one middle school in
a southeastern state. It is possible that students

enrolled in the current project are not represen-
tative of students with increased behavioral dif-
ficulty in other school settings, limiting the gen-
eralizability of these effects. Thus, while some of
the effects found in this study are promising, they
are intended to inform power estimates for future,
large-scale research that would be able to provide
more precise estimates of population-level effects
of the mentoring program. Similarly, our mentors
were predominately White, females, and not rep-
resentative of all possible undergraduate mentors.
Moreover, there was a general mismatch between
the mentors who were mentoring predominately
Black male youth. This reflects the national snap-
shot of mentoring demographics with only about
24% of mentees identifying as White but more than
half of mentors identifying as White, as well as
approximately 60% identifying as female.2 How-
ever, race and gender match warrant careful con-
sideration. While this is not an uncommon sce-
nario, additional research is needed to understand
if and how this gender mismatch impacts student
experiences of the mentoring relationship as well as
outcomes.
Furthermore, coverage of session content was

assessed bymentor self-report. Although self-report
is one of the most common and feasible ways to
assess implementation, the implementation science
literature suggests that self-reportmeasuresmay not
correspond well with other measures of program
implementation, such as more objective observa-
tion measures, and may not be as clearly linked
to program outcomes.41,42 Future research should
incorporate more objective measures of program
implementation, such as observational ratings by a
trained observer.
In addition, the aim of this study was to under-

stand the feasibility of collecting parent-reported
surveys of student functioning, as well as gener-
ating estimates of preliminary effects of the pro-
gram on parent-reported outcomes. Unfortunately,
parent survey completion rates were poor (i.e.,
40% completion at baseline and 53% completion at
postassessment), indicating that alternative meth-
ods to collect parent-report data are warranted
in future trials. In addition, given the poor com-
pletion rates, we were unable to estimate effects
of the intervention on parent-reported outcomes.
In future research, it will be important to under-
stand how the intervention impacts parent-reported
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Mentoring youth with elevated disruptive behavior McQuillin & McDaniel

student outcomes to discern whether treatment
gains are generalizing beyond the school setting.

Conclusions

Altogether, the results of this study suggest that
this mentoring program may be a feasible strat-
egy to implement with students in middle school
with elevated disruptive behavior. Mentors gener-
ally reported the program was acceptable, feasible,
understood, and congruent with the system climate.
However,mentors who are workingwith youthwith
lower levels of disruptive behavior indicated that
they could benefit from additional support. Fur-
thermore, while additional, larger scale research is
needed to garnermore precise estimates of the inter-
vention effects, the results of this pilot study sug-
gest that, as compared with students in the control
group, students receiving the school-based mentor-
ing program had fewer behavioral referrals, school
problems, emotional symptoms, and higher math
grades at postassessment. Future research will aim
to embed the intervention in existing multitiered
support to ensure that these students are receiving
the full continuum of tiered supports.
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