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Abstract of Dissertation

They Have Always Been There:
Education Support Professionals as Informal Mentors to Adolescent Students

Middle and high schools across the country take on the challenging task of
meeting the developmental and diverse needs of adolescent students. A growing area of
interest in education policy has been focused on improving students’ experiences within
schools and creating a feeling of connectedness to their schools. Studies show that
students’ feelings of connectedness improve when they feel that school staff care about
their educational success, their individual qualities, and their overall well-being.
Education Support Professionals (ESP) (e.g., paraeducators, food service workers,
transportation workers, etc.) have been reported as taking an active role caring for and
supporting students in their schools, yet little is known about these informal mentoring
relationships.

The present study explored the experiences of ESP who reported informally
mentoring adolescent students, seeking to understand the social dynamics and mediating
factors ESP described as impacting their informal mentoring relationships. An ESP
Activity Theory Model was used to help guide the design of data collection instruments
and to analyze responses from interviews with a diverse group of seven ESP participants.

Three key findings emerged from ESPs’ descriptions of their experiences
informally mentoring adolescent students: 1) ESP described showing their mentees
kindness, making them feel welcomed at school, building their confidence and
independence, and supporting them with family issues. ESP also described how student

mentees seek ESP out for support and show their appreciation; 2) ESP felt they were



viewed as “lesser than” by teachers and school administrators, limiting their opportunities
to act as a team with other school staff to help educate the whole child; and 3) ESP
described their lack of inclusion in policy decisions and the policy-making process at the
school and school district levels, as well as their lack of high-quality training, as factors
that limited their opportunities to mentor adolescent students. Policy and research
implications are provided, including recommendations for school leaders to take an “it
takes a village” approach to educating the whole child, inviting ESP into the education
process of students, and providing high-quality training to both ESP and teachers on best

practices around supporting students.

Vi



Table of Contents

DEAICALION ... bbb bbbt b e ii
ACKNOWIEAGMENTS ...ttt sr e nte et esneenneeneeenee e iv
ADSEract Of DISSEITALION ........cviiiiiiiiisii s %
[T A0 1o U] USRS Xii
Chapter 1: Introduction 10 the STUAY .........cccoiiiiiiiiiiee e 1
Statement of the ProbIEM..........coiiii 1
PUIMPOSE STATEIMENT. ... .eiieeeei ettt bbbt e sbe b e b e be et e e b e e be e nee e 8
RESEAICH QUESTIONS.......eeieieeeiet ettt e re e s e e stesreenaesbesseeeeneenns 9
Significance OF the STUAY .......ocv i nre s 9
Ontological Stance and Theoretical LENS .........cccvcviieiiiiiicc e e 10
STUAY ASSUMPLIONS ...ttt ettt e e seeete e s e sbesseese e tesaeeneeseesbeeseeneesaeeneeneensens 11
Limitations and DelMItatiONS .........ccceiiiiiieieiieie ettt enee e 11
SEUAY DETINITIONS .....veieiee et e st et et sreereere et e 13
Organization of the Remainder of the StUAY ..........ccoeiiiiiiccc e 14
Chapter 2: Literature Review and Theoretical Framework ..........ccccccoovvviiiiiininineenn 16
Adolescent Development and Life EXPEFIENCES......ccviivieiiiieiiiie et 16
STUTRNT SEIESS ...ttt b et b Rt b bbbttt b bt neen e 17
Adolescent SChOOI EXPEIIENCES ......c.vvviiiiiiiesiseseseste et e s et re st sre bt sre st et e e e e e s 18
SCNOOI CONNECTEUNESS ...ttt bbbttt 20
Components of SChOOI CONNECIEANESS.......ccciiveiieiierie e nre e 24

vii



1ol 10 10T IO [T 0= S 24

School Bonding and AttaChMENT..........cviiieiire e se s 29
SCNOOI ENGAGEMENT ..ottt b et bbbt bbbttt b et bt ne s 30
LOF: 110 To H OSSOSO PP P PP PPTRT 32
INFOrMal MENTOISNIPS ... 36
Important Predictors of Informal Mentorships..........cociriiiiiii e 43
Education Support ProfeSSIONalS ..ot 45
SCholarly LIterature 0N ESP ........cooiiieiiise sttt re sttt st e e sneeenean 49
Ontological Stance and Theoretical LENS .........cccvcvieeiiie e 53
CrItICAI REAIISIM ...ttt 53
e €AV 1o SR 56

T U 0] 0 T TSRS 60
Chapter 3: Study Methodology .......ccveiiiiiiiii s 61
11 £ [T T o SRS 61
RESEAICHN DESIGN ..ottt st s re e et e st e e e et esbeste e b e sresteereenrenreas 61
Basic Interpretive Qualitative RESEAICH .......c.covivie i s 61
SAMPIING APPIOACH ... 63
TArGEE POPUIALION ...ttt bbbt bttt 63
PartiCipant RECTUITMENT.........cuiiiiiieei ettt b e bbbt sr et b et an e e 63
SOUICES OF DALA ... eevviviieieie ettt sttt et e et e besbeeneesaesbeetaenteseeaneeneenre e 66
STUAY INSTIUMENTS ...ttt bbbt b bbb bbbt b ettt 66
Interview Transcription and Member Checking ...........ccovviiiiiiiiiiiee e 70
DAtA ANAIYSIS ...ttt 71
SUDJECHIVILY STAIEMENT ...ttt ettt r e 72



STUAY TTUSTWOITNINESS ....vveiee et s ae e e e eeenee e peereenre e e 74

CPBAIDIITEY .. bbbt 74
TraNSTEIADIIITY ..o e et e e reenrens 75
T o= a0 = o1 RSSO 76
(O80T 1) 1T 1= o1 1RSSR 76
Human Participants and EthiCS PreCAULIONS. .........coeiviiiriiiiiecie e 76
SUIMIMBIY .ttt bbb bttt btk e b e btk e kb e bt e bt e he e bt eb e e s b e nb e eb e et e et e nbeebeenn e b e 77
Chapter 1V: Thematic FINAINGS ......ooiveiiiie e 78
11 £ [T 4T o SR 78
T (oA o 1] (PSS 79
STUAY FINAINGS ..ttt e e n e e s e e e e e eeebeenbeeneeeneeeneeenes 81
Finding 1: ESP-Student Mentee Interactions [Subject & ObjJeCt]........ccceoririininiiiniie e 81
SHOWING KINANESS ...ttt et be et e e b et e be s be st e besbe st e be e et e s eneenes 82
Building Students’ Confidence and Independence...........ccouuviiiriiriieininiinieinesese e 86
Student Mentees Showing Their APPreCiation........c.cvvviererererieriere e 100
FINAING 1 SUMIMEIY ...ttt bbbttt sttt 103
Finding 2: ESPs’ perception of being viewed as “lesser than” [Division of Labor]...........cc.ccoevnnene. 104
Implicit and Explicit Sentiments from FaCUILY ..........ccoeiiiiiiiiiiiei e 104
Perceived Impacts on Mentoring RelationShips ........cocooeiiiiiiiiiiee e 110
Colleagues’ MISCONCEPLIONS. .. ..ueriiteererieesteaseesteesiesrees e sre e s sseesreaseesreereareesresseesresneesbesseenbeesnenreans 112
Working Alongside Colleagues to SUPPOIt STUAENTS .........cccvieiiveneie e 114
FINAING 2 SUMMATY ..ottt e s e e e sa et e e resseenestestesnesreneeneens 116
Finding 3: School policies and professional development [RUIES] ........cccvovriiiiiiiniiiiicieiee 116
Rules and Policies that Excluded ESP from the Education ProCess ...........cccecvvvineiinerinennennnns 116

ESP Want High Quality Training on SUpporting StUAENTS ..........cccoeererneneeneeseseeseesiee 127
FINAING 3 SUMMATY ...t e ettt b et e e besbe st sbesbenbeseens 132



Chapter 4 SUMIMAIY .....ocoeeieeie e se e s e ste e s e s e e s te e ste e s teesreesreesteesteesteesteesreesreesneesneesrnnns 133

Chapter 5: Interpretations, Conclusions, and Recommendations .............cccccevcvererieennn 135
Interpretation and CONCIUSIONS .........cciiiiiiiiii et ens 137
ESP @S INFOrMAl IMENLOLS ......o.viviiiiiiecieicei e 137
Implementation of the ESP Activity Theory MOdel .........cccccovveieieicie e 138
Interpretations and Conclusions from Key FINding L .......ccccooiveioiiicieieeeese e 143
Interpretations and Conclusions from Key FINding 2 .........ccocooviiiiiinnineeese e 148
Interpretations and Conclusions for Key Finding 3 ... 152
RECOMMENAALIONS. .....eevieiiecieie ettt te e sr e beste e e e sbesteeseesaesbeaneeneenee e 156
POIICY IMPIICALIONS ...ttt bbbttt se et sr ettt sre e 156
Inviting ESP into the EAUCAtION PrOCESS ......cooiiiiiiiierieieieie e 159
Changing School Culture to Value ESP ContribULIONS ..o 159

Offer ESP High Quality Training on Supporting StUAENtS ...........cccoereiiiinienenene e 161

Create Clear Policies and Guidelines for All Staff on Supporting Students ............cc.ccocvvenenenn. 162

Increase Funding for ESP Pay and Professional Development...........cccoovevveieiicnniesieeesese e 165
RESEAICh IMPIICALIONS .. .o.viviiiie e et eere e e e resresresresrenre s 167
Activity Theory Model as a Viable Approach to Studying ESP .........ccccooviriiniinninciicieieee 167
Introducing Observations and Member Checking into Future Studies ............ccoecveieneincinenns 168

Using Quantitative and Mixed Methods Research to Study ESP as Informal Mentors................ 169
Considerations for ESP Career Families and Exposure t0 STUdeNts ..........ccccoeeerierienencnieneniennn. 170

ESP THENTITIES ...t bbb 170
Recruitment Techniques Tailored for ESP PartiCipation .............cccoeoriiiiininienine e 171
CONCIUSION ...ttt r et n e 172
RETEIBNCES ...ttt b bbbt 174
F N o] 0 1=T Lo [ o0 PSPPI 215



Appendix A: Facebook Invitations (Generic and Targeted)........ccccocvvievievienience e, 215

Appendix B: Screening Interview ProtoCol ..o 218
Appendix C: Participant CONSENT FOIM ..ot 220
Appendix D: Guided INterview ProtoCOl ...........cceviiiiiiic e 222
Appendix E: Analytical Matrix for Semi-Structured Interview QUEeStions .........c.cccceevrevenen. 226

Xi



List of Figures

Figure 1. Engestrom's Activity Theory System, Simplified and Modified for Study....... 58
Figure 2. ESP Activity Theory System, Detailed and Modified for Study....................... 68
Figure 3. Activity Theory Model: ESP Mentor-Student Mentee Interactions................ 141

Figure 4. Activity Theory Model: ESP Mentor-Student Mentee Mediating Factors ..... 142

xii


file://///Users/darrenfleischer/Library/Mobile%20Documents/com~apple~CloudDocs/Dissertation/Final%20Version%20and%20Graduation%20Paperwork/FleischerDarrenJ_Dissertation.docx%23_Toc77746455
file://///Users/darrenfleischer/Library/Mobile%20Documents/com~apple~CloudDocs/Dissertation/Final%20Version%20and%20Graduation%20Paperwork/FleischerDarrenJ_Dissertation.docx%23_Toc77746456
file://///Users/darrenfleischer/Library/Mobile%20Documents/com~apple~CloudDocs/Dissertation/Final%20Version%20and%20Graduation%20Paperwork/FleischerDarrenJ_Dissertation.docx%23_Toc77746457

The function of promoting good child-and-youth development and achievement

was once served in our society through families and their social networks and

through community life in small towns and rural areas. If students did not do well

in school, they could leave, earn a living, still take care of themselves and their

families, and become positive, contributing members of their communities.

Despite massive and rapid scientific, technological, and social change, children

have the same needs they always did: They must be protected, and their

development must be guided and supported by the people around them. They

cannot rear themselves. (Comer, 2001, p. 32)

Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study
Statement of the Problem

In 2020, about 11.6 million middle school students (6"- 8" grade) and 15.4
million high school students (91"- 12t grade) enrolled in public schools across the U.S.
(NCES, 2020). One may ask, how many of these students will be academically
successful, enjoy a healthy middle school experience, and feel optimistic about moving
on to high school and beyond? How many of these students will struggle or fall through
the cracks? As children transition out of elementary school, they leave behind the
auspices of a simpler, more intimate life with a single teacher, matriculating into larger
schools with multiple teachers, more choices, and more ways to express themselves as
adolescents (Barber & Olsen 2004; Goldstein, Boxer, & Rudolph, 2015). As their minds
and bodies rapidly develop, adolescents become more aware of, and more concerned
with, their relationships with their peers, begin romantic relationships, discover their own

identities, and begin to think abstractly.



The 21% Century has brought its own challenging landscape for adolescents, with
new dynamics in family responsibilities and roles (Anderson, 2008; Cohen et al., 2009;
Edwards, 2016), on-campus and cyber bullying (Martin et al., 2018; Savage, 2015;
Shellard, 2002), overburdened schools, principals, and teachers stretched thin with duties
that go beyond education (AFT, 2015; Rogers, Freelon, & Bertrand, 2012), as well as a
dearth of community resources for adolescents growing up in impoverished
neighborhoods (Balfanze, Ruby, & Mclver, 2002; Bolland, 2003). Many middle and high
schools across the country have trouble meeting the developmental and diverse needs of
adolescents, especially when it comes to addressing the above-named issues (Balfanz,
Ruby, & Mac lver, 2002; Hill, 1996; Slovak & Singer, 2011; Washor and Majkowski,
2014).

One major concern that has gained attention in education research and policy with
respect to adolescents is the issue of school connectedness, or the extent to which
students feel that school staff in the academic environment care about their academic
success, their individual qualities, and their overall well-being (CDC, 2009; Lerner et al.,
2005; Marsh, 2018). Studies have shown that school connectedness decreases as students
move from elementary school through secondary school. For example, a 2016 Gallup poll
that surveyed over 900,000 public school students across the U.S. on their feelings of
school engagement, a component of school connectedness, discovered that student
enthusiasm for school incrementally dropped from fifth grade through middle and high
school, reaching its lowest point in students’ junior year of high school. The steepest
decline observed in the study was in students’ feelings about adult support; when asked

whether “the adults at my school care about me,” 67 percent of fifth graders strongly



agreed with this sentiment, compared to only 23 percent of juniors in high school
(Gallop, 2016, p. 7).

Other studies reflect similar downward trends in school connectedness among
adolescents. A national study by the U.S. Department of Education (USED) (2016)
revealed that rates of chronic absenteeism—an indicator of school disconnectedness and
disengagement—increased from approximately 11 percent in elementary school to 12
percent in middle school and 20 percent in high school (ED, 2016). In another study, this
one conducted in California, the percentage of students who felt connected to their school
decreased by grade level, with only 39 percent of 7t graders and 31 percent of 9™ and
11t graders indicating a strong a sense of school connectedness (Austin, Hansons, &
Cheng, 2007). When ranking the top and bottom academically performing schools
participating in the study, the lowest twenty-percent of schools had only 21-29 percent of
students feeling a strong sense of connection to their schools, compared to 41-53 percent
of students enrolled in the top performing schools in study population (Austin et al.,
2007).

Student disconnectedness brings with it a several issues, including students’
silence and withdrawal in kindergarten, diminished interest in elementary and middle
school, followed by chronic absenteeism and eventual dropping out from school by tenth
grade (Balfanz, Herzog, & Mac, 2007; Garcia & Jensen, 2009; Zabloski & Milacci,
2012). School disconnectedness has also been used by researchers as a major predictor of
student violence (Karcher, 2002a), engagement and academic achievement decline (Klem
& Connell; 2004), risky behaviors such as adolescent sex and drug use (Casey-Cannon et

al., 2006; O’Donnell, Hawkins, & Abbott; 1995), delinquent behavior (Catalano et al.,



2004), and anti-social behaviors, depressive systems, feelings of hopelessness, and
alienation (Agnew, 1997; Bolland, 2003; Crosnoe, 2002; Flannery, 2006; Hurd &
Zimmerman, 2010). Finn (1993) points out that such negative effects of students’
emotional and physical disengagement and disconnectedness from school, including
students dropping out altogether from high school, is gradual, not abrupt. Put another
way, a negative experience in a single grade or with an individual teacher is not unlikely
to end a student’s positive outlook on school; rather, negative feelings for school develop
out of systemic issues that are consistent through multiple grades and encounters with
adults and peers.

Despite adolescents’ ability to create their own identities and aspirations, they still
are not yet at the stage of their development where they can identify their areas of need or
utilize strategic approaches to resolve personal or social issues (George & Alexander,
2003). Adults are incredibly important in helping to build healthy socialization in
students (Ryan, Deci, Grolnick, & La Guardia, 2006), and in teaching students protective
strategies such as grit or resilience (Duckworth, Lee, & Seligman, 2005). Students who
have learning disabilities, exhibit low achievement, or are in some way disadvantaged
may have poor perceptions of their abilities (Larkin and Ellis, 2004; Schunk, 1991). It is
therefore critical that middle schools are prepared and equipped to take on such a diverse
group of developing learners. While positive family, community, and peer relationships
and experiences are important mediators to healthy development and school success
(Allen, 2007; Bowen et al., 2008; Elliott, 2016; Hall, 2001; Learner, 2005; Lerner,
Jacobs, & Wertlieb 2003; Suizzo, 2016; Telzer, 2015), schools can act as stopgaps to

school disconnection if any or all three of these sources of support are unavailable in a



student’s life. Several studies have shown that with proper planning and professional
training, schools can potentially mitigate the challenges experiences by youth, with non-
parental adults acting as buffers to the student’s feelings of alienation, anxiety, and
negative self-perceptions (Angus, 2015; Gaddis, 2012; Jacobi, 1991; Sarason, 1981;
Tierney, Grossman, & Resch, 1995).

In a post-NCLB America, local, state and federal education policies have paid
increased attention to ensuring that schools meet students’ social and emotional needs,
and that school climates are improved. While academic achievement remains a major
target for accountability, indicators that involve school climate and student support are
also finding their place in school accountability. For instance, ED’s 2015 Every Student
Succeeds Act (ESSA) used language giving state education agencies (SEA) flexibility to
incorporate new valid, reliable, and comparable indicators of “School Quality or Student
Success,” which may include a school climate and safety indicator (ED, 2018). This
provision states that schools are required to ensure their chosen indicator measures the
performance of all students, as well as updating their school improvement plans and
adding indicators of improvements to school climate and safety.

Schools have taken numerous approaches to improving students’ connectedness,
including programs and approaches that address its three components: student
engagement, school bonding, and school climate (Marsh, 2018). One approach to
improving connectedness that has shown promise involves the pairing of students with
non-parental adults acting as formal or informal mentors. Mentors are recognized as

promoting positive feelings towards schools (Hurd & Zimmerman, 2010), instilling civic



engagement (Guillaume, Jagers, & Rivas-drake, 2015), and increasing academic
achievement (Angus, 2015; Tierney, Grossman, & Resch, 1995).

Despite the importance of mentoring adolescents to building their school
connectedness, most of the existing research on mentoring for adolescents focuses on
formal mentoring programs. This is likely due to the fact that these programs receive
funding from outside organizations that want to evaluate program success. In addition to
studies on formal mentoring, other research examines informal mentoring from teachers
and other adults in the community who work with students. Unlike formal mentors,
informal mentors are typically not paid or trained by an organization or program, and
instead adults who build relationships with students without such supports.

Although research has focused on adults within schools who formally mentoring
adolescent students—typically through paid or voluntary programs—(Angus, 2015;
Hamilton & Stephen, 2005; Noller & Frey, 1995; Weaver & Collins, 2018), few, if any
studies to date have focused solely on education support professionals’ (ESP) informal
mentoring of adolescents. ESP include school secretaries, cafeteria workers, bus drivers,
paraeducators, and other non-instructional, and/or non-certified staff who work in
schools. ESP are important potential mentors for adolescent students, as ESP make up
nearly a third of public school employees (Balingit, 2018; NEA, 2014), and have been on
the receiving end of awards and news articles that highlight the positive impacts they
make on students and school culture. As one ESP aptly put it, “My bus is the student’s
first classroom” (NEA, 1998).

In the popular press, there are several examples of ESP acting as supportive,

informal mentors to students. Ted Chaudoir, a school bus driver and recipient of the 2016



White House “Champions of Change” award, started a successful reading program on his
bus, which inspired students to read while making them feel safe (Lierman, 2016). The
death of Philando Castile, a school nutrition supervisor at a public school, gained national
attention not just for the way he lost his life, but by the way he lived it. As one
paraeducator at his school put it:
Castile was a fixture. | was always happy to see him around school. The cafeteria
was a pretty happy place. He was part of the community and an important one....
He was as [sic] much a teacher than any teacher in that building.... We had a
calmer cafeteria this year, and I think it was because he was there....[He] has that
presence that people respect, and they become more respectful too... I think he
did that for kids... Kids watch everything, and they saw that. (Chan, 2016, p. 1)
Aside from the above vignettes, ESP have been reported as having many qualities
that make them excellent partners in making positive impacts on middle school students’
socioemotional wellbeing and connectedness. For example, school support staff in some
cases may be more likely than their teacher counterparts to match the student
population’s diversity (Johnsrud, 2004; Rosser, 2011), and nearly three quarters of
support staff live in the same communities in which they work (NEA, 2015). Further, 39
percent of support staff are active in support activities and parent outreach, with an
average of 13 years serving in public schools (NEA, 2015). In terms of professional
longevity, ESP can be more likely to outlast teachers and principals who leave low-
achieving schools within about four years (NCES, 2018; Yan, 2016; Young and Fuller,

2009). ESP qualifications reveal that nearly half of support staff (47 percent) have an



associate degree or higher, 66 percent have taken college courses, 46 percent have special
certificates, and a quarter of ESP hold a professional license (NEA, 2014).

In addition to the qualities above, school support staff have exhibited an interest
in supporting students as caring adults and informal mentors. In the NEA-published 2015
national study “Education Support Professionals Meeting the Needs of the Whole
Student,” 70 percent of ESP stated that within the last two years, they had volunteered
outside of their work hours to assist children and benefit the community; two in three
ESP stated they give money out of their own pockets to help provide students with
classroom materials, attend field trips, and class projects, with an average $217 per year
coming from ESP pockets (NEA, 2015). Over a third of ESP said they voluntarily read
books to students (NEA, 2015). NEA (2015) also found that 85 percent of support staff
who have witnessed school violence have intervened or tried to stop it. Lastly, amongst
the finding from the study “Elevating the ESP Professions Research” (2012) the NEA
found that an overwhelming majority of ESP chose to work in education to make positive
impacts on students, and most ESP in the national study agreed that they valued their role
in the education community and playing a role in the education workforce. Yet despite
several news stories and mostly quantitative studies that study large swaths of ESP, few
education studies have singularly focused on this group of school staff as a potential
source of support for adolescents.

Purpose Statement

The purpose of this study is to fill a gap in education research relating to ESPs’

informal mentoring of adolescent students. The study is one of discovery, since little is

comprehensively known about ESP acting as informal mentors in schools. Specifically,



the study aims to build understanding about how ESP describe their informal mentorships
with adolescent students, what motivates them to form these relationships, how they
leverage tools and navigate sociopolitical landscapes to make these mentoring
relationships work, and which education policies serve to help or hinder these mentoring
relationships. Through careful analysis and theory-building, this study aims to inform
policies, regulations, and practices that address the school connectedness of adolescents,
ESPs’ roles in their schools, and fill a research gap on ESP. Lastly, this study aims to
serve as a catalyst for future large-scale research studies that focus on the roles of ESP in

education policy and school reform.

Research Questions
The study asks the following overarching question: How do ESP describe their
experiences informally mentoring adolescent students? This question is broken down into
two sub-questions:
a. How do ESP describe their interactions and engagement with students they
informally mentor?
b. What do ESP describe as factors that mediate their interactions with students they

informally mentor?

Significance of the Study
This study is significant because it is the first of its kind to explore the
experiences of ESP as informal mentors to adolescents. Adolescents can face a number of
challenges at school and at home that can lead to their academic disengagement and
disconnectedness, and require adults to listen to them, provide some form of support, and

act as role models. ESP can play a powerful role as supportive, caring adults to



adolescents, as well as support teachers and school leaders in their efforts to ensure

students are safe, academically successful, and feel cared for.

Ontological Stance and Theoretical Lens

This study uses Bhaskar’s (1989) critical realist perspective to study the complex
social systems that surround and impact ESPs’ informal mentoring relationships with
adolescents. The main idea of critical realism is the idea of a “stratified ontology” which
is made up of the following three domains: real, actual, and empirical. The real domain
houses objects, their structures and powers; such objects can be part of the
natural/physical world (e.g., school buildings, time, money), or the social world (e.g.,
bureaucracies, school policies). Actual domains describe the events that occur when the
powers of real objects are activated, including the effects they have on one another. The
empirical domain contains one’s experiences, memories, and understanding interpreted
by the senses.

While using a critical realist approach to understand the nature of ESPs’ lived
experiences, this study also used Engestrom’s (1999) activity theory model (a third
iteration of Vygotsky’s (1978) original Activity Theory) to focus on the collective,
collaborative, and dynamic nature of human activity within a complex system. The
activity theory model is typically illustrated as a triangle with bi-directional arrows, each
depicting human activity, and with six interacting components: mediating artifacts or
tools, the subject, the object or goal, rules, community, and division of labor (Engestrom
& Miettinen, 1999a, 1999b). This study used these six activity elements to inform the

organization of data collection and analysis.
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Study Assumptions
This study was based on the following assumptions:
1. Participants will provide truthful answers when responding to interview questions,
probes, and follow-up questions;
2. Participants will be able to provide insight into the school and school system
policies to the best of their knowledge.
Limitations and Delimitations

This theory-building study, designed to explore ESPs’ experiences informally
mentoring adolescent students, had many limitations. The first limitation developed
during school closures due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Due to these school closures, |
was not able to enter schools and make direct observations of ESP as they work with
students in their informal mentoring role, and instead had to replace the planned direct
observations and interviews with phone interviews to gather data. Face-to-face interviews
in a natural environment would have provided the study with an added benefit of
allowing me to note non-verbal cues, such as facial cues or gestures, that serve to add to
nuanced data (Creswell, 2003, 2013). Further, interviews have been noted as potentially
making participants feel uncomfortable (Krueger & Casey, 2009).

A second limitation was the low number of ESP showing a willingness to
participate in the study and the lack of a large pool with which to purposefully sample
qualifying participants. A fourth limitation was the use of Facebook to advertise on NEA
and ESP-related groups for recruitment purposes, which likely excluded potential
participants who may not be affiliated with the NEA, use social media, or are not

technologically savvy. Lastly, ESP self-described experiences and thoughts served as the
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sole source of data for the study, which limits any sort of member checking or data
triangulation aside from contextual clues.

Delimitations, or controlled boundaries put in place to help reach the study’s goal,
were introduced during the planning and execution stages of the study. One delimitation
for this study concerns the deliberate inclusion and exclusion of participants. This study
only included ESP who stated they are working or worked as informal mentors with
adolescent students at middle or high school grade levels. The study did not include
anyone who fell outside of the ESP classification, such as students, classroom teachers,
school administration, or other adults that were not employed by the school in an ESP
capacity. This allowed for a focus solely on the lived experiences of ESP as informal
mentors. Further, by asking students or non-ESP faculty to provide their perspectives of
ESP working as informal mentors might have put ESP in vulnerable positions, for
example having the parent of a student sign a waiver allowing them to participate in the
study, thus introducing the possible exposure of the informal mentoring relationship
between the ESP and the parent or guardian’s child.

With this first delimitation, research questions for the study were chosen to focus
solely on ESP, and not the experiences of classroom teachers, students, or school
administration. Research questions that would have asked for non-ESPs’ experiences of
the informal mentorship would have shifted the focus away from ESP. As described in
Chapter 2, many gaps exist in scholarly literature when it comes to studies that focus
solely on the lived experiences of ESP and ESPs’ perspectives of their school and

relationships with students and faculty within the school.
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Another delimitation in study involved deliberately not including any ESP who
claimed to have worked with students in a formal mentoring capacity—where they were
paid and trained to work with students at the school. Including formal ESP mentors
would have been inappropriate since the aim of the study was to understand the
experiences of ESP who formed caring, informal mentorships with students.

Any ESP who fell into the criteria where they claimed to informally mentor
adolescents were welcomed to participate, regardless of participants’ race, ethnicity, sex,
class, or identity, or whether ESPs’ demographics matched that of their student mentees.
While in other studies on mentoring relationships, identity matching of caring adults and
students has been shown to have significant impacts on the level of trust and types of
relationships, this study was not framed around demographic identity.

The last delimitation was the avoidance of focusing solely on one role of the ESP
family, such as only studying paraeducators or school nurses. Instead, recruitment efforts
shifted as more participants were identified or already interviewed. For example, once a
bus driver successfully was screened, qualified, and agreed to participate in the study, the
researcher focused efforts on specifically targeting remaining families of ESP that were
not yet included in the study, outside of the bus driver/transportation family. This allowed
for a wider range of voices and experiences from a variety of ESP roles.

Study Definitions
1. Adolescent: A young person in the process of developing from a child into an
adult (Baer, 1999)
2. Caring relationship: A mutual connection between two human beings — a

carer and a recipient of care, or cared-for (Noddings, 2005)
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3. Education Support Professional (ESP): Auxiliary staff who are typically non-
certified and/or provide non-instructional services to a school or number of
schools (e.g., bus drivers, school secretaries, paraeducators, food service
workers, etc.) (NEA, 2015)

4. Informal Mentor: An adult who, without formal training or backing by an
organization, purposefully steps outside the boundaries of their professional
role to focus on a particular student or group of students, offering advice and
support to help guide them through their social environments and healthy
development (Cavell et al., 2002; Jacobi, 1991)

5. Intergenerational closure: Meaningful social relationships formed between
children, non-parental adults, and the child’s parents (Coleman, 1988)

6. Mentor: non-parental adults in the lives of young people, typically seven
years older than their protégés, and who may come from different
relationships (e.g., relatives, older siblings and friends, teachers, coaches,
clergy, employers, or co-workers) (Rhodes, 1994)

7. Mentee: The student receiving support from the informal mentor

8. School connectedness: The degree to which students feel that school staff in
the academic environment care about their academic success, individual
qualities, and overall well-being (CDC, 2009; Lerner, 2005; Marsh, 2018).
Organization of the Remainder of the Study
This dissertation is divided into five chapters. Chapter 1 introduces the study.
Chapter 2 provides the literature review on adolescents, school connectedness, informal

mentors, and ESP, as well as introduces the ontological stance and theoretical lens
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utilized for the study. Chapter 3 describes the methodological approach, which includes
the rationale for conducting a qualitative study, the sampling procedures, analytical tools
and procedures, an explanation and rationale for using an activity model to guide data
collection and analysis, as well as ethical considerations. Chapter 4 provides a revised
activity theory model and analysis of the themes that emerged from the collected data.
Lastly, Chapter 5 provides a summary of the study’s findings and implications for future

research and policy.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review and Theoretical Framework

The purpose of Chapter 2 is to provide a review of the literature that helps frame
Education Support Professionals (ESP) as informal mentors to adolescent students, as
well as offer a theoretical lens with which to study this group of professionals. Sources of
this study’s literature came from other dissertations, journal articles, academic books, and
websites that focused on the research topic. Literature was sourced from research
databases such as ProQuest, JSTOR, and ERIC, as well as google searches for scholarly
literature. Database and Google search key words included “adolescent,” “informal
mentor,” “education support professional,” “auxiliary staff,” “certified staff,” “school
support staff,” “school connectedness,” “activity theory,” and “critical realism.” Research
database filters included publishing dates between 1980 to 2020 for any studies related to
adolescents, school connectedness, and ESP, with the exception of any notable theoretical
literature that came from literature prior to the 1980s. Reference lists from collected

literature were also used to search for additional literature.

Adolescent Development and Life Experiences
At around the age of 13, children begin to go through a number of significant

psychological, social, cognitive, and biological changes that hallmark their transition into
adolescence (Baer, 1999; Steinberg, 2018). Such changes create new opportunities,
challenges, and a sense of self that have yet been experienced by the developing child.
Adolescents become more aware of, and more concerned with their relationships with
their peers, begin romantic relationships, discover their own identities, as well as begin to
think more abstractly (Steinberg, 2018; Waddell, 2018). Concurrently, they begin to have

increased psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness, which orients
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them towards growth and development as young adults (Deci and Ryan, 1985; Wilkinson
etal., 2019).

While adolescents are drawn to fun activities and are sometimes averse to doing
chores or schoolwork, healthy socialization of adolescents is needed to internalize these
previously extrinsically motivated behaviors (Ryan, Deci, Grolnick, & La Guardia, 2006;
Steinberg, 2018). Their willingness and ability to learn, comply with the norms and rules
at their schools, and their overall attempts to succeed are tightly intertwined with their
developing emotional and cognitive abilities (Bencivenga & Elias, 2003; Chung &
McBride, 2015; Reyes, et al., 2012). It is crucial that students have supportive adults at
home, in the community, and their schools to help with their healthy development and
shield them from negative influences (Casey-Cannon et al., 2006; Hurd & Zimmerman,

2010).

Student Stress

Stress, particularly among children and adolescents, can be broken into two major
categories: stressful life events or problems that demand adaptation (e.g., divorce or
transitioning into a new school), and stress that stems from an event or situation. Stress
can have a range of intensity and come from within the child or from the environment.
Acute stressors may involve major life events, or negative instances like parents arguing,
or can be chronic, such as constant neglect, abuse, or deprivation (Smith & Carlson,
1997). Another major contributor to stress for students is feelings of alienation, where
students feel disconnected from others and from important social institutions. Alienation

has been found to be a factor in students’ misbehavior and academic failure, as well as to
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affect school climate and stability (Agnew, 1997; Crosnoe, 2002; Dornbusch, 1989;
Newman, 1981; VanLaan, 2018).

As adolescents are developing, different protective factors from stress can emerge
over time. For example, as parental support decreases, peer support may increase in the
pupil’s late adolescent years (Furman & Buhrmester, 1992; Malecki & Demaray, 2003).
In late adulthood and early adolescence, the individual will begin to have experiences
outside of the family sphere, in school, with peers, and social settings. During middle and
later adolescence, teens can be more negatively affected by their peers due to their higher
amount of freedom and possible feelings of isolation (Felmlee et al., 2018). The age of
the individual has been shown to influence the appraisal of stress, the number of life
experiences that can occur, the availability of coping resources to deal with stressful
events (Bordwine & Huebner, 2010; Furman & Buhrmester, 1992; Evans, Martin, &
Ivcevic, 2018; McCann, Lubman, & Clark, 2012). Vital natural relationships have been
reported to develop during a students’ elementary and middle school years (DuBois &
Silverthorn, 2005; Cavell et al., 2002), becoming significant around age 10 (Cavell et al.,

2002).

Adolescent School Experiences

Adolescence typically begins late into or after a child’s elementary school years
and continues on through middle and high school. This can be a challenging time not
only for the adolescent going through cognitive and biological changes, but for parents,
teachers, and other adults that typically care for the adolescent. Middle school staff are all
too aware of their students’ entrance into their new developmental process, yet many are

at a loss, or can be overwhelmed trying to manage this particular group of pupils.
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Likewise, middle and high schools as institutions of learning have grappled with their
role in preparing children to become healthy, responsible, and productive adults.

Historically, middle and high schools have been far from a static monument to
adolescent tutelage in America. Middle schools, for example, can trace their roots back to
the early 1900s, after World War |, where they were then ubiquitously known as “junior
high schools”, with overall intentions to build early adolescents’ cognitive and
developmental needs (George & Alexander, 2003). Early advocates of the junior high
school structure saw the instructions as being different from high schools, having an
“integrated (core) curriculum, team teaching, and flexible schedules" (George &
Alexander, 2003, p. 40). By the 1950s, junior high schools took on a different form, more
closely representing the typical high school's structure of teachers, classes, and schedules-
- which resembled a factory setting-- down to the bells and clockwork-timed end of
periods (Brown & Knowles, 2007). The new model of post-elementary school created
circumstances that made it harder for children and teachers to build relationships and
created an issue of disengagement from school (Brown & Knowles, 2007; George &
Alexander, 2003).

The resurgence of middle school as an important point in adolescents’ lives
reappeared in the 1960s. The term “middle school” made its way into the nation’s
vocabulary and defined the period of school between grades six through eight (Brown &
Knowles, 2007; George & Alexander, 2003). In 1977, the National Middle School
Association (NMSA) was created to advocate for adolescents’ learning and
developmental growth in middle school (George & Alexander, 2003). With the advent of

school accountability in the 1990s, academic achievement in some instances became the
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focus of middle schools (Wilcox & Angelis, 2012). In 1989, the Carnegie Council on
Adolescent Development recommended middle schools avoid resembling the high school
model, and instead recommended “balancing academic, personal development and
citizenship goals” to better fit the appropriate needs of burgeoning adolescents entering
middle school and developing their own identities, while going through complex physical
and psychological changes (Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development, 1989).

In a post-NCLB America, local, state and federal education policies have shifted
their focus away from an exclusive focus on strict academic accountability and towards
an increased focus on the student’s own positive experiences, which help shape their
healthy development and academic outcomes. Such policies have been implemented in
order to meet students’ social and emotional needs. While academic achievement remains
a major target for accountability, indicators that involve school climate and student
support are also in place. For example, the 2015 Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), the
reauthorization of the 1965 Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) and the
successor of the No Child Left Behind Act, used language giving state education agencies
flexibility to incorporate new valid, reliable, and comparable indicators of “School
Quality or Student Success,” which may include a school climate and safety indicator
(USDOE, 2018). This provision states that schools are to ensure that their chosen
indicator measures the performance of all students, as well as updating their school
improvement plans and adding indicators of improvements to school climate and safety.

School Connectedness
Over the past several decades, education institutions have shown increasing

support of initiatives that aim to improve student academic outcomes and psychosocial
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development by building school connectedness (Brake, 2020; Justin, 2020; Pate, 2017,
Somers et al., 2020). School connectedness, also known as school bonding, is a concept
that describes the degree to which students feel that the school staff and peers in their
academic environment care about their educational success, their individual qualities, and
their overall well-being (Marsh, 2018; Lerner et al., 2005; CDC, 2009; Johansson, 2003).
Further, school connectedness has been recognized as playing a major role in adolescent
development (Kirby, 2001; Karcher, 2002a, 2002b; Libbey, 2004). Students may
experience an event, or a series of events, that result in their disinterest in school,
avoidance of their classes and school activities, and feelings of alienation from their
peers, teachers, and other adults in their schools. When these negative feelings coalesce,
the student can be considered to be disconnected from their school (Bonny, 2000).
Studies have shown the advantages of school connectedness (Tomek et al, 2016;
Ayers, 2005), attesting to this concept as a powerful predictor of adolescent health and
engagement (McNeely, Nonnemaker, & Blum, 2002; Resnick et al., 1997; Ruus et al.,
2007; Whitlock, 2006), violence prevention, (Karcher, 2002a; Skiba et al., 2004), student
satisfaction, and behavioral conduct (Loukas, Suzuki, & Horton, 2006). Higher levels of
reported school connectedness have shown to act as a protective barrier against risky
sexual violence and drug use behaviors (Catalano et al., 2004; Hussong et al, 2020;
Kirby, 2001). Other studies have reported that when students feel connected and
supported by their schools, they enjoy greater positive educational outcomes (Angus,
2015; Eccles & Wigfield, 2002; Wigfield, Tonks, & Klauda, 2009). School
disconnectedness, on the other hand, has been tied to students’ behavioral problems and

academic failure, and extends out to the overall “maintenance and stability” of the school
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(Crosnoe et al., 2004; Agnew, 1997; Crosnoe, 2002; Dornbusch, 1989; Merton, 1964;
Newman, 1981; Perry, 2018).

Schools that take a purposeful approach to increasing school connectedness as a
protective barrier against antisocial behavior (Hawkins et al., 1998; O'Donnell, Hawkins,
& Abbott, 1995). Adolescents’ antisocial behavior may also be reduced when strong
bonds at school are formed (Catalano & Hawkins, 1996; Loukas, Cance, Batanova,
2016). For example, in the Seattle Social Development Project, aggressive boys aged 10
to 11 were less likely to exhibit delinquent behaviors (e.g., stealing, vehicular theft, being
arrested, etc.) at age 14 to 15 if at ages 12 to 13 they were bonded to their schools and
had higher academic achievement, prosocial skills, and were educated on the harm of
drugs (O'Donnell, Hawkins, & Abbott, 1995).

The particular mechanisms by which school connectedness affects student
outcomes is still being studied. One possible explanation uses social bond theory
(Hirschi, 1969; Nemmetz, 2010), which posits that strong bonds to social institutions
increase the stakes of negative behavior, which serves to promote conventional
trajectories. Another concept that explains the connection between school connectedness
and student outcomes is the concept of social integration, which acts to mitigate feelings
of alienation between the student and their school, as well as provide positive outcomes
for the individual student and their school (Coleman, 1988; Hirschi, 1969). One way to
prevent social alienation is through ties and emotional closeness between adolescents and
adults, also known as intergenerational bonding (Crosnoe et al., 2004; Glanville, Sikkink

and Hernandez 2008).
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Disengaged and academically at-risk adolescents are more likely to only have
their parents as the only major source for affective and instrumental support, while
students who are not at-risk are more likely to report receiving support from their parents,
teachers, community members, and peers (Chapman et al., 2013; Moore, 2011). Prosocial
influences in schools and communities (e.g., neighbors, families, and peer networks),
however, help form bonds between adolescents and their institutions, and children
develop beliefs that support positive behavior, reducing the risks of antisocial behavior in
adolescents (Catalano & Hawkins, 1996). When children are repeatedly exposed to
antisocial influences within their neighborhoods, peer networks, and other social
networks, they were more likely to show anti-social behavior (Catalano & Hawkins,
1996). Schools that seek to strengthen the connection between students and the school’s
norms, and foster more communal and academically-focused environments, may end up
reducing adolescents’ personal feelings of alienation and instead promote better student-
teacher relationships, as well as educational outcomes (Crosnoe, 2002).

Another concept that reinforces school connectedness is feelings of safety. Like
caring, a student’s perception of safety is formed based on the physical structure of the
school and the behaviors of the staff and students within the school. Students feel unsafe
when school areas are unsupervised (Astor et al. (2010), or they have negative feelings
about a classroom’s layout, interactions between peers and adults at the school, and
difficult activity schedules (Conroy & Fox, 1994; VVan Acker, Grant, & Henry, 1996).

The physical layout and surroundings of school have also been shown to be
important factors in students’ perceptions of safety, connectedness, and caring. For

instance, students who attend smaller schools feel safer, and more connected to their
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schools (McNeely et al., 2002). It is important to note that these findings may vary based
on the type of school and grade level of the students. For example, Stevenson (2006)
found that smaller middle schools led to better academic performance for its students, yet
these statistics were less pronounced for elementary and high school students attending
similarly low-population schools in the study. Large schools are not always at a
disadvantage, though—in one study, the author noted that students’ perceptions of a
positive learning environment were created when small learning communities were used,
despite the size of the school (Cotton, 2001). Further, while larger schools may have
more frequent bullying incidences compared to smaller schools, it seems that they have a

lower rate of bullying incidences per student (Klein and Cornell, 2010).

Components of School Connectedness

The components of school connectedness are school climate, school bonding and
attachment, school engagement, and caring (Maloney & Matthews, 2020; Marsh, 2018).
Each of these components are discussed below in the context of adolescents’ experiences
at school.
School Climate

School climate has become a major topic of discussion over the past several years
and has taken on numerous definitions and descriptions. This study uses the National
School Climate Council’s (NSCC) (2007) definition of school climate:

School climate is based on patterns of people’s experiences of school life and

reflects norms, goals, values, interpersonal relationships, teaching and learning

practices, and organizational structures. A sustainable, positive school climate

fosters youth development and learning necessary for a productive, contributive,
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and satisfying life in a democratic society. This climate includes norms, values,

and expectations that support people feeling socially, emotionally and physically

safe. People are engaged and respected. Students, families and educators work
together to develop, live, and contribute to a shared school vision. Educators
model and nurture an attitude that emphasizes the benefits of, and satisfaction
from, learning. Each person contributes to the operations of the school as well as

the care of the physical environment. (p. 4)

The NSCC (2013) further breaks school climate down to four major factors: (a)
safety (including physical climate and rules and norms), (b) institutional environment
(including whether or not students feel they matter and are engaged in the community),
(c) relationships (including with teachers and peers), and (d) teaching and learning
(including rigorous and inclusive instruction).

Hoy (2014) encapsulates school climate with the analogy: “Climate is to an
organization what personality is to an individual” (p. 3). Hoy & Miskel (2013) make the
argument that school climate not only acts on students’ perceptions, emotions, and
development, but also affects the perceptions of teachers, administrators, and other school
staff, and is based on the collection of perceptions about many aspects of the school,
ranging from the kindness of peers and adults to feelings of safety and structural
aesthetics.

Over thirty years of school climate research has yielded significant evidence for
positive impacts of school climate on students’ perceived abilities and safety, as well as
tangible results in areas of academics, behavior, and long-term results. For instance,

positive school climate has been linked to higher math and reading scores on
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standardized tests (Kwong & Ryan Davis, 2015), improved feelings of safety for both
students and teachers (Yablon & Addington, 2018), decreased student absenteeism in
middle school and high school (deJung & Duckworth, 1986; Gottfredson & Gottfredson,
1989; MacFarland, 2017; Purkey & Smith, 1983; Reid, 1982; Rumberger, 1987; Sommer,
1985), lower rates of student suspension in high school, higher rates of student
commitment and graduating from high school, and students successfully enrolling in
higher education and job opportunities (Adams, 2015; Lee et al., 2011; Wu et al., 1982).
Other research found that schools that made strides improving school climate had a
reduction in sexual harassment, even when accounting for sexual orientation (Attar-
Schwartz, 2009), a reduction in student and school violence and aggression (Brookmeyer,
Fanti, & Henrich, 2006; Goldstein, Young, & Boyd, 2008; Gregory et al., 2010; Karcher,
2002), and a reduction in bullying behavior (Birkett et al., 2009; Kosciw & Elizabeth,
2006; Meraviglia et al., 2003; Meyer-Adams & Conner, 2008; Yoneyama & Rigby,
2006). In studying the positive effects of school climate from principals’ perspectives,
Skiba and Williams (2014) found improvements in out-of-school suspension and
expulsion rates after taking into account the students’ academics, discipline status, and
racial disparities.

Positive school climate has benefits for students’ mental and physical health
(Kuperminic et al., 1997; Payton et al., 2008; Power, Higgins, & Kohlberg, 1989;
Shochet et al., 2006; Way, Reddy, & Rhodes, 2007), self-esteem (Hoge, Smit, & Hanson,
1990), psychological well-being (Ruus et al., 2007; Shochet et al., 2006), self-reported

psychiatric problems (LaRusso et al., 2008), negative effects of self-criticism
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(Kuperminic, Leadbeater, & Blatt, 2001), self-concept (Cairns, 1987; Reynolds, Jones,
Leger, & Murgatroyd, 1980; Rutter et al., 1979), and drug use (LaRusso et al., 2008).

Several comprehensive, large sample studies have found positive school climate
to be particularly important for disadvantaged students, who are at risk of being
disengaged from their schools. For example, using the Educational Longitudinal Survey,
Kwong and Davis (2015) sampled 16,258 students and 1,954 schools nationwide,
concluding that student-level perceptions of school climate were major predictors of
improved math and reading standardized test scores. In this same study, they found that
student achievement dropped when students held negative perceptions about their
schools, as well as felt less safe and were more likely to hold negative perceptions of
their schools when institutional surveillance was present. Ermold (2011) similarly found
that students’ self-reported perceptions of support and encouragement to excel by their
teachers, peers, and parents was positively associated with enjoyment of school and
academic success in terms of adequate yearly progress in English language arts. Ermold
(2011) also found a positive correlation between students’ feelings of safety and their
standardized test scores.

Some schools have taken measures to increase safety and decrease risks at school,
only to be faced with students’ negative perceptions of their schools’ climates. One study,
for example, found that when schools increased surveillance, introduced drug sniffing-
dogs, and installed metal detectors, students exhibited decreased academic outcomes,
increased feelings of “imprisonment,” and lower motivation to excel academically
(Tuzzolo & Hewitt, 2006/7). Hirschfeld (2008) similarly found that when schools

focused on the criminality of students, minority students developed or affirmed negative
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perceptions of themselves, and felt excluded from the education process (Hirschfield,
2008).

Gregory et al. (2010) used hierarchical linear modeling of a large statewide
sample of over 7,300 ninth-grade students and 2,900 teachers randomly selected from
290 high schools. They found that consistent enforcement of school discipline and the
availability of caring adults within schools were important components to feelings of
school safety. In another study that included 1,130 middle school students at three
different West Virginia middle schools, Smith (2015) found that school climate, as well
as social supports targeting adolescents, were major contributors to positive identity
development, which he points out is tied to healthy adjustment outcomes including lower
reported substance abuse and sexual risk and larger gains in academic achievement.
Smith (2015) suggested that schools should put energy into supporting individual
students’ basic psychological needs, as well as identify development.

International research on school climate concurs with the above findings, showing
a similar relationship between positive student outcomes and a positive school climate.
For example, protective schools in Buenos Aires increased learning, the personal
development of their students, and the overall well-being of their students (Haahr et al.,
2005; OECD, 2009). Similar findings were reported in Eric’s (2011) study of public
school students in France. Eccles et al. (1993) found that school climate had a major
impact on students’ motivation to learn. Astor, Benbenisty, & Estrada (2009) found that
gaps in academic success across SES demographics were mitigated when school climate
was reported as positive in both Chile and Columbia. In terms of discipline, students

showed less aggression and violence (Gregory et al., 2010; Karcher, 2002) and had fewer
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reports of harassment (Blaya, 2006; Kosciw & Elizabeth, 2006) including sexual
harassment (Attar-Schwartz, 2009) when feelings of positive school climate were
reported.

Lastly, school climate has been attributed to positive outcomes for school staff.
For one, many educators feel unsafe in schools, reporting threats and/or assaults by
students (Dworkin, Haney, & Telschow, 1998; Novotney, 2009). In a study on mitigating
factors for school violence on teachers, Gregory, Cornell, & Fan (2012) conducted a
state-wide study of 280 schools, controlling for school and school community
differences. Both the school structure (student- and teacher reported clarity of rules) and
support (teacher-reported help seeking) were associated with lower levels of teacher
victimization. The same study also found that lower levels of student support were

consistently associated with more threats against faculty across schools.

School Bonding and Attachment

School bonding refers to a student’s ability to build and maintain interpersonal
relationships with their peers and adults within their school (Chapman et al., 2013).
Students who successfully bond with peers and adults at their school are able to develop
values and beliefs that resemble such groups (Catalano et al., 2004). School bonding does
not always come naturally to students, and certain students may have more difficulty
forming relationships with their fellow students or school staff (Kern, 2015; Lane et al.,
2006).

Along with school bonding, students can feel attached to their school based on
how much they enjoy their experiences. For example, students feel more attached to their

schools when positive relationships are built between themselves and their peers and
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school staff (Libbey, 2004). High levels of school attachment have also been shown to be
a good indicator of school enjoyment, feelings of contribution towards the school
environment, and involvement in extracurricular activities, clubs, and organizations
(Blum, 2005; Catalano et al., 2004). Students who have a difficult time feeling attached
to their school have been shown to have a more difficult time accessing social activities
on campus, such as school organizations, clubs, and other activities due to behavior

issues (Eriksson, Welander, & Grunland, 2007; Reschly & Christenson, 2006).

School Engagement

When children and adolescents are cognitively, behaviorally, and emotionally
involved in their learning, they are considered “engaged” (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, &
Paris, 2004; Jimerson, Campos, & Greif, 2003). Behavioral engagement is displayed
when students show healthy actions and practices directed towards their own learning and
conduct (Finn, 1993; Finn, Pannozzo, & Voelkl, 1995). For example, a behaviorally
engaged student will show up on time to their class, not skip school, complete their
classwork, concentrating on assignments, and participate in school activities outside of
class. An emotionally engaged student has healthy sense of self-identification in school
and can react to their peers and teachers in ways that are appropriate to the norms of that
school. Cognitively engaged students are also able to self-regulate and strategically
approach learning. For example, they would not have to be forced to do assignments, and
can understand why the assignment is important, as well as understand how it fits into
their own learning (Fredricks et al., 2004; Skinner & Belmont, 1993).

School disengagement, on the other hand, entails a lack of student involvement in

school activities or learning of the curriculum (Glanville & Widhangen, 2007). Like
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school engagement, school disengagement is made up of behavioral, emotional, and
cognitive factors (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004). Behavioral disengagement may
be exemplified by lower levels of participation, which includes both in-class enthusiasm
for learning, social exchanges, and withdrawal from extracurricular activities. Disruptive
behaviors, absenteeism, paying attention in class, and lower levels of concentration are
all indicators of disengagement. Cognitively, students who are disengaged from their
schools purposefully do not exert the effort necessary to master skills and subject matter.
This is manifested as low productivity by the student in the quality of their work or
enthusiasm. Lastly, emotional disengagement develops when students are bored with
school, are anxious and think negatively about their teachers, peers, and classrooms, and
when student feels alienated from their school (Balfanz, Herzog, & Maclver, 2007; Finn,
1993; Washor & Majkowski, 2014).

Education research has sought to identify the main elements of student
disengagement, and how to both prevent and reverse it. Further, researchers have worked
to pinpoint when disengagement begins, where it begins, and what the early signs of
disengagement look like. For example, Balfanz, Herzog, & Mac (2007) found that
student engagement can start as early as kindergarten, with the silence and withdrawal of
children; by fourth to seventh grade, they found that students exhibited little interest in
school, which in some cases ended with their dropping out of school by tenth grade. Finn
(1998) points out that dropping out of school is not an abrupt process, but one that is
gradual and punctuated by emotional and physical disengagement and disconnectedness
from school over time. Students who are disengaged from school and learning are more

likely to academically underperform and engage in problem behaviors such as dropping
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out of school (Finn & Rock, 1997). Many educators characterize disengagement from
schooling as one of the most immediate and persistent problems in their classroom (e.g.,
Finn, 1989; Finn & Voelkl, 1993). They also note that the problem of disengagement is
particularly acute during the middle and high school years (Wigfield et al., 2006). . When
students lack connectedness to their school, school disengagement (negative feeling
towards the school climate) and school detachment may follow (Chapman et al., 2013;

Tomek et al., 2016; Washor & Mojkowski, 2014).

Caring

If connectedness is the glue that binds students to their schools, the concept of
caring is a key currency that reinforces students’ positive feelings towards their schools
(Maloney & Matthews, 2020). Students get a sense of caring from their school based on
the level of classroom management they experience, the school discipline procedures at
play, the levels of fairness they perceive between staff and students, as well as their sense
of safety and the overall climate of the school (Lieber, 2009). Students see their schools
as caring places when they are welcomed by adults and their peers, and when they
perceive that educational success has value (Deiro, 2003; Noddings, 2005). Students who
feel cared for show a sense of pride in their school and are more encouraged to attend
every day. If students attend schools that have a toxic culture and unsupportive climates,
however, they are likely to have their physical and mental health, as well as their
academic achievement, negatively affected (Cohen, 2006). If students feel that bullying
or intimidation by either students or staff is overlooked by school authority, or that
classrooms are out of control, codes of conduct or school procedures are haphazardly

followed or not enforced equitably across all groups of students, or that the physical
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structure of the school is broken or unhealthy, then students will feel that the adults who
run the school do not care about them (Sizer & Sizer, 1999; Wessler, 2003). Thusly,
negative perceptions of the school environment (e.g., the quality of the facilities) can
result in negative outcomes for students, including low achievement (Uline & Tschannen-
Moran, 2008).

Students, especially those who are considered disadvantaged, are highly sensitive
to how their teachers and school staff treat them—when students perceive mistreatment
from their school or teachers, the result is students’ psychological disengagement from
the school (Azzam, 2008). While students are highly influenced by their parents’
expectations of them, perceptions of teacher expectations, which are connected with
perceptions of teacher caring, are also highly influential on student outcomes. Students
report teacher mistreatment as one of the biggest reasons why they drop out of school or
do poorly in their classes (Lee & Burkam, 2003). Students may feel that adults do not
believe in their success in school or in college (Engle, Bermeo, & O’Brien, 2006;
Swanson, 2008). In their comprehensive study on school dropouts, Lee and Burkam
(2003) concluded that the majority of students dropping out of school indicated that their
teachers did not get along with them, or with other students, their teachers showed no
interest in whether they passed for failed, showed no care for the student, and would not
be willing to go the extra mile for student, even when they requested help. Many studies
that have examined the effects of students’ perceptions of caring adults at the school have
concluded that building healthy and caring relationships with students is important and

critical to school success in improving students’ academics and connectedness to their
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schools (Barth, 2006; Jackson & McDermott, 2009; Kouzes & Posner, 2007; Maloney &
Matthews, 2020)

Not only are students affected by how adults at the school treat them, they are also
sensitive to interactive relationships between adults, otherwise known as collegiality.
Barth (2006) described the positive effects on students’ connectedness to their school
when teachers, administrators, and other staff worked congenially and collegially. Barth
(2006) defined congeniality as positive relationships that are constructive in nature, like
those found in team building; examples of congenial relationships include teachers eating
with each other, principals’ expressing concern for a sick teacher, teachers sharing ideas,
and even laughing together or rooting for one another’s success. On the other hand,
students have been found to feel more disconnected at their school when they perceive
school staff exhibit adversarial relationships (Barth, 2006).

In studying the commonalities between several studies that looked at the structure
of successful middle and high school programs, Kemp (2011) pointed to a shared vision
amongst school staff to improve the school environment. George & Alexander (2003)
argue that middle schools should be providing students with organized opportunities for
students to receive guidance and support intended to meet their developmental needs
(Brown & Knowles, 2007). Most importantly, and strongly backed up by literature,
students, especially those most at-risk, must have at least one caring adult in their lives.
Children who build positive relationships with adults and peer groups at school helped to
increase their sense of connectedness to school and decrease their feelings of isolation

(Springboard Schools, 2007).
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Schools that foster a welcoming school environment have been shown to increase
student engagement and decrease the number of pupils avoiding school and feeling
isolated (Bryant et al., 2013; Cohen & Greier, 2010). When schools took a whole-school
approach to targeting bullying and addressing students’ concerns for their safety, students
were less likely to be absent from class (Rapee, 2020; Valle, et al., 2020). Bryant et al.
(2013) found that despite students’ individual, familial, and community factors that
negatively affect school attendance, students were more eager to come to school when it
was perceived as having a more supportive, welcoming climate. Further, when students
felt heard by school personnel, and supportive relationships with caring adults within and
outside of the classroom were built, students were less likely to avoid school. Another
study found that when students felt more engaged and cared for by trusting adults, their
likelihood of bullying decreased (Hopson & Lawson, 2011; Wilson, 2004).

While several studies have look at adolescent students’ experiences in middle and
high school, particularly the role school connectedness plays in shaping their experiences,
there seems to be a gap in the literature when it comes to understanding the role
Education Support Professionals (ESP) play in terms of school connectedness. ESP help
to run the school, such as keeping them clean, keeping students fed, transporting students,
and keeping them safe. Yet when it comes to the impacts ESP make on school
connectedness, whether it be in the form of making the school a more welcoming place,
making students feel cared for and protected, or how much of an impact ESP make on
students’ engagement in their classes—this is an area that may be explored. Further there
is little research from the perspective of ESP on how they feel they fit into the lives of

students and the impacts they make on students’ connectedness to their schools. This
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latter gap in the literature may be filled in by studying ESPs’ lived experiences playing a
role as arbiters of positively impacting students’ feelings of connectedness and overall
development during their time in secondary schools.

Informal Mentorships

The past several decades of school reform and intervention have seen the
implementation of school programs designed to promote mental health, adolescent
development, and student risk prevention. One source of positive intervention for
students is adults taking on the role of mentors. Since this study focuses on mentoring
relationships between school support staff and students, this study uses Rhodes’ (1994)
description of mentors as non-parental adults in the lives of young people, typically older
than their protégés, and who may come from different relationships: relatives, older
siblings and friends, teachers, coaches, clergy, employers, or co-workers. These
relationships may include the typical mentor/mentee dyads, or involve small groups of
students with at least one adult. Further, this study assumes that mentor’s intentions are
generally positive, fostering personal growth of the mentee and providing some
semblance of human capital, such as money, resources, or academic help, as described by
prior research (Gaddis, 2012).

Mentorships are distinct from other non-parental relationships between youth and
adults, in that mentorships involve an adult purposefully stepping outside the boundaries
of their professional role to focus on a particular student or group of students, offering
advice and support to help guide them through their social environments (Jacobi, 1991).

Keeping with the above definition, mentors can be broken into two main

categories: formal mentors and informal/natural mentors, the latter being the focus of this
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study. Formal mentors, such as those participating in Big Brother/Big Sister or the
Advisory Mentoring Program, pair youth who face multiple risk factors with adults
typically trained to provide resources and help students with behavior and academic
problems (Angus, 2015; Hamilton & Stephen, 2005; Noller & Frey, 1995; Weaver &
Collins, 2018). This type of mentorship aims to promote positive outcomes in the form of
academic achievement, engagement (or reengagement), attitudes towards school, and
relationships with their peers and family members, while also preventing students from
risky behaviors like substance abuse, violence, truancy, and other delinquent traits
(Angus, 2015; Tierney, Grossman, & Resch, 1995).

Informal mentorships, on the other hand, are similar to formal mentorships in that
they involve adults who build relationships with one (or sometimes a few) students,
without formal training or any organized goal (Erickson, McDonald, & Elder, 2009;
O’Shea, 2014). Formal mentorships, however, matches tend to be artificially or randomly
assigned; formal mentors also tend to be less inclined compared to informal mentors to
provide extra support to students, and longer adjustment periods between students and
formal mentors may be required, compared to informal mentorships (Chao, Waltz, &
Gardner, 1992).

Most studies of informal mentorships focus on at-risk student populations,
including pregnant teenagers, low-income African Americans, Hispanics, or urban youth
and their relationships with informal mentors (Klaw and Rhodes 1995; Sanchez & Reyes
1999; Zimmerman et al., 2002). For example, in one study on informal mentors working
with adolescent students, high school students who reported relationships with

informal/natural mentors distinguished these non-parental relationships from parent
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relationships by describing natural mentors as having positive adult qualities and “peer-
like” relations; they felt that these relationships were an addition to the parent
relationships that existed at home (Beam et al., 2002). In other words, informal mentors
provide additive benefits to children and adolescents who have existing relationships with
parents, teachers, and peers (Hamilton and Darling, 1996). Other authors posit that
informal mentors are more important actors in children and adolescents’ lives when the
recipient has a weak support system, negative relationships with parents and peers
(Cavell et al., 2002; Zimmerman et al., 2002), and when they live in a stressful and
challenging environment (DuBois & Silverthorn, 2005; Rhodes et al., 1992; Rhodes et
al., 1994).

Despite the mixed results from studies on the short- and long-term benefits of
informal mentorships, researchers continue to study the nature of such relationships and
their outcomes on the students, staff, and school climate. In studies that have looked at
outcomes of informal mentorships, researchers have found that students who had
meaningful, effective, and caring relationships with informal mentors were more likely to
complete high school and attend college, report an increased positive educational
experience, have comparable employment outcomes (DuBois & Silverthorn, 2005), and
show larger gains in academic and emotional outcomes (Birch & Ladd, 1997; Murdock &
Miller, 2003; Shann, 1999). Adult informal mentors have been shown to be one way to
help children avoid stress, cope with it, and gain skills that can help them with stress
(Mincy, 1995). For example, mentors can provide esteem support, providing the child
with the sense of personal value (Smith & Carlson, 1997). Natural mentors can play

pivotal roles in children’s lives, where other adults may be absent, acting as advisors,
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helpers, listeners, companions (Cavell et al., 2002), role models (Darling et al., 1994),
points of identity formation (Hamilton & Darling, 1996), and points of social capital
(DuBois & Silverthorn, 2005). Overall, natural mentors seem to be more effective in
promoting positive outcomes in at-risk youth, rather than reducing negative outcomes of
childhood and adolescence (Zimmerman et al., 2002).

Effects and functions of support from natural mentors may vary depending on the
recipient’s race, sex, personal and environmental risks, age and developmental stage, or a
mix of these factors. For example, Liang et al., (2002) found that female students may
benefit more from affective support such as empathy and empowerment, while male
students may get more from goal-oriented, instrumental support. In another study, female
minority youth were more likely to benefit from nonparental support when familial
stressors or risks, such as parental depression or drug use, were low, while ethnic females
who were not in the minority benefitted more from similar relationships if they
experienced high familial stressors or risks (Casey-Cannon et al., 2006).

While mentors have been shown to be an excellent source of social support (Van
Ryzin, 2010), the availability and presence of informal mentors in students’ lives is not
ubiquitous. Many students who are struggling in school are without a caring and socially
supportive non-parental adult (Van Ryzin, 2010). It may be more difficult for struggling
children to receive social support for several reasons. One study determined that
academically at-risk middle school students may be more likely to have their parents as
their only source for affective and instrumental support, while students who are not
identified as academically at-risk have multiple sources of support, including peers,

teachers, and their parents (Rosenfeld et al., 1998).
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Students’ access to resources also has a significant influence on whether or not
they are able to identify a mentor in their life. For example, parental resources
significantly predicted mentorship likelihood. Having advantaged peer resources, such as
the number of friends in a youth’s life, having friends with higher GPAs, and whether or
not the adolescent is at the center of their peer network has been shown to increase the
chances of their having a mentor, with 68 percent of advantaged youth having a mentor
versus 61 percent of disadvantaged youths (Erickson, McDonald, & Elder, 2009). In the
same study, Erickson and his colleagues reported that availability of school resources
were not related to identifying a mentor. Personal resources, such as having a more
attractive physical appearance or personality, higher life aspirations, and intelligence,
showed the largest variance in whether or not the student identified a mentor in their life.
A child that exhibits all three disadvantaged backgrounds had a 44 percent likelihood of
having a mentor, compared to 82 percent for children who had all three of the advantages
mentioned above.

Even when informal mentors are available and willing to support a child or
adolescent, other challenges may present themselves. First, social support may not be
abundant, or if it is available, may not be perceived or utilized by the adolescent. Another
issue is that the very students who would need social support the most are the ones who
have a harder time building social bonds with their teachers, peers, and others (Nurmi,
2012). For example, it is sometimes more difficult for teachers to form attachment
relationships with students who have or had poor personal relationships in the past
(Granot, & Mayseless, 2001). In the absence of a reliable, caring adult, students can

become insecure, leading to a resistance to change, known as mental attachment. Later,
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when an adult figure, such as a teacher, attempts to bond with a student, they are
challenged by insecure issues of attachment by the student. This is not always the case,
however. Some students have the ability to overcome their insecurities with attachment,
and when bonds are formed, they have the ability to influence emotional engagement.
Once this bond is realized, as was the case in Van Ryzin’s (2010) study on mental
attachment, the adults (i.e., teachers), were able to better understand the student’s
problems with attachment, and work to develop relationship-building strategies. The
amount of time it took the teachers to build an emotional connection was dependent on
the levels of mental attachment models that worked to resist change.

How mentorships lead to positive outcomes is still being studied. Gutman et al.
(2003) introduced and studied resiliency theory, which posits that the effects of
nonparental support can be promotive (e.g., effective for all youths) or protective (i.e.,
used to counteract risk factors). Risk factors and behaviors for adolescents can include
having sex, taking drugs, or showing violence. When clustered within an individual
student, such a combination of risk factors increases the likelihood to perform poorly
academically compared to students two have less or none of such risk-factors (Entwisle
& Alexander, 1992). Three risk factors identified in children at age 15 included
neighborhood disorganization (e.g., crime, drug selling, poor people, gangs, and
disorderly neighbors), anti-social peer opportunities, and antisocial peer involvement.
These three factors were shown to significantly increase the odds of later violence among
children who were aggressive at age 10 (Entwisle & Alexander, 1992).

Nonparental support may also have a buffering effect (Butler, 2016; Demaray &

Malecki, 2002; Wenz-Gross et al., 1997) or compensatory effects (Garmezy et al., 1984)
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against challenges adolescents may face as they develop, such as stress and risk-factors
mentioned above. A compensatory model suggests protective factors serve as a
countermeasure to adversity (Garmezy et al., 1984; Lee, 2017; Wittrup et al., 2019).
Literature on social support as it relates to academic achievement have found indirect
links to nonparental support on academic outcomes, which lead to academic achievement
(Benner et al., 2008; Connell & Wellborn, 1991; Hughes & Kwok, 2007; Skinner &
Belmont, 1993).

Another possible mechanism that plays a role in mentorships may come in the
form of intergenerational closure (Coleman, 1988; Hunter et al., 2019). The idea behind
this phenomenon is that there are at least three actors, the child/adolescent, the parent,
and an adult figure who knows both the child and their parents, while enforcing rules and
providing social support. When both adults, for example the parent and the mentor,
communicate with one another, it may discourage a youth from risky or deviant behavior,
and instead encourage that child to perform well academically. Carbonaro (1998) found
that such instances of intergenerational closure were significantly related to a reduction in
a student’s likelihood to drop out of school, and positively affected math test scores,
while having little to no effect on GPA. In a different study using national data, GPA was
positively affected by intergenerational closure, while reinforcing the intended effects of
student resiliency and dropping out of school (Glanville, Sikkink & Hernandez, 2008). It
must be stated that Morgan and Sorensen’s (1999) findings using NELS, and Morgan and
Todd’s (2009) findings using the Educational Longitudinal Study, suggest that
intergenerational closure may only be limited to Catholic schools, although further

studies need to be done. Lastly, Bjarnason et al. (2005) reported that their
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intergenerational closure had a positive effect on helping youth avoid deviant behavior,
such as alcohol abuse, when the parents and supportive non-parental adults were in
contact with one another.

As several studies point out, mentors have the ability to act as an important
resource for children during their transition into adulthood, as well as benefitting the
mentor’s own sense of professional happiness and the overall climate of schools by
instilling a sense of greater connectedness between students and the institution (Angus,
2015; Catalano et al., 2004).

Important Predictors of Informal Mentorships

When an adult takes on the role of an informal mentor, their effectiveness in
improving the quality of life and success of their mentees relies on several factors, the
primary one being a level of mutual caring and trust between the dyad. A caring
relationship is, in its most basic form is “a connection or encounter between two human
beings -- a carer and a recipient of care, or cared-for" (Noddings, 2005, p. 15). Noddings
(2005) states that both parties must contribute to caring for it to be a caring relationship.
If only one person in the relationship cares, then it remains a relationship, but not a caring
one. Caring can also be thought of as a form of communication, since it is built between
two people. If care is supplied, but not perceived from one to another, then this can be
thought of as a miscommunication. For example, teachers who claim to care about their
students, if the students do not perceive this care, then care in its functional sense does
not exist in the classroom (Goldstein & Lake, 2000). Expectations of how care is
expressed, as with all communication patters, has its roots in culture (Delpit, 1995).

Tosolt (2009) argues that teachers who may attempt to form caring relationships with
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their students may be met with failure if there are any miscommunications due to
different communication patters. He argues that languages, verbal and nonverbal, are not
only used to communicate with others, but also used for organizing reality (Delpit, 1992,
1995).

Some authors posit that the amount of time spent with the child is also very
important to developing an informal mentoring relationship. The role of a mentor can be
time consuming, emotionally draining, and challenging, and provisions, including
instrumental and activity-centered components as well as affective qualities, are essential
for successful natural mentoring relationships to bring positive outcomes to the recipient
(Furman & Buhrmester, 1985). Rhodes (2004), in studying formal mentors’ impacts on
students, was not able to find conclusive evidence of their benefits in his study of 15-
month mentoring relationships. Yet other studies have found that mentor programs were
successful when the relationships averaged 24 to 30 months (Frecknall and Luks, 1992).
Stronger mentor-mentee dyad ties are created by more time spent together, and more
frequent contacts. Stronger ties have been shown to increase the benefits students gain
from these relationships (Gaddis, 2012; Grossman and Rhodes 2002; Slicker and Palmer
1993). Garringer, McQuillin, & McDaniel (2016), found that of the 1,444 formal
mentoring programs they studied, nearly two thirds of them had mentors and mentees
meeting three-to-five or six-to-ten hours per month, and 12 percent of these programs
only required one-to-two hours of mentoring per month.

In their study on supportive communication for at-risk youth, Rosenfeld,
Richman, and Bowen (1998) describe three broad categories with which to define and

measure social support: tangible support, informational support, and emotional support.
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They go on to explain that these three types of support are properly communicated when
the recipients of the mentorship perceive that the provider is genuinely working toward
improving the recipient’s well-being.

On the topic of mentorships, particularly informal mentorships between students
and caring adults, most studies have not focused solely on ESP as taking on this role with
adolescents. This study seeks to fill in literature gaps by better understanding how
informal mentorships between ESP and adolescent students might start, what interactions
between the two look like, what supports are provided—or lacking, and how ESP might
view the impacts of these informal mentoring relationships may make on their student
mentees.

Education Support Professionals

Education support professionals (ESP) make up roughly one third of public-
school employees (2.8 million public school ESP) (Balingit, 2018; NEA, 2014). ESP are
generally considered to include:

e Clerical Service Workers (e.g., school secretaries, administrative support, school
finance workers, etc.)

e Transportation Service workers (bus drivers, vehicle maintenance workers, etc.)

e Custodial and Maintenance Service Workers (maintaining and repairing school
grounds)

e Food Service Workers

e Health and Student Service Workers (Nurses, school therapist support, etc.)

e Paraeducators (instructional and non-instructional support staff)

e Security officers (School guards, school resource officers, etc.)
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e Skilled trade service workers (electricians, painters, carpenters, etc.)
e Technical service workers (computer specialists, audio-visual support, etc.)

(NEA, 2014)

While not technically considered “instructional staff,” ESP have qualities that
make them partners in making positive impacts on middle and high school students’
socioemotional well-being and engagement. For example, school support staff in some
cases may be more likely than their teacher counterparts to match the student
population’s diversity (Johnsrud, 2004; Rosser, 2011), and nearly three quarters of
support staff live in the same communities in which they work (NEA, 2015). Further, 39
percent of support staff are active in support activities and parent outreach; with an
average of 13 years serving in public schools, ESP can be more likely to outlast teachers
and principals who leave low-achieving schools within about four years (Yan, 2016;
Young & Fuller, 2009; NCES, 2016). In terms of qualifications, nearly half (47 percent)
of support staff have an associate’s degree or higher, 66 percent have taken college
courses, 46 percent have special certificates, and a quarter of ESP hold a professional
license (NEA, 2014).

In addition to the qualities above, ESP have shown an interest in supporting
students as caring adults and informal mentors. In the NEA-published 2015 national
study “Education Support Professionals Meeting the Needs of the Whole Student,” 70
percent of surveyed ESP reported that they had volunteered outside of their work hours to
assist children and benefit the community within the previous two years. In the same
study, two thirds of ESP stated they gave money out of their own pockets to help provide

students with classroom materials, attend field trips, and class projects, with an average
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$217 per year coming from ESP pockets (NEA, 2015). Over a third of ESP reported they
voluntarily read books to students (NEA, 2015). The NEA also found that 85 percent of
support staff who had witnessed school violence had intervened or tried to stop it (NEA,
2015). In their research study “Elevating ESP Careers Research,” NEA (2012) found that
an overwhelming majority of ESP reported choosing to work in education in order to
make positive impacts on students. Most ESP in the national study agreed that they
valued their roles in the education community and playing a role in the education
workforce (NEA, 2015). ESP also reported wanting their union to focus on students’
needs, along with ESP salaries and job security (NEA, 2015).

While ESP are not prominently in the public spotlight compared to classroom
teachers, they still have been noted for their work as mentors, community organizers, and
leaders. For example, Lily Eskelsen Garcia, a former school food service worker, later
served as President (2014-2020) of the National Education Association, the largest labor
union in the United States which represents roughly 3.2 million educators. In 2016, the
White House recognized twelve school support professionals as “Champions of Change,”
which recognizes ESP for doing extraordinary things that make a difference in their
communities. One of the recipients, Ted Chaudoir, a school bus driver, was awarded for
starting a successful reading program on his bus, which inspired students to read, while
making them feel safe (Lierman, 2016). Another bus driver, Tracy Dean of Salt Lake
City, was featured in the Washington Post for acting as a caring adult for an 11-year-old
girl who had lost her mother (Klein, 2018). As a caring adult, Tracy encouraged the

student, and braided the girl’s hair to make her feel more self-confident (Klein, 2018).
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The father, who was not skilled at hair braiding, was appreciative, and teachers of the
student stated that they noticed the girl’s increased sense of pride (Klein, 2018).

After the death of Philando Castile, a school nutrition supervisor at Saint Paul
Public Schools who was shot by a police officer in 2016, reports emerged about how he
loved, supported, and mentored children in the school and community (Chan, 2016;
Domonoske, 2018). As one paraprofessional coworker at the school stated:

Castile was a fixture. | was always happy to see him around school. The cafeteria

was a pretty happy place. He was part of the community and an important one....

He was as [sic] much a teacher than any teacher in that building.... We had a

calmer cafeteria this year, and I think it was because he was there....[He] has that

presence that people respect, and they become more respectful too... I think he

did that for kids... Kids watch everything, and they saw that. (Chan, 2016, p. 1.)

Several other stories of ESP working with children and the community can be
found in the popular press, such as school secretaries making children feel safe and
special by celebrating their birthdays, while at the same time acting as a leader and
organizer for ESP union recruitment (Hagen, 2017); school resource officers working to
preventing truancy in schools, acting as mentors for troubled students while curbing
discipline issues through positive behavior reinforcement (Bennett, 2000; Whaley, 2018;
Rosiak, 2013); and Tennessee custodians’ participation in a successful mentoring
program for at-risk middle school students, which helped to improve their attendance
rates, GPA scores, and improved discipline issues (Johnson & Lampley, 2010).

Despite their commitment and dedication to students and the community, ESP are

highly underpaid (NEA, 2018), and are not likely to be included in school policy
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decisions (Reed & Salazar, 1998). For example, a 2018 study found that many ESP rely
on food stamps, and earn roughly $20,000 a year or less, while others doing similar work
outside of the school system earn higher salaries (Balingit, 2018). Further, recent teacher
strikes have made front page in newspapers and the media, yet nearly all the media
coverage has focused on teachers, while ignoring ESP who were striking alongside
teachers for higher salary and better working conditions. This year in Oklahoma, teachers
asked lawmakers to raise their yearly income by $10,000, and support staff $5,000; the
result was a pay increase of $6,100 for teachers and a $1,250 annual raise for support
staff, only a quarter of what they asked for (Goldstein & Dias, 2018).
Scholarly Literature on ESP

Scholarly research on the subject of ESP is scant, but the existing literature
provides a window into the impacts ESP make within schools, as well as the perception
that they (as well as their counterparts) hold of their potential impacts. While no studies
focused directly on informal mentoring relationships between ESP and adolescent
students, a few researchers were able to capture ESP experiences of their overall work
with students and their communities, the perceptions of teachers and principals as they
relate to ESP, and the inclusion of ESP in a program designed to include all staff,
including non-instructional staff, in professional training, formal mentoring, and
initiatives to create a whole child approach to student development.

A recent study on ESP from Howley (2019), entitled The Role of Education
Support Professionals in Supporting the Whole Child: A Capabilities Approach, took a
comprehensive approach to better understand ESPs’ roles serving students in their

schools. Howley used the Capabilities Approach to ask the question, “What are people
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actually able to do and to be? What real opportunities are available to them [ESP]?”
Using focus groups of over 20 ESP in K-12 schools across Utah, with five of the nine
NEA-defined ESP families (mentioned above) being represented amongst participants in
the study, Howley (2019) concluded:

Among the things they [ESP] valued most were relationships that support

students, the creation of environments that are physically and emotionally

safe, and the school’s role in helping students and families meet their basic

needs. They also saw the school as an institution where students can and

should be taught responsibility and values as part of preparing them for life

after school. (p. 134)

Howley (2019) concluded that ESP are overlooked in research and policy
discussions, while serving as a valuable source for contributing to school improvement
efforts. For example, one ESP, a paraeducator, described working with homeless students
and their families, as well as acting as her district’s Native American liaison (Howley,
2019). Another ESP, a bus driver, described taking on the role of a caring male role
model to boys who may not have a father figure in their lives (Howley, 2019). This study
made the case that ESP should be a part of the policy conversation when it comes to
meeting the needs of the whole child, demonstrated ESPs’ ability to reflect on their work
as professionals in their field and beyond, and showed the important roles ESP play in
their communities.

Another study measured the impacts of formal mentors on 9™ graders’
connectedness to their school, including custodians and teacher assistants as part of the

voluntary staff that participated in the mentoring initiative (Weatherman, 2013). While
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Weatherman’s conclusions did not single out custodians’ or teachers assistants’ effects on
connectedness or find a statistically significant increase in students’ connectedness to
their schools, Weatherman (2013) described three conclusions: 1) all mentors stated they
enjoyed meeting their mentees, 2) mentors’ described difficulties meeting with mentees
due to time constraints, and 3) formal mentors can make positive impacts on students’
engagement.

Reed and Salazar (1998) studied the nature and extent of ESPs’ influence on the
everyday life of three elementary schools in Ohio, as well as the perceptions held by ESP,
teachers and principals of ESPs’ roles at the school. Among their findings, they reported
that ESPs’ influence on school culture was both technical (i.e., “keeping the school
running”) and symbolic (role models and surrogate parents), and is exerted overtly
through persuasion and manipulation of the social environment. ESP saw their role as
symbolic, while teachers, on the other hand, saw ESPs’ work more as technical.
Principals in the study recognized ESPs’ dual influence on school culture, and their
influence on students and teachers alike, but admitted that they did not reach out to
support staff in any formal capacity to improve the school.

In his her study that spanned two years, Hurt (1998) found that school support
staff (described in the study as “auxiliary staff””) were treated as important components of
student development at two elementary schools in New Haven, Connecticut that used
James Comer’s School Development Program. Also known as the Comer Process, this
program follows the philosophy that “the power of school arises from the quality of the
relationships among all parties affect the child.” (Hurt, 1998, p. 1). Based on this premise,

the school spent the first year focusing on empowerment and increased capacity of all
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school staff, before spending the second year of the program focusing on student success
and development. Among the results, teachers and support staff were able to successfully
cooperate with each other, stayed committed to properly implementing the program,
resulting in increased feelings of empowerment across both instructional and non-
instructional staff (Hurt, 1998).

Finally, in a study that looked at the inclusion of non-instructional school staff in
improvement efforts for public elementary, middle, and high schools in Indiana,
Fredericks (2010) found that 92 percent of principals agreed that the greatest benefit ESP
brought to the schools was their ability to build relationships with students, 66 percent
agreed that ESP were beneficial to school improvement efforts, 91 percent of principals
felt ESP worked cooperatively with others teachers, and 90 percent agreed ESP were
committed to their schools. This same study also revealed that time and money were the
greatest limiting factors associated with involving ESP in school improvement efforts.
Principals reported that non-instructional staff were the least involved stakeholder group
when it came to performing school improvement tasks (with secretaries having the most
responsibilities, and bus drivers having the least exposure to tasks).

Studies on ESP seem to either be quantitative in nature, do not focus entirely on
ESP (for example, getting the perspectives of classroom teachers and principals on ESP),
or focus more on ESPs’ general role at the school. This study would serve to fill gaps in
the literature by focusing solely on the perspectives of ESP, directly looking at a specific
phenomenon within their profession- acting as informal mentors to student in their

school. This study would further fill in gaps on how the social dynamics within and
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outside of the school may make impacts on ESPs’ interactions with students they work

closely with.

Ontological Stance and Theoretical Lens

This study explores ESPs’ perceptions and experiences of informally mentoring
middle and high school students as they work in a complex and interactive system of
resources, social norms, and school policies. This section describes the ontological stance
and theoretical framework used in this study: Bhaskar’s critical realism and Engestrom’s
(1999) version of activity theory. Critical realism served as an anchor to the nature of
knowledge, explaining the complex, ontological approach to make sense of participating
ESPs’ reality. Activity theory was used to illustrate the theoretical model, determine
appropriate research questions, as well as build out the analytical tools and instruments
used to make sense of ESPs’ lived experiences mentoring students.
Critical Realism

Critical realism served as this study’s underlying orientation towards what
knowledge is and what can be known about the world. Critical realism, popular amongst
sociological studies, is a broad philosophical stance that strongly focuses on ontology, not
epistemology (Sayer, 2000). Instead of looking for empirical evidence to support a
hypothesis, a critical realist looks at events from contextual conditions, and how they
came to be, given the individual’s structural configurations and contextual conditions
(Bhaskar & Hartwig, 2012; Gorski, 2013). In essence, this theory states that there are two
co-existing views of reality, one that exists independent of an individual’s perceptions,
and one that is perceived by the individual. With critical realism, an individual’s

perception is both valid and affects their understanding and response to the world
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(Maxwell, 2013). Such an objective reality can be conscious or unconscious to each
agent, and can also be affected by the agent (Archer, 2003).

Critical realists believe that reality and real objects generate events and non-
events which may or may not be observed by free agents/thinkers (Bhaskar, 2008). This
real, objective domain has its own causal structures and mechanisms, with their own
properties. An absence of events may be due to the nature of the structures themselves,
when the conditions are not present to activate causal mechanisms to produce certain
events. At the empirical layer, the critical realist can use their knowledge to theorize the
natural and social structures, causal mechanisms, and conditions needed to explain
observable events, which can be used to explain how events came about. These theories
can also change over time based on new observations and corrections (Bhaskar, 2010).

Critical realism played an important role in this study because it recognizes that
while there is an overarching reality that surrounds agents, it also sees the validity in each
of the observers’ experiences and perceptions, and each of these experiences and
perceptions are real to each of the subjects (Maxwell, 2013; Patton, 2015). This study
focused on the perspectives of ESP who informally mentor students; while mentoring
students was one of the constants that linked participants in the study together, critical
realism implies that each participating ESP has their own perspectives, motivations, and
experiences surrounding their mentoring of adolescent students at their school as they
operate in social structures relating to the school system and their community.

How ESP believe physical or social structures impact them may be experienced in
different ways, according to critical realism. For example, one might assume that the

physical structure of the school might confine ESP to interacting with students based on
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their main mode of work (e.g., bus drivers interacting with students mainly on their bus,
food service talking with students in the school cafeteria, school nurses supporting
students in their office). Yet a critical realist would consider the unique experiences of
ESP and how they make sense of these physical structures as it relates to their
encountering, interacting, and supporting students. For example, a school secretary might
understand their placement within the school as central (depending on where the school is
physically located), encountering more students, teachers, and parents each day compared
to a teacher who is on the far end of the school in a portable classroom. A school resource
officer may describe not being bound by any walls, free to interact with the entire
school’s students, while a transportation worker might describe interacting only with the
students who ride their bus.

For social structures, a critical realist would consider how ESP make sense of the
social and political circumstances that they are consciously aware of while interacting
with students. For example, two paraeducators might see their roles differently in a
classroom, one following the norms and instructions of the teacher while interacting with
her students, and another having the freedom and collaborative relationship to work with
the teacher in supporting his students. While both have the same job family as the other,
one is more siloed in their work with students, while the other enjoys a relationship with
the teacher that adds to the caring relationship.

While ESP are impacted by the system within which they work, they can also
consciously and unconsciously make impacts on the system itself (Archer, 1995). For
instance, more siloed ESP may choose to consciously change their professional

circumstances by talking to the teacher and attempting to be co-teach with them,
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changing the dynamics of the relationship with the teacher. Unconsciously, the ESP may
be recognized by their co-teacher as taking on a caring relationship, and the teacher may
choose to reach out to the paraeducator to co-teach. This assumes that the school where
the paraeducator and teacher work has an implicit, hierarchical social structure that
requires paraeducators to receive permission from their co-teachers to take on more
responsibilities or equal collaboration in the classroom; another school’s norms and
political structure, however, might value paraeducators as equal to the teacher. A critical
realist is interested would be interested in how the players, in this case ESP, make sense
of these social and physical structures.

This qualitative study aimed to understand how ESP consciously understood what
impacted them, and how they saw themselves impacting the social structures as well. It
explored each ESP’s perception of reality, taking note of the context using a literature
review, and analyzing/describing what the individuals saw as the social and political
structures that surrounded them. The participants, however, each have their own unique
experiences, and these affect their own realities and understandings of their informal
mentorship of students. Any conclusions drawn are a “simplified attempt to grasp
something about a complex reality” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 43).

Activity Theory

Activity theory, specifically Engestrom’s third iteration of Activity Theory
(1999), served as a theoretical lens to build out the methodological approach,
instruments, research questions, and analytical process of the study. Several iterations of
activity theory exist and are used in a variety of fields, including biology, business, and

education. Activity theory is rooted in Soviet-era psychology, with Vygotsky (1978)
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conceptualizing actions where humans’ interactions with the world are not direct, but
instead mediated by cultural tools. This idea of social and cultural mediation was taken
further by Leont’ev (1978), who created a hierarchical model of motivated human
activity. According to activity theory, activities should be understood within the context
of their cultural and historical environments (Leont’ev, 1978). Activities make impacts,
and are impacted by physical and psychological tools, as well as the social context of the
activity. Tools can fall under different categorical levels, including primary (physical),
secondary (language, ideas, encouragement, etc.), or tertiary (community, context, or
environments) (Hasan & Kazlauskas, 2014).

Engestrém (1999), one of the philosophers who Westernized the concept of
activity theory, expanded on the activity theory model by recognizing the collaborative
and social nature of human activity. Within his unique activity theory system model,
there is an individual (subject), the outcome of human activity (object), the community of
stakeholders who are connected to the object, the tools used by the subject, the division
of labor between community members, and the socio-political landscape that the subject
works in (the rules) (Kaptelinin, 2005; Luria, Cole, & Cole, 1979). An illustration of
Engestrom’s (1999) activity theory is featured in Figure 1 below, with arrows modified

for the focus of this study:
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Rules Community Division of Labor

Figure 1. Engestrom's Activity Theory System, Simplified and Modified for Study

Figure 1 above illustrates the six activity model elements, with arrows indicating
the impacts of one element on the others. For example, the arrow extending from “rules”
to “subject” indicates the impacts that rules (in the case of this study, policies) impact the
subject (in the case of this study, ESP).The bi-directional arrow between subject and
object denotes the impacts the subject makes on the object, and vice-versa.

Based on the activity theory model, Engestrom posited that the human mind can
only be understood within the context of the subject’s interactions with their
environment, and these interactions occur in a system that is socially and culturally

determined (Engestrom, 1999). In order to identify objects, Engestrom (1999) uses
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“situation-specific reconstruction and instantiation of the object of the activity system”
(p. 381). In other words, to understand the subject’s intended outcome in activity theory,
it is important to understand the subject’s understanding of the problem, and how they
define the problem. It is also important to differentiate between the various ways the
subject identifies and uses tools to solve the problem (object/outcome), as well as how
they mediate between the rules, community, and division of labor to make an impact on
the defined object. This study asks the participating ESP to both define these elements, as
well as describe how these elements mediate other elements’ impacts on the
object/outcome.

There are a number of strengths in using Activity Theory to understand ESPs’
lived experiences. For example, using the activity theory model as an analytical tool
helps the study focus not only on what the subject is doing, but why they are doing it
(Kaptelinin, 2005). Activity theory is also useful for understanding the total parts of the
subject’s work or professional landscape, in essence, understanding the subject’s
activities in context (Jonassen, 2000). As Engestrdom and Miettinen (1999) explain, “the
analyst constructs the activity system as if looking at it from above” (p.10). The unit of
analysis for the study is the school and community, as described from ESPs’ perspective.

In literature that employs Engestrom’s (1999) Activity Theory, researchers often
focus on multiple subjects from different power levels taking part in a single activity, in
order to get a better picture of the whole; the different perspectives from different
subjects creates the whole (Boer et al., 2002; Virkkunen and Kuutti, 2000). For the
purposes of this study, however, the focus was on ESP alone, and the perspectives of

individuals at varying power levels were not included. This focus was chosen because of
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the dearth of education studies that examine the perceptions and lived experiences of
ESP. Future studies that explore ESPs’ work using activity theory as a theoretical lens
may expand on this work to include other vantage points.

Activity Theory Models are used by researchers to study a variety of complex
social systems, not solely tied to education research. This study would serve to further
explore the efficacy of such as model in education policy in general, and specifically
when it comes to better understanding ESP and informal mentors. There seems to be no
research that uses Activity Theory Models to study ESP in schools, let alone their

informal mentorships with students.

Summary

This chapter described the development of adolescents, their entrance into middle
school, and how schools play an important role in the adolescent’s development in the
form of school connectedness. After introducing the adolescent student and the
importance of connection to their school, the chapter moved towards the topic of adult
mentors, particularly education support professionals’ roles as informal mentors, and
their major potential to positively impact students' connection to their school. The chapter
ended by describing the two theoretical frameworks that the study uses to understand
informal mentorship relationships from ESPs’ perspectives: critical realism and activity
theory. The next chapter describes the methods used to gather and analyze data to build

our understanding of this topic.
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Chapter 3: Study Methodology
Introduction
The overall aims of this study were to fill gaps in the literature by better
understanding (1) how ESP interact with adolescent middle and high school students, and
(2) what ESP describe as the mediating factors that impact their supportive mentoring
relationships with adolescent students. The central guiding research question for this
study was: How do ESP describe their experiences informally mentoring middle and high
school students? This overall question had two sub-questions:
a. How do ESP describe their interactions and engagement with students they
informally mentor?
b. What do ESP describe as factors that mediate their interactions with students they
informally mentor?
This chapter provides a description and rationale for the use of a basic interpretive
qualitative research design, a modified version of the Activity Theory model, the study
instruments and sources of data, and the analytical approach. Ethical considerations and

validity of the methodology are also discussed.
Research Design

Basic Interpretive Qualitative Research

This study employed a qualitative approach to answer the research questions.
Studies that employ a qualitative approach seek to understand how the subject
understands their lived experiences (Minichiello & Kottler, 2010). Qualitative research
enables the understanding of processes, as well as the contexts in which they occur, and

how these processes and experiences are understood by the participants (Maxwell, 2013).
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More directly, qualitative studies have the goal of understanding the “meanings, contexts,
and processes, along with the overall goal of improving the practice or policy being
studied” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 30). While quantitative methodologies are generally more
hypothesis-driven, qualitative studies serve to generate and interpret hypotheses based on
the results of data collection in a more holistic manner, without being held accountable to
a set number of variables or parameters (Maxwell, 2013; Blackbourn, Ittenbach, &
Fillingim, 2006; Staller, 2010). Since so little is known about ESPs’ interactions and
caring relationships with adolescent students, a qualitative, theory-building approach to
answering the research questions was taken for this study.

The basic interpretive design served as the overall analytical approach for this
study. The basic interpretive design seeks to understand how participants make meaning
of their experiences and day-to-day lives (Merriam, 2002; Caelli, Ray, & Mill, 2003).
When conducting a study using a basic interpretive design, researchers may use
interviews, observations, and/or document analysis to collect data and identify patterns or
themes that emerge (Merriam, 2002). Such research is inductive in nature, using data to
build descriptive findings (Merriam, 2002). Unlike research designs that create new
theories based on the data, such as grounded theory, a basic interpretive design is used to
describe the processes and experiences of subjects (Merriam, 2002).

In this basic interpretive qualitative study, interviews were used as the primary
means of data collection. Interviews were appropriate for the study due to the study’s
theoretical approach, combining critical realism and activity theory, which together called

for a focus on the reality of the subjects (ESP), who live and work in a complex system
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that involves rules, resources, social interactions and outcomes, which are all described

and experienced from the subjects’ unique perspectives.

Sampling Approach

Target Population

The study population of interest was comprised of Education Support

Professionals (ESP) who worked in middle or high schools and had experience mentoring

at least one adolescent student. Qualifying participants could fall under any of the

following ESP families described in the previous chapter:

Clerical Service Workers (e.g., school secretaries, administrative support, school
finance workers, etc.)

Transportation Service workers (bus drivers, vehicle maintenance workers, etc.)
Custodial and Maintenance Service Workers (maintaining and repairing school
grounds)

Food Service Workers

Health and Student Service Workers (Nurses, school therapist support, etc.)
Security officers (School guards, school resource officers, etc.)

Skilled trade service workers (electricians, painters, carpenters, etc.)

Technical service workers (computer specialists, audio-visual support, etc.)

Paraeducators (teachers’ aides, educators who support students with special needs

or English language learners, etc.)

Participant Recruitment

Sample selection for this study was purposeful, and sought to generate variation

in the sample in terms of the ESP families listed above. Other dimensions of variation,
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such as ESP location, school type, and ESP demographics such as gender, race, age, and
level of education were not included in the sampling criteria due to the limitations of
finding large swaths of ESP willing to participate in such a study. The size of the sample
was dictated by the need to provide enough data for redundancy in the key themes, and
for coding patterns to emerge during data analysis, otherwise known as saturation
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam, 2009; Patton, 2002; Creswell, 2013). Adding too many
participants to a study that has reached saturation can create diminishing returns, since no
new information is provided but more time is needed to analyze and interpret the new
data (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).

This study uses convenience sampling (Weiss, 1994), a type of purposeful
selection method (Creswell, 2013), to select the study’s sample of ESP. Purposeful
selection covers a range of sampling methods where the research deliberately selects
individual participants who are able to provide relevant information to the study’s
particular questions and when other means of finding participants is extremely limited
(Creswell, 2013). As Weiss (1994) states, the aim of purposeful sampling is to create a
“panel” of “people who are uniquely able to be informative because they are expert in an
area or were privileged witnesses to an event” (p. 17). Patton (2015) describes purposeful
sampling as a targeted approach to selecting participants who provide “information-rich
cases to study, cases that by their nature and substance will illuminate the inquiry
question being investigated” (p. 215). Another strength of purposeful sampling is its
ability to help bring about saturation of information since participants are deliberately

targeted for their insight (Creswell, 1998).
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Convenience sampling is a specific sampling methodology used in research when
other methods are not feasible; for example, when the target group is rare or gaining
access to individuals is highly challenging (Weiss, 1994). In the case of this study, the
participant selection process coincided with school closure due to COVID-19 in March
2020, prompting the revision of the sampling methodology. The original research design
aimed to partner with state and local union leaders who had the ability to communicate
with ESP and aid in recruitment. Instead, the chaos brought on by the global pandemic
created a barrier to gaining access to such gatekeepers, necessitating the use of Facebook
to recruit participants. This social media platform was used because Facebook groups
dedicated to ESP allowed instant communication with ESP across the U.S.

To determine the Facebook groups used for recruitment, a search was conducted
on the main Facebook site for Facebook groups related to ESP, using the following key
words: education support professionals, certified staff, school support staff, and ESP. In
addition, the National Education Association’s Education Support Professional Quality
(ESPQ) office granted permission to post notices about the study on their official
Facebook page. After Facebook groups related to ESP were identified, Facebook group
administrators were contacted and asked to provide permission to post a generic
invitation for ESP to join the study on their group pages. Fifteen Facebook group
administrators agreed to allow a an invitation to ESP to participate in the study to be
posted on their Facebook pages (see Appendix A for example postings).

ESP responded to the invitation via private Facebook message, or via a public
posting on the Facebook group page. ESP who responded to the invitation were contacted

via private Facebook message and asked to participate in a 15-minute screening call. ESP
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were then contacted via phone, and a screening process was undertaken by asking ESP
whether they (a) worked at a middle school or high school; (b) had worked with, or were
still working with, a middle or high school student in an informal mentorship role for at
least three months; and (c) were willing to participate in two hour-and-a-half interviews
(see Appendix C for screening protocol).

A total of 36 ESP either liked, shared, or publicly or privately responded to
Facebook posts indicating their interest in participating in the study. Nine of these 32
ESP replied to the a private message, and seven ESP agreed to and completed a phone
screening. After the screening call, ESP were sent a consent form via email (see
Appendix C). This form was reviewed at the beginning of the initial interview, and
participants then provided their verbal consent to participate in the study. All seven ESP
who completed the phone screening qualified for the study, and all agreed to participate.

Interviews with ESP took place via phone between April and June 2020.
Sources of Data

Study Instruments

In qualitative research, the researcher is the main instrument used for analyzing
data, since they are steeped in the study topic and the subjects they are studying
(Creswell, 2007). All data from this study came from ESP participants’ responses from
two days of phone interviews and their clarification on their interview responses during
follow-up emails and phone calls. A semi-structured interview protocol was used for the
interview, which is appropriate for studies where subjects may be guarded with their

responses, and further probing may be necessary (Harvey-Jordan & Long, 2001).
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Engestrom’s (1999) Activity Theory Model, introduced in Chapter two of this
study, served as the main driver for the design of the interview protocol, analytical
matrix, and coding procedures described later in this chapter. An ESP Activity Theory
Model, illustrated in Figure 2 below, was developed for this study to help guide the
exploration of ESPs’ perceived experiences informally mentoring adolescent students, as
well as capturing ESP’s descriptions of the mediating factors within their social systems
that make impacts on these informal mentoring interactions. The six elements of the
Activity Theory Model adapted for this study and illustrated below were: Subject (ESP),
Object (student mentee), Tools (e.g., resources), Division of Labor (e.g., teachers,
administrators), Community (e.g., mentee’s parents/guardians), and Rules (e.g., school
and district policies, professional development, etc.). The bi-directional arrows in the
figure represent the impacts of each ESP Activity Theory element on the other elements.
For example, if the ESP participant (Subject) describes listening to and encouraging the
student mentee (Object) to do well in school, the arrow is directed from the Subject to the
Object. If the mentee in turn helps the mentee, shows their appreciation for the ESP’s
support, or the ESP describes gleaning new information to help future students, the arrow

points from the Object to the Subject.
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Figure 2. ESP Activity Theory System, Detailed and Modified for Study

Prior work on ESP and informal mentoring, as described in the previous chapter,
guided the development of the interview protocol (see Appendix D for complete
protocol). For example, the question, “can you describe what supports the student
needed?” reflected prior research on the types of supports mentors provide to students
(e.g., money, time, help with classwork, etc.) (Gaddis, 2012; Rosenfeld, Richman, &
Bowen, 1998). Another question, “describe any impacts administration might have had
on your mentorship of the student,” was based on research finding that principals relied
less on certain families of ESP than others, as well as ESPs’ reports that they felt

excluded from the education process (Fredericks, 2010; Reed and Salazar, 1998).
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Following the first draft of interview questions, the interview protocol was further
refined by piloting the interview protocol with an ESP, who was introduced to through
NEA leadership. The ESP reviewed the appropriateness and clarity of interview items,
and the piloting process helped determine the length of the interviews.

For ease of analysis and organization, the final two-day semi-structured interview
protocol consisted of 25 questions broken into four sections, and each question was
designed and marked as one of the six Activity Theory elements listed above. The four
sections coincided with either research sub-question one or two, and either the first or
second day of the interview (i.e., Interview Day 1, Sub-Question 1). The first six
questions of Interview 1 addressed ESPs’ experiences mentoring students. Questions 7-
16 of Interview 1 addressed the mediating factors, including the tools, community, rules
or policies, and the division of labor, that ESP saw as impacting the informal mentoring
relationship with their student mentees. In Interview 2, questions 17- 25 focused on
ESPs’ motivations for working with the students and meaning-making behind the
mediating factors that ESP described in the first interview. Interview 2 questions also
served to explore the ESPs’ intentions and expectations for mentoring students, as well as
policies ESP saw as inhibiting or helping them satisfy their motivations and abilities to
informally mentor the student. Appendix E provides a matrix of all 25 of the semi-
structured interview questions, organized by research question and Activity Theory
model elements.

Two additional questions were added to the end of Interview 1 due to the COVID-
19 pandemic; both focused on the changes in ESPs’ work due to the pandemic and the

impacts, if any, on mentoring. None of the responses to either question, however,
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provided any new insight into informal mentoring relationships, and were left out of the
analysis and conclusion sections of this study.

Due to the overall low number of ESP showing interest in participating in the
study, four questions were also added to the end of Interview 2. These four questions
focused on why ESP believed that so few ESP responded to Facebook posts advertising
the study; their thoughts on why ESP may have responded to Facebook posts but did not
respond to invitations for phone screening; ways for researchers to entice a higher
number of ESP to participate in future research studies; and suggestions for organizations
who encourage participation of ESP in leadership and skills training. Analysis of ESPs’
responses to these questions are considered in chapter five of this study, but are not
included in the main analysis, since they did not directly address the study’s research

questions.

Interview Transcription and Member Checking

Interviews were recorded and transcribed using the digital transcription feature of
NVivo. As a check, audio recordings were reviewed to ensure accuracy of the NVivo
transcriptions. Any mistakes in the transcripts were corrected in Microsoft Word, then re-
uploaded into NVivo for coding and categorizing. Pseudonyms were assigned to each
participant to ensure anonymity and add a level of security to the study (Yin, 2014).

Throughout the process of data collection and analysis, a research journal was
used as a bracketing tool to capture experiences, thoughts, ideas, or reactions when
reviewing the notes after each interview, reflecting on the data collection process, and
during the coding process, as discussed below. A summary of these initial bracketing

notes is included in this chapter under the section “Subjectivity Statement.”
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After completing both interviews for each ESP participant, an Excel table was
created to organize the notes for each interview, with interview questions as rows and all
seven ESP as the columns. Within two weeks of conducting each interview, interview
recordings and notes were reviewed, and notes were made on points in each interview
that were needed clarification.

As a member check, two weeks after both interviews were completed, the
transcripts of both interviews and the Excel matrix summary for were shared with each
ESP participant over email. A final member-checking phone call was conducted with
each ESP, during which participants provided their feedback on the accuracy of the
transcripts and their responses to any clarifying questions noted in the Excel table. These
follow-up calls were transcribed in NVivo, and participants’ clarifying responses were to

the Excel file for analysis.

Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using a priori, pre-specified parent codes based on the ESP
Activity Theory Model’s six elements—Subject, Object, Tools, Division of Labor,
Community, and Rules. Emerging themes from the data were categorized under one of
these six pre-determined Activity Theory elements. In qualitative studies, data analysis
calls for the refinement and simplification of information (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011).
Creswell (2013) recommends that researchers who use a priori codes avoid limiting their
analysis “prefigured” codes and be open to additional codes should they arise during
analysis; although additional codes were considered during the analysis phase of this

study, no additional codes emerged, and the analysis focused on the six a priori codes.
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Words, sentences, paragraph responses, or notes were all subject to
coding/highlighting. The study used Saldafa’s (2016) definition of the word code as “a
word or short phrase that symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-capturing
and/or evocative attribute for a portion of language-based or visual data” (p. 4). Coding
allowed for the discovery of themes and subthemes through line-by-line analysis of field
notes and transcribed text.

Aside from approaching the coding process using Activity Theory elements as the
overarching parent codes, major ideas discussed in chapter two--including the concept of
mutual caring relationships, school climate concepts experienced by both the mentor and
the mentee, as well as mentoring concepts-- all served to provide language for child or
grandchild codes. For example, themes surrounding human capital, including time and
money, along with knowledge sharing, were included in the semi-structured interviews
with ESP. During analysis, such major concepts from past research were noted as either
being present or not present in the informal mentoring relationship experiences the
participants shared, then coded for subsequent analysis.

Once all codes were finalized, the adapted activity model was used to trace
interactions, relationships, and mediating factors that ESP described as making impacts
on their informal mentoring relationships. Key findings were determined based on
emerging child and grandchild themes that had the greatest number of ESP describing
similar experiences. For example, child and grandchild themes that had all seven ESP
agreeing on a certain theme involving policies (or Rules) were included in the key

findings, as they were common across all ESP participants.

Subjectivity Statement
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In qualitative studies, it is important for the researcher to provide their own
backgrounds when embarking on a sociological exploration (Gros, 2017). Laying out this
information serves as an acknowledgement of implicit biases not only for the reader, but
for the researcher. Below, the researcher provides their personal interests in the study,
their capacities in designing the study approach and methodology, as well as their
approach to interpreting the data.

Many paths have led me to study ESP as they relate to building supportive
relationships with students. As a former public school educator in Japan, Ghana, and the
United States, | experienced first-hand students interacting with ancillary staff, with ESP
simply offering a kind smile or giving anxious students encouragement and guidance. |
also witnessed the incredible challenges students face every day, and the effects
adolescence and a challenging school and neighborhood climate can have on them.

While pursuing my doctorate in Education Policy at George Washington
University, | also held a policy internship position for both the United States Department
of Education (USED) and the National Education Association (NEA). At the USED, |
spent several months assisting with the My Brother’s Keeper- Success Mentors Initiative,
a national program that addressed school disconnectedness and chronic absenteeism by
pairing trained, school-linked caring adults with at-risk students. At the NEA, | was
assigned to the Education Support Professional Quality (ESPQ) Department within the
Center for Great Public Schools; it was here that | was introduced to the possibilities of
ESP serving in leadership capacities and supporting school improvement initiatives.
During the internship, | met ESP at national conferences and award ceremonies, in online

professional development webinars, and workshops that had ESP from across the country
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working with central office staff to build out the NEA-led Professional Growth
Continuum (PGC). This major project served to provide, for the first time, clearly defined
national standards and professional growth pathways to assist ESP to become role
models, mentors, and leaders in their schools and communities. Eight Universal
Standards, including Ethics, Cultural Competence, Technology, and Communication
allowed ESP to identify and strive for increasing levels of practice, ranging from
Foundational, Proficient, and Advanced/Mastery. Meanwhile, other roles | played at the
NEA include compiling stories of ESP working as caring adults with children, helping
with the building of professional standards, and assisting with social media sites that
connected ESP across the U.S.

As my interests grew in the area of ESP as they relate to education policy, |
discovered how understudied and underutilized this group of education professionals are,
which led me to a focus on ESP and their interactions with students in my dissertation
research.

Study Trustworthiness

It is important for the reader of this study to trust both the data and findings. A
combination of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability is essential
in establishing trustworthiness of the data and the conclusions drawn from it (Lincoln and
Guba, 1985). Each of these elements of trustworthiness are addressed below.

Credibility

Credibility describes the reader’s level of confidence in the findings of the study

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This study’s credibility was strengthened as it was vetted by the

three professionals that oversaw this work by serving on the doctoral committee.
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Credibility was also established by approval from the school’s institutional review board
(IRB). An ESP also assisted with piloting the research questions, which also lends
credibility to the study. Participants also reviewed the initial analysis of coding themes
and interpretations to check for accuracy, which also increased the credibility of the study
(Merriam, 2009).

Credibility of the study was also established by the transparency of the research
procedures and the researcher’s own potential biases. During and after coding the
interviews, for example, notes about the rationales for coding decisions were written,
which allowed peer reviewers to understand the reasoning behind coding decisions.
Further, Lincoln and Guba (1985) recommend using an audit trail to build credibility.
Included in the audit trail for this study are the raw data collected during the study,
approaches to reducing the data into themes for further analysis, reconstruction of the
data and the synthesis of narratives that answer the research questions, all notes (e.g.,
field notes, coding journal, etc.), and all materials and instruments used in the study.
Lastly, a self-reflection log was created to include any information discovered during the
study that may introduce bias when interpreting and coding data, which also adds to
credibility.

Transferability

Transferability in education research is the idea that the researcher, and audience,
can draw connections between the study’s conclusions and other populations that share
similar qualities (Merrium, 2009). The study’s limitations included the small pool of ESP
willing and qualified to participate in the study, and the circumstances of a global

pandemic that restricted recruitment to public Facebook messages. Interviews were
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designed to provide thick, rich descriptions of ESPs’ experiences informally mentoring
students, and to avoid creating wide generalizations of ESPs’ overall.
Dependability

Credibility hinges on the concept of dependability, or the ability to get consistent
and repeatable findings from the data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). To attain dependable, or
reliable findings, this study incorporated a number of strategies that include reaching out
to participants following interviews to ensure their words, transcriptions, and themes
were captured correctly, as well as working with the dissertation committee to ensure that
valid interpretations of the data were made.
Confirmability

Lastly, confirmability serves to remove as much bias, motivations, or interests
that may taint the findings and conclusions (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Confirmability was
built into this study using as much transparency as possible, including providing the
researcher’s background and beliefs as they relate to students and ESP in the “Subjective

Statement” section.

Human Participants and Ethics Precautions

All participants in the study were informed of the nature of the study and verbally
agreed to participate; no participants were coerced to participate in the study. Participants
were aware of their option to leave the study at any time, informed of their option to
listen to their recording at the completion of the interview, and were also given the option
to see the transcripts from their own recorded interview. This study went to great lengths

to avoid putting any participants’ professions or livelihood at risk. All phone interviews
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took place off school campus, at a time and location that was both safe and agreed upon
by the subjects.

Precautions were also taken to ensure that all participants’ identities, as well as
the identities of their schools and districts, remain confidential. Precautions to ensure
anonymity included the use of pseudonyms for each participating ESP, the intentional
exclusion of information on city or school location that could be used to identify the

participants.

Summary
This qualitative study uses a basic interpretive design to answer the study’s
overarching question: How do ESP describe their experiences informally mentoring
middle and high school students? The ESP Activity Theory Model served to guide the
research design, instruments, and analytical approach. Data for the study was collected
via phone interviews from seven ESP from different regions of the U.S. Analysis focused
on emerging themes that fell into six a priori codes based on the elements of the ESP

Activity Theory Model. The following chapter describes the main findings of the study.
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Chapter IV: Thematic Findings
Introduction

This chapter describes the seven Education Support Professionals (ESP) who
participated in this study and presents an analysis of the themes that emerged from
interviews with all seven ESP participants. The study aimed to a) understand how ESP
describe their interactions and engagements with students they informally mentored, and
b) understand the factors ESP describe as mediating their interactions with the students
they informally mentored. Together, both of these questions serve to answer the
overarching question: How do ESP describe their experiences informally mentoring
middle and high school students? Using Engestrom’s (1999) Activity Theory Model, the
study groups emerging themes into their appropriate activity model elements: subject
(ESP as mentor), object (student mentee), tools, rules, community, and division of labor.

Key findings based on analysis of phone interviews and online follow-up
correspondence with each of the seven ESP are as follows:

e Finding 1: In describing their mentoring interactions with adolescent students,
ESP focused on their efforts to show their student mentees kindness, make them
feel welcomed at their schools, build their confidence and independence, and
support them with family issues. ESP also described student mentees seeking
them out for support and showing signs of appreciation for their support.

e Finding 2: ESP described feeling they were viewed as “lesser than” by teachers
and administrators in their school and school districts, which they saw as limiting
their opportunities to act as a team with other school staff to help educate the

whole child.
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Finding 3: ESP described their lack of inclusion in policy decisions and the
policy-making process at the school and school district levels, as well as their lack
of high-quality training, as factors that limited their opportunities to mentor
adolescent students.

Participants

The seven ESP who participated in the study are described below. Pseudonyms

were used for all proper names of ESP participants in this study.

Bennet is a retired bus driver who served in elementary, middle, and high schools
in a suburban school district in Southwest U.S. for more than 15 years. He
described informally mentoring a male student, who rode his bus, by supporting
him and his family while the student’s father was incarcerated. He described
running a local organization that paired children in need with mentors, as well as
providing enriching environments for local students and families who struggled
financially. He stated that the informal mentorship began in elementary school
and continued through the student’s middle and high school years.

Ruby works as a lead food service worker at a middle school in an urban school
district in the Southeast U.S. She has worked at the school for 22 years and lives
in the community. She described her experiences mentoring two female students,
one having academic difficulties, the other anxious that their parents were going
through a divorce.

Amelia works as a middle school secretary at the U.S./Mexico border in the South
Central region of the U.S. She lives close to the school and worked at the school

for ten years. She mentored a female student exhibiting academic and discipline
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issues at the school. Amelia felt that her mentee might have had challenges at
home with unsupportive parents who were struggling financially.

Clark worked as a custodian at a middle school for five years in a rural part of the
Southern U.S. Instead of describing his interactions with individual students, he
described his experiences supporting two groups of students he informally
mentored—a student leadership team and students with special needs group.
Clark described starting and leading a student leadership group whose mission it
was to create an anti-bullying school environment, following the suicide of a
student at the school, as well as his work on community development projects.
Clark described his students with special needs group as students he would visit
regularly in their class, the gym, the cafeteria, and other areas of the school, with
intentions to highlight their inclusion with the entire student body. He also
described building assistive devices out of available and donated materials, as
well as spending time teaching the students with special needs group about tools,
road signs, and other lessons that would help them gain independence as growing
adolescents.

Bessie served as a high school paraeducator in a rural area of the Midwestern U.S.
During her time at the high school, she oversaw the internal suspension room,
describing her brief informal mentoring interactions with two students—one male
student experiencing homelessness, the other a female student skipping school
and having academic difficulties.

Amina is a paraeducator in a suburban high school in the Midwest U.S. She has

worked at the school for the past 16 years. She described going beyond her
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teacher aid duties with one of her students in the school’s English language

learner (ELL) program by supporting him through a difficult period in his

adolescent life, including his struggles being shy, living in a low-income
household, exhibiting his fear of coming out as gay to his parents while showing
romantic interests with another male student, and showing signs of depression.

e Elise is a middle and high school nurse in an urban school district in the Midwest
U.S., where she has worked for the past five years. She described two informal
mentoring interactions—one student had been sexually abused by their parents,
the other identified as a male transgender student who came to her for advice,
safety, and informational resources.

Based on the analysis of interviews and follow-up correspondence with the seven
participating ESP above, three overarching findings emerged. These three findings
illustrate the direct ESP-student (mentor-mentee) interactions, as well as mediating
factors that ESP described as impacting their experiences supporting their informal
mentees.

Study Findings
Finding 1: ESP-Student Mentee Interactions [Subject & Object]

In describing their mentoring interactions with adolescent students, ESP focused
on their efforts to show their student mentees kindness, make them feel welcomed at the
school, build their confidence and independence, and support them with family issues.
ESP also described student mentees seeking them out for support and showing signs of

appreciation for their support.
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Showing Kindness

All seven ESP described offering some form of caring or kind gesture to their
student mentees, whether it came in the form of daily or weekly checking-in or creating a
welcoming environment when they came to the school. Certain themes emerged in ESPs’
descriptions of showing kindness to students; these themes included being kind for
kindness’ sake, checking in on students, empathetic kindness, and kindness that helped

build trust and allow the ESP to learn more about their student mentees.

Kindness for Kindness’ Sake and Making Students Feel Welcomed

Kindness for kindness’s sake—or, as some ESP referenced the concept, “random
acts of kindness”—came in the form of simple pleasantries that made students feel
welcomed and seen as a person. A common theme that arose in showing kindness was
that the seven ESP wanted their mentees to know that there is some good in the world,
and that no matter what, a caring adult was available. Bennet described the importance of
acknowledging students as they entered his bus, saying “hello” to them, wishing them a
happy birthday, and showing that he remembered their birthdays and other important
celebrations. Ruby described working to bring a smile to students like her mentees
faces—as well as wear a pleasant and welcoming smile to students—when they were in
line for food or when she saw the students throughout the day. She said,

| felt if you see a child sitting there and they don't have a smile on their face, and

you just want to talk to them and make sure they're okay... We're just there no

matter what. We try to put a child's smile on a child's face no matter what as they

come to the line, because we see them every day. We have to interact with them.
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We say hello to them. We make them feel like... they can come back every day

and always see a happy face.

Checking In On Students

In the example above, Clark, like many other ESP in the study, also described
how these quick, kind gestures with students served a second purpose. Clark described
how asking students how they were doing both validated the student and allowed him to
look for signs of something wrong with the student; while not providing specific signs,
Clark said he had a gut feeling when something was wrong when interacting with
students like his mentee.

| think you just get a gut feeling that something's not right. And when you ask,

even if they say, ‘nothing's wrong’, but you still wonder... I would follow up if I

heard something that seemed, you know, it's just it's an intuition. I think you just

get a gut feeling that something's not right.

Similar to Bennet, Clark also described leveraging his position as a custodian to
be able to be one of the first adults to welcome students, including his mentees, as they
got off the school bus in the morning, greeting them while doing a check-in at the bus
stop or in the school hallways. He said,

When the students arrived, just, you know, making sure everything was okay, that

most mostly we are looking for any signs that I need to be aware of... looking at

just any out of the ordinary signs... provide a welcoming place for them... I will
constantly walk the halls... I could tell if a student was having a bad day. I'd just
say, ‘Hey, is everything okay?’ And I mean, you know, if they say no, then...

that's my opportunity to be that one caring adult that cares for them.
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Similarly, Ruby, a middle school food service worker, also described asking her
student mentees on an almost daily basis how they were doing; if something seemed
wrong or off to her, she described how she would ask them if everything was alright
while at the same time avoiding pressuring the student to divulge their problems. ESP in
the study described how over time, they had learned to see differences in students’
demeanor or tones of voice, and then give the students space to talk about an issue if it

came up.

Empathetic Kindness

ESP also linked these acts of kindness to demonstrating empathy with their
student mentees. Several ESP described their own challenges growing up as adolescents,
and how they used these experiences to both understand the lived experiences of their
students and reassure them that they will be alright. For instance, Ruby described how
she was able to both empathize with her student mentee whose parents were going
through a divorce and explained that she reassured the student using her experiences that
her parents will continue to love her and that upon learning her student mentee’s parents
were going through a divorce, too got through her own parent’s divorce growing up
through the kindness of others, and how she extended that kindness and reassurances to
her own mentee. She said,

My parents divorced when I was young, too...I wish there was someone when I

was younger that would be able to do that, but there wasn't... it was a little easier

to be able to help her... having her understand that no matter what, she's going to

be loved.
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Bessie, working with two students who she believed belonged to families that
were in poverty (one of the mentees she described was homeless at the time). She said
that she might have been able to better relate to her mentees compared to other teachers at
her school because of her own experiences struggling financially, stating,

| think we overlook that because so many teachers come from upper middle class,

comfortable families and they have never had to feel like they were living

paycheck to paycheck. And | have done that so | can feel for these kids.

Elise, a high school nurse, also discussed how she understood the challenges of
adolescence in high school and explained how she and a few other teachers worked to
make her student mentee—who identified as transgender—feel more comfortable and
welcomed at the school.

Showing Kindness to Build Trust

ESP explained that it was through their kindness that students began to trust them
and open up to them about their lives at school and outside of school. Several ESP
explained that trust must be earned, alluding to their attempts to show kindness as a
means to gain students’ trust. For example, Elise described how, through her care and
kindness, her student mentee began to trust her and eventually told Elise about her
abusive parents. Similarly, Bessie, a paraeducator, described that through her interactions
with her mentee who was experiencing homelessness, she learned more about his living
situation. She provided an example and description of these interactions, saying:

‘Hey, [student mentee], how are things going today?’ Or I try to say something

cheery to him because | always felt like he was kind of a cynical kid. And I just

felt like he needed to be cheered up a little bit... [Student mentee] were a clean
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slate to me. You know, I didn't know their background. I didn't know their history
with teachers in the building and what else had happened in their life. And
basically, you would just sit and ask them questions and talk to them and find out
about them, especially the ones that were what we called the frequent flyers. And
| wanted to know a little bit more about them. And so that's how it started. | think
mainly with [student mentee], when he started talking about being homeless, it
just made me aware of what's going on in this town. You know that we don't see.
We drive down the streets and we don't know that some of these kids are
homeless.... I asked him, I said, well, how is your summer? Did you get a job?
And, you know, just basic questions.

In her statement, Bessie described how her interactions with her student mentee led her to

believe something was wrong. As she stated, over time talking to the student, asking him

simple questions, and showing kindness through attempts to cheer him up, she began to

get a better understanding of his challenges.

Building Students’ Confidence and Independence

Each ESP explained that through their supportive role as a mentor, they attempted
to help their mentees become more confident in themselves or more independent
individuals later in life. For example, Bennet described how he wanted to steer his
mentee from ending up incarcerated like his father, or in his words, “breaking the chains”
that might lead him down that path. Amina, a paraeducator working with an English
language learner, also described building her mentee’s confidence, describing him as
very intelligent and capable, yet shy and wary about what his peers or family might think

about him being gay. She said of these interactions,
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| was there to be a coach or to teach the student, you know, how to become
independent... mentoring is for me, you know, it's tapping into those hidden
talents... Well, I wanted him to be independent. I wanted him to be able to go
forward... That was really important for me. Yeah. I love working with [student
mentee]. And there was something I look forward to every day. So that was
something important for me, you know, for him to just to be an independent
person, to be an independent thinker, to make decisions.
Amina explicitly says she intended to build her mentee’s independence. This, she
described, was to be accomplished through coaching the student mentee and identifying
their “hidden talents™.

A few ESP described providing targeted, conscious approaches to supporting
students to become more independent and confident. For example, Amelia, a school
secretary, described long term goals for her mentee who was having disciplinary and
academic issues at her school. Amelia’s goal for mentoring her mentee was for her to go
on to be more aware of their capabilities and the importance of education so that they
could help herself. In order to support her mentee, Amelia asked permission from her
principal and the mentee’s teachers to sit in on several classes and observe the mentee.
Through these observations, which she said went from reluctantly accepted by the student
mentee to much more welcomed over time, Amelia described how she was able to
provide feedback to the mentee on her behavior and advice on how she could better
succeed in her academics. In her description of what observations and feedback looked

like for her student, Amelia said,
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I got with the rest of our teachers and asked them if it was okay for me to be able
to go [to the mentee’s class]. And they said, ‘sure’... I went to all of her classes at
different times of the day... I think it was every other day, I think was three days
out of the week. | said, ‘you interrupted the teacher during her lesson.’ | said that

‘you should care.’ I said, ‘these are your teachers. These are people who are

dedicated their lives to make sure that you get a good education so you

can...grow up, go to high school, graduate, go to go to college and become a

productive citizen now.’

She also said the mentee became vocal about Amelia’s absence,

| really didn't know her from Adam. Like I said, | just met her at the attendance

office and noticed her attitude... by the third day that [ hadn't gone, she actually

cared about it. She was asking, ‘Did you go to my classes anymore? Do you miss
me?’

Another example of deliberate planning for a student mentee came from Clark,
who explained that he wanted his special education mentees to feel more confident at
school and feel like they were loved as other students. As he stated, “I want everyone to
feel loved and respected.”

In his interactions with these student mentees, Clark described how he would
bring in different signs and items that helped prepare his mentees for leading a more
independent life. He used these signs, such as stop and yield signs, as an example of
teaching the students items they will encounter outside of the school, and how to be

aware of their meaning. Clark would also sit with his students with special needs group in
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the cafeteria and in other school activities to show all students the importance of
inclusion and friendliness.

When it came to the challenges ESP worked to assuage, most described their
student mentees as having some form of challenge at home, either directly with their
parents or with poverty in general. Challenges from home included parents taking a
hands-off approach to their child’s academics, parents’ drug abuse, incarceration,
divorce, issues accepting their child’s sexual orientation, and in one case sexual abuse.
ESP also described families that were supportive of their children and their academics but
struggled financially. In these cases, the ESP described attempting to support their
student mentee in a variety of ways, from providing a sympathetic ear, to providing
resources to the adolescent or their family.

Supports from the ESP in response to family challenges came in many forms. For
instance, Bennet described how he supported his mentee, whose father was incarcerated,
by pairing him with a formal mentor from a community program created to help children
in need. He also described helping provide resources to the family, include bicycles and
funding through his local program for fun activities. In an extreme case of challenges at
home, Elise, who described building a trusting relationship with her mentee, intervened
using law enforcement when the student opened up that her parents were sexually
abusing her at home.

Ruby also described both of her students as having a challenging time at home—
one of her student mentees was coming to terms with her parents divorcing, while the
other student belonged to a family who struggled financially. For example, Ruby

described spending the school year encouraging one of her student mentees, teaming up
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with the student’s band teacher, rewarding the student with candy for good grades, and
paying for the student’s end of the year field trip for reaching her goal of going from
failing grades to A’s and B’s in her classes. She said she sensed that part of the student
mentee’s academic challenges stemmed from parents who were not encouraging her to
excel in school and, through talks with the mentee, might have also been struggling
financially.
...Every time it came to a field trip, I would ask her, ‘Why aren’t you on the field
trip?” and she would say, ‘My mom can't afford it’. And I think it might have
been also why she had poor grades. Maybe she didn't have someone at home that
would sit with her or something like that. She just wanted someone to cheer her
on. | just started going with her. And by the time she graduated, she would get out
of here with A’s. I felt bad because I know a lot of students couldn't go on field
trips or couldn't do a lot... “Wish I could do that, but I can't afford it’. So, I would
make sure when it came to the end of the year, | would look at the three most
worthy students that really wanted and deserve it but couldn't afford it. And |
would pay for three trips every year.
In the response above, Ruby provides her reasoning for why she believed her mentee’s
parents were both struggling financially and possibly not encouraging their child—the
mentee stating that her parents could not afford to pay for her school field trip, as well as
Ruby describing the mentee’s low academic performance earlier in the mentoring
relationship. Ruby described feeling compelled to support this student by acting as an
encouraging adult, and using her financial resources to help pay for the students’ trips as

encouragement for performing well in school. Ruby stated that eventually, the student
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showed academic improvements through the encouraging mentorship Ruby offered, and
how she rewarded students like her mentee for making these accomplishments.

A few ESP described trying to mitigate their mentee’s challenges at home with
their parents by listening and talking with the mentee as supportive non-parental adults.
Bessie, who informally mentored a student experiencing homelessness, described the
mentee’s struggles with poverty and family life. She said that through her conversations,
she believed the student’s mother had substance abuse issues, and the son was living with
friends instead. She said of her student mentee experiencing homelessness,

“...his junior year, he seemed like a lot more depressed about things and not

clinically depressed...If I gleaned it correctly from what he said, he never came

out and said his mom was a drug addict or anything, but I think there was some
substance abuse issues there... I'm not saying that there was anything else that he

was abusing, but he definitely was addicted to the nicotine by the time he was a

senior. He openly admitted. | just think that the uncertainty in his life, you know,

not knowing, probably not knowing if his mom was going to be okay for him to
stay there for the rest of the school year. | think that's part of what led him to drop
out and go to work full time.
Another of Bessie’s mentees, on the other hand, had what she described as an “over-
indulgent mother,” which led to the mentee going out late at night and not performing
well academically. Bessie would also listen and give more general advice on the
importance of school. She said of this student,
| think [Bessie’s mentee’s] issue was an over-indulgent mother who let her stay

home and skip school and, you know, it just didn't require much effort... I don't
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know if the dad was in the home, or | don't know any of that. But she seemed to

be out and about in the evenings, able to run with her friends in the evenings and

around town.

In some cases, ESP reported that the parents cared about their children and their
academics but described instances where parents could have been more supportive of
their children. Amina, for example, described her student mentee’s family as very
supportive and encouraging to him, yet she suspected at the time they did not know he
was gay. As a Puerto Rican, Amina described how she got a sense that the student’s
Hispanic family might not accept him as being gay and that he might not have been
comfortable divulging his sexual orientation with his parents. In this way, she gave him
advice or talked to him in a friendly way when he hinted at being attracted to another boy
at the school. Clark stated that he was unsure of any of his student mentees’ home lives
but mentioned that for the leadership club students he mentored, their parents did not
seem as involved with their academics or interests and having just quick interactions with
the parents before they picked up their child from his after-school leadership club.

Elise, on the other hand, described her mentee’s parents as very supportive of
their son’s transgender identity, and had no qualms about their level of support. She
reported the parents’ friendliness and interest in their child’s health, medication, but also
overall well-being.

Mostly all ESP described treating their mentees like they were part of their own
family. Some described their student mentee like they were their own sons or daughters,
while others used language like being motherly or an aunt to their student mentee. For

example, Bennet described his internal thinking about how he treated and though about
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his mentee, “you're my kid... like you would do your own son.”” Ruby pointed to her
student mentee’s age and vulnerability as she was coping with her parents’ divorce,
saying “... it got to the point like she was my daughter or because of her age, she could
have been my granddaughter... I'm going to be a surrogate mother or stepmother...”

With some probing, some said that this treatment came from a place of nurturing
instinct or from experience raising their own children. Amina and Elise both pointed to
their parenting experiences as a source of empathy for their student mentees. Amina said,
“ESP tend to be caring, nurturing. And you make it sound like I’'m a mom... I have two
daughters... And I fought hard for them.” Similarly, Elise said, “I'm a mother of children
and I've dealt with stuff like just in the past. And, you know, it's just it's never easy to
deal with, especially with children, because they're so vulnerable.”

At the same time, ESP explained that they were careful not to overstep parental
boundaries while avoiding acting as if they were replacing their mentee’s parents. A good
example of this was Bennet’s description of his mindfulness with his mentee’s father,

Dads typically don't like their boys being mentored by another man. There's

something about the male ego that gets in the way... His dad was incarcerated. I

wasn't trying to be his dad; it wasn't trying to replace his dad.

Here, Bennet was explicit in stating that he did not want to replace the father and was
conscious of the father’s parental position while incarcerated. Bennet explained later in
the interview he kept an open line of communication via phone with the mentee’s father,
who was later released from prison. Bennet said the father expressed his gratitude for the
care and support Bennet gave to his son and his family. While Bennet stated that he did

not have a relationship with the father prior to the mentoring relationship, he described
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starting a connection later when the father came home from prison. He described the
mentee reaching out by phone to see how he was doing, and this developed into
occasional back and forth calls between Bennet, the student, and sometimes the father.
Bennet said,

| got a call from [student mentee] and he asked me how I was doing. And I think |

reached out to him a couple of times by way of a phone call. If he goes through

my contacts, | see his name. And | would and I would say, ‘You know what? I'm

just going to pick up the phone and give him a call. And sometimes dad would

answer the phone and so we would talk. And so, there were a few times and
throughout the high school years where | guess they did call, and | had spoken
with dad.
Bennet also described helping provide donated bikes to his mentee’s family and getting
permission from the father to drop them off. He said,

They called up and they said, yeah, they could use the bikes. And so, | brought

them over to the house and spoke with the dad. And I've seen dad a couple of

times. But not a whole lot.
This further provided an example of Bennet connecting with the family to help support
them and maintain a connection with the mentee.

In most cases, ESP described their mentee’s parents thanked them in person and
sometimes working with them at the school to support their child. For example, Amina
described talking directly to the parents to get their permission to take their child to a
college fair, since she was helping their son with English as his paraeducator. Amina also

described how the parents and their child came to her house to help her pack for a
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vacation. Elise, in working with her mentee identifying as transgender, explained that the
parents worked with her to get medical advice or resources, and expressed their
appreciation for her support for their son. Clark described how the parents of his students
with special needs group were very appreciative, even if they were not directly involved
in the mentorship itself. Some of the parents who volunteered at the school and in the
students with special needs classroom were thankful of Clark and made him feel more
connected to the school and the students. He said,
Everybody supports our schools, and we have an open school policy where
parents can come eat lunch with their child or volunteer in these schools... it
made them feel that their child was loved and provided that sense of hope for
them knowing that their child is in good hands... They're very appreciative of the
work that 1 did for students.
This excerpt describes Clark’s parents actively visiting their children at the school to
further support them, while at the same time acknowledging and thanking Clark for his
work with their children. Clark went on to describe one parent who was very emotional
seeing her child walking for the first time in middle school because of the walking
assistance device he had built for the mentee. In the excerpt below, Clark described the
joy brought to that parent when they saw their child using an assistive walking device, he
had built for them out of PVC materials, and how this served as an example of creating a
sense of trust that their children were in good hands,
That was just very emotional [for the parent] when she came and saw her child
walking across with the PVC device, that she now witnessed for the first time her

student walk into middle school. So, you know... It's just it's it was really positive
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for the parent’s interaction that I dealt with. You know, it just it provided a sense

of connectedness that, you know, from this to the school, ESP to the family, that,

you know, we work hand-in-hand. You know, when your child is not at home,
you know, they're in good hands at school... It was very, very positive, and |
mean, you know, they were really supportive of the work that I did and the time
and energy that | dedicated for their students. They knew that they had a caring,
responsible adult working with their students.... Yeah, but the special needs
students would say, ‘That's my teacher,” you know, for the ones that were verbal.

So, I mean, you know, that the impact there was really great. | mean. | always felt

that | was in my classroom.

In the excerpt above, Clark not only describes the joy brought to the parents for his
support of their child, as well as the trust they have in him, but also describes the impact
this experience had not just on the student, but on the parent as well. He describes above
how the student addressed him as a teacher, and at several points during the interview,
Clark likened himself to a teacher untethered by a classroom, and described how many of
his colleagues, students, and parents saw this in him as well.

In other cases, ESP never met their mentee’s parents. For example, neither of
Bessie’s mentees’ parents ever made her acquaintance. Both the student experiencing
homelessness, as well as the student whose parent took a hands-off approach, ended up
dropping out of school before any introductions or signs of appreciation could be made.
Similarly, Elise stated that she never met her other mentee’s parents—these, she

explained, were the parents that sexually abused their daughter. Instead of working with
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the parents, Elise worked with the authorities to remove the daughter from the abusive
household.

Aside from the direct interactions ESP made with students, all ESP also described
their experiences where their student mentees directly interacted with them. All seven
ESP described how their student mentees came to them for help, guidance, or an ear to
listen, although most said that it took some time for their mentees to trust them before
opening up about their issues. ESP said their student mentees shared sensitive issues with
them, including experiencing homelessness, sexual abuse, their sexual orientation, and
fears of how their family would perceive or love them. In these more sensitive cases, ESP
described being cognizant of boundaries, avoiding forcing students to tell them what was
wrong, and instead taking a more disciplined and subtle approach where they would build
trust with the mentee, asking them how they are doing and, in most cases, giving the
student the space and time to tell them if something was wrong. For example, Ruby, a
food service worker, said one of her mentees opened up about her fears of her parents’
divorce, describing this conversation as happening naturally, where she noticed that the
student went from bright and talkative to quieter and more depressed. Upon asking if
everything was alright, Ruby said her student opened up to her about what was going on
at home. Once she opened up, Ruby’s student continued to go to her for advice and
consoling. In Ruby’s words,

She had just come back to school from summer break, and she was just acting

totally different. Very quiet like she was in a little cage by herself. Very quiet.

Didn't say hello. Didn't want to do nothing... I would go work at aftercare. And

that's when I noticed she was like that... it took about maybe two or three days
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that we would just sit there... And then all of a sudden, she just opened up and sat
there with me and said, can we talk now? And | said, Yeah, I'm ready. And that's
when she did it...She was looking for the help in predicting how to get it... some
of them just wanted someone to talk to... | sat down and talked with her one day
and she was telling me that her parents were splitting... We went through the
whole thing.
Ruby, like other ESP, described sensing that their student mentees opened up to them
when they felt more comfortable with them, and the students saw their mentors as caring
about their success and happiness. Amina described this with her ELL student mentee,
who came to her for advice on a number of issues, including college and high school
courses, trouble with math, and questions about how she was so brave acting as a leader
and speaking at events (Amina took on a leadership role within her union). Aside from
coming to Amina for advice on the above issues, she also described how later in the
mentoring relationship, when it became apparent that he was gay, that he began talking to
her and getting advice on another male student he was attracted to. While she did not
focus on his being gay, and more on just being himself and avoid being shy, she felt that
she went to her for advice because his parents likely would not be as accepting of his
being gay, just as Ruby’s student mentee was afraid to go to her parents about her issues,
thinking that they would love her less. In a more extreme example, Elise described a case
where the school counselor suspected something was going on with one of the students,
and when this student was brought to Elise, the student eventually told her about the
sexual abuse at home after time had passed and the student felt more comfortable and

trusting.
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Many ESP reported that their student mentees saw the value of the mentoring
relationship and visiting the ESP for some level of support. For example, in Clark’s case,
the student leadership group he mentored came to him with requests to help them with
community projects that would benefit others, asking for his knowledge, leadership, and
access to business owners and school district leaders. Similarly, Amelia touched on this
by describing how at the start of the mentoring relationship she would visit her mentee’s
class, observing her student and giving her feedback. She said that at first, there was
some push-back and the student seemed embarrassed, but on days that she was absent
from observing her, the mentee asked why she was not in the class. In this sense,
Amelia’s mentee began to see the value in an adult showing care in her success, and
valued Amelia’s attention and time.

Not all student mentees were described as coming to their mentors for specific
help or advice, instead reaching out to their ESP mentors to have an ear to listen to them.
Bennet described this with his student mentee later in the mentoring relationship, when it
was well established, and his student sought him out merely to have conversations
without looking for any type of specific help or support. As he described it, he felt this
was more of a friendly interaction built on the trust and support provided to the student
earlier in the mentor-mentee relationship. Similar to Bennet, Bessie also described her
students as not looking for advice, nor did she report providing her students with advice.
Instead, she felt the students, who she made their acquaintance within the internal
suspension room she supervised, sensed that she was much more compassionate and
caring compared to other adults in their lives, including their teachers and parents. As she

described the mentorship,
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| can empathize with them, | think, more than some teachers can. So, for that
reason, maybe that's another reason they talk to me because I'm more sympathetic
about things... | have compassion for some of them. They have a rough home in
life and how it's affecting them at school.... “[Student mentee said], ‘I stayed
home. I skipped classes for a couple days,’ and then they'd start telling me why.
And that's when we get into the discussion about, you know, what was going on at
home or what their friends were doing, why they were skipping school or
something along that line... I'd start talking to him, I'm like, ‘how come you're in
here [internal suspension] so much’, you know? ‘What do you do? Why? Why are
you skipping classes?’ And then he'd start telling me about being homeless and,
you know, it just went from there. So, it just kind of happened naturally... he
would talk to me frequently when he saw me...I did as much as I could in the
circumstances... the students telling me everything about themselves and their
lives. And they weren't asking for help. | think they just wanted a sympathetic ear
to listen to them for the most part.

In the excerpt above, Bessie is explicit in saying that students did not come to her for any

form of help or assistance. Instead, Bessie explained that they used their time in the

internal suspension room to talk to her about their challenges in life, and how their

openness with her might have sprung from their sensing that she was a caring,

sympathetic person.

Student Mentees Showing Their Appreciation
All ESP reported their student mentees showed their appreciation for the support

they received, although there was a range in the timing and types of appreciation shown.
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Most ESP described how their student mentees showed great affection for their support
and caring relationships. For example, Ruby described her mentee as calling her
“grandma” in a loving way, and Amina also described how her mentee looked up to her
as a caring adult. Amina, Amelia, and Clark all described how their students would show
their appreciation by visiting them to say hello, as well as volunteer to help them with
their work. For example, Amina said that her student mentee came with his parents to her
house one day to help her pack for a trip, and towards the end of the mentorship, wanted
her to continue serving as his teacher aid. She also described how her student would
come to her to show how proud he was with his accomplishments at the school. Amelia
said of her mentee that she would frequently visit her during school hours to say hello,
and sometimes offered to help her with secretarial work, such as stapling papers or
helping in small ways. Clark described how both his student mentees groups, his
leadership group, and his students with special needs group, were both engaged in
helping him with his custodial duties and leadership efforts,
It was really just the passion | had for any student. Yeah, those two groups. They
were really involved in my normal duties at school. They were so great that |
could depend on and count on them. And | was the same to them. | was a person
that they could depend on as well.
In the excerpt above, Clark provided an example of the trust he had in his student
mentees—and their trust in him—to provide some level of support for one another. Clark
later described in the interview how his leadership group helped him clear mulch,

beautify the school, and work with him on community projects.
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Bennet’s mentee, on the other hand, was not described as helping him with tasks.
Instead, Bennet described his mentee as showing interest in his life, such as asking
questions about what it is like to be a bus driver and being polite and eager to see his
mentor throughout and beyond the mentorship.

Some signs of appreciation were much smaller scale, particularly for student
mentees having difficulty with their academics or discipline in school. Bessie, in
describing her students’ appreciation for her support, did not report anything that
resembled the other ESP’s experiences during the mentoring relationship. She described
how both her mentees who arrived in internal suspension were more neutral about her
support. In this way, the students never outright thanked her for listening to them or
helped her with her paraeducator duties like other ESP reported—instead she described
the students did not give her a negative attitude like they might have with other teachers.

Some ESP described how their mentees connected with them years after the
mentoring relationship, thanking them and providing updates on their lives. For example,
Amelia said her former mentee, who originally had academic and discipline issues during
the mentoring relationship, sent an invitation years later to treat her and the other teachers
who helped support her to lunch at the Olive Garden. The former mentee thanked
Amelia, telling her she graduated from high school, received a scholarship to a
community college to play soccer, and she was saving her money for college. Bennet and
Clark also reported seeing their former student mentees years later, with Bennet
describing his student mentee continued visiting him for years, many times while Bennet
was waiting in the bus line. The student mentee would ask Bennet how he was doing and

provided his own updates. Clark said he ran into his former leadership group mentees in
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the community, and they showed delight in remember how he supported them. The rest
of the ESP either said that their mentees would come to visit them for a year or two after
the student moved on to another school, like in Ruby and Amina’s case, or the
relationship abruptly ended when students left the school, in the case of Bessie’s two
students who dropped out, and Elise’s mentee who was taken out of school due to the
ensuing sexual abuse case.
Finding 1 Summary

In analyzing direct interactions between ESP and their mentees, ESP described
taking the time to listen and talk to their mentees, hearing their challenges, and working
to mitigate these challenges in a variety of ways, mostly through listening,
encouragement, and care as if the students were their own family member. Many ESP
described empathizing with their mentees based on their own experiences growing up as
an adolescent. ESP described how they tried to support their mentees who faced
challenges at home, either through their parent’s financial struggles or lack of support.

Student mentees were reported as also seeking some form of support or a listening
ear during the mentoring relationship. In most cases, ESP described building a trusting a
relationship, and over time, their students became more open to them with their
challenges in life and came to them for support. Many ESP reported instances where their
student mentees showed signs of gratitude, either through their words or helpful actions,

as an expression of appreciation to the ESP for their support and kindness.
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Finding 2: ESPs’ perception of being viewed as “lesser than” [Division of Labor]|

ESP described feeling they were viewed as “lesser than” by teachers and
administrators in their schools or school districts, which they saw as limiting their
opportunities to act as a team with other school staff to help educate the whole child.
Implicit and Explicit Sentiments from Faculty

During interactions informally mentoring their student mentees, all ESP said they
experienced either explicit or implicit sentiments from school faculty or district leaders
who they perceived as treating them as “lesser than,”—a concept that most described as
being treated or made to feel less important than teachers at the school. Each ESP
described a different manifestation of this treatment arising in their school or school

district.

Explicit Sentiments

Examples of ESP explicitly being made to feel “lesser than” mostly came in the
form of teachers and administrators shutting them out of working as a team to support
students or outright questioning their abilities. This was especially true for Bessie and
Amina—both paraeducators—who described instances where they were restricted to very
narrow roles, in their case, supervising an internal suspension room and working as a
student aide, respectively, rather than being treated as team members who were valued as
equally capable and willing to support the school’s functions and students. Bessie
expressed her frustrations that paraeducators like herself were shut out of school
processes where information about students was shared with other teachers, but not her.
In this respect, she said she would have felt more included as a contributing team member

to support students like her mentees, rather than support her mentees on her own,
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especially considering the depth of conversations she had with her two mentees about
their challenges and the contributions she could have made if the rest of her colleagues
came together to include her. On this experience, Bessie said,
I guess | don't like the idea that some people, teachers, and administrators, look at
[paraeducators] as not being privy to that information [student mentee’s grades,
IEP information, and other reports shared with teachers], and | don't know if it's
because they don't see us as well, ‘why would you need to know?’... or if it's, you
know, oh, ‘I don't trust them with that information’, I don't think it's that bad. All
right. I guess | just don't like that. | want to go over there and feel like I'm making
a contribution to not just students, but to the teachers, to helping them out in what
way | can. So, yeah, I guess basically | don't like the idea that we can't talk to the
kids... I guess just being acknowledged and encouraged to do it, you know, and
like I said, make it feel more like a part of the team.
In this excerpt, Bessie shared sentiments related to the school’s under-utilizing her as a
contributor to students’ success. She described her frustrations of paraeducators like
herself being explicitly left out of team meetings between teachers because she perceived
they did not trust her with the information or valued her input. She explained that she
wanted to be a part of the student support process with other teachers, and later in the
interview, further explained that she had information that might be pertinent to such
meetings and that her contributions extended to her empathy for students like her
mentees.
Similar to Bessie’s experience, Amina explained how she had more intimate

relationships with students as a paraeducator then some of the other teachers but was
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excluded from her mentee’s support network at the school. Without going into specifics,
Amina said some teachers openly questioned the value of her opinion when she offered
suggestions for her student and did not work collaboratively with her. Amina stated that
she wanted to be invited to meetings on behalf of supporting students like her mentee.
Amina also felt that the school district and school administration could have done a better
job setting the tone on how ESP are viewed, preventing ESP from being looked down
upon by their colleagues, and instead acknowledged for their work and close
relationships they build with students.

Elise explained her experiences as a nurse at the school, stating that many
teachers held archaic stereotypes that ESP like herself were uneducated and untrained in
supporting students. Without going into specifics, she described how some teachers at her
school openly ridiculing her approach to supporting students during the mentoring
relationship. She said that she occasionally defended her abilities when teachers said she
was “just a nurse,” stating that she was licensed, educated, and did not tell teachers how
to do their jobs. She said of her interactions with some teachers during the informal
mentorship that, “there was a lot of friction. | had teachers come in that were trying to tell
me how to do my job.” She emphasized that these sentiments did not arise in the case of
her mentee who was sexually abused but did arise with her transgender mentee to a small
degree when she explained his rights to teachers, mostly when it came to bathroom usage.
She emphasized that while she was not considered a teacher amongst other staff, as a
nurse she could still administer immediate care and health education and should be

recognized and respected for that amongst her colleagues.
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Implicit Sentiments

Examples of implicit sentiments ESP experienced during their mentoring
relationships followed trends where ESP described their experiences being supported by
teachers and principals or being included in student support activities with their
colleagues, while still having an underlying feeling that they were looked down upon by
either their colleagues or the local school system as a whole. This lack of awareness by
the rest of the faculty was described by some of the ESP as making them feel invisible
compared to groups of teachers who would work together to support a student who was
struggling or in need of a caring adult. ESP in this category were adamant that the
teachers and administration they worked with were major positive factors in supporting
their students. For example, Ruby described working alongside teachers in the
afterschool program, and how teachers certified in areas like math were better able to
support students in their subject matter while she took on a more encouraging role to
students while performing administrative duties. She also described reaching out to and
teaming up with the band teacher to encourage one of the mentees to improve their
grades, communicating with each other on the mentees’ academic and behavioral
performance. She explained that the band teacher had some leverage with the mentee,
since the mentee enjoyed participating in band class and had a good relationship with the
teacher. Ruby stated that she believed her relationships with the afterschool teachers and
band coach helped the student succeed and improve her grades. On the other hand, Ruby
said food service workers and custodians were “the lowest on the totem pole” at the
school when it came to recognition of their ability to work with students. She said she felt

teachers and administration behaved as if they were better than her because of their
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college degrees and trainings, while thinking of the ESP as not entirely part of the school
and her staff as “non-existent.” She said,
We are the lowest on the totem pole. And it's like, “You're just the cafeteria
manager.” ‘Do you know I'm a human?’... We're like, nothing. I can have the
same degree they have. | have some college, | have whatever, but because they
have these masters, doctorates, and all of them, they are better than | was. They
had more training than we do. My staff and I are what you call ‘non-existent’.
We're not part of the school to anybody.
As Ruby states, she and her staff are treated as less than classroom teachers and other
faculty at the school, to the point where she and her workers were invisible in a sense.
In a similar case, Amelia described receiving permission from her principal to
take time off of her secretarial duties to visit her mentees’ classrooms to observe her
behavior and also had the permission from the teachers in the classes to make these
observations but described still holding the implicit feeling that she was underappreciated
and underutilized by both the school and the school district as a whole. She described
how other teachers also supported her mentee, but there was no cohesive, intentional
grouping by the school to fully support her student mentee as a unit. She felt this
hindered the true potential for supporting students like her mentee due to her principal’s
and colleagues’ lack of recognition of her abilities outside of her secretarial role. She
used an analogy of a plane’s operation:
The pilot does not fly the plane by themselves. That's why he's got to have a co-
pilot, too.... Unless you put gas up your own plane or, you know, many people,

some maintenance of it... And then who guides you out of the area to where
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you're supposed to be safe? And everybody else that's helping you as a pilot? The
ESP are the crews that are helping that teacher to be able to teach our students, so
you can’t fly that thing by yourself. Just like a teacher cannot teach by
themselves. | know [teachers] can't. They can't go pick [students] up on the job.
[Teachers] can't feed them. [Teachers] can't clean up their room, they can't clean
up the toilet, the restrooms and all that stuff. No. Do payroll and everything else
on top of that? I think that's why we're called support professional because we are
professionals at what we do.
In this analogy, Amelia described the functions of a plane as more than just the pilot, but
everyone else working together to allow the plane to take off. In this respect, she felt that
teachers did not appreciated her position as fully part of the operations that go into
educating children, and that without ESP, the school would not be able to function.
Bennet also described the implicit feelings of being made to feel “lesser than” by
his colleagues through the lack of outreach by his school administration or teachers
towards ESP like himself when it came to working with students like his mentee:
... there was even a bit of thumbing their nose because they have an education,
teachers have an education, and most classified staff don't have much of an
education or not as much... I believe that classified staff as doing the dirty work,
which helps to keep the teachers hands a lot cleaner... class gap between what
teachers are in the school and what each piece of school there is that gets there...
there's no hard line, but it's there.
In the excerpt above, Bennet described his perceptions teachers held of ESP as doing the

low-level, menial work of the school instead of dignifying ESP as professionals just as
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capable of supporting students as the rest of the school faculty. He emphasized that while
this sentiment was not explicitly stated by any of his colleagues, the sentiment was
present during his time as a bus driver.
Perceived Impacts on Mentoring Relationships
Exploring ESPs’ perspectives, these actions were described as affecting the
informal mentoring relationships, where the absence of cohesiveness took away from a
whole child approach to supporting their mentees. For example, Bessie described feeling
that her colleagues’ and schools’ “lesser than” view of ESP might have impacted her
early interactions with students like her mentee. In this respect, she explained students
would not think of paraeducators as the first adults to go to for support. Bessie also said
she realized during the interview that she should have made more of an effort to reach out
to colleagues in the school as part of the students’ support network, saying,
[Student mentees are] still not close to me like I'm not the person that they would
come to with a problem. They go to their counselors or other teachers that they
know better... There were times when I wanted to do more... I don't feel like
there's a need for me to do more than what I'm supposed to do because of what
I'm assigned to do is mostly supervision.... I don't know, after you've asked me all
these questions. I'm thinking maybe I need to reach out more... to the guidance
counselor and say, ‘Okay, I'm talking to [mentee experiencing homelessness] and
found out that he's homeless. And, you know, what do you know about that?
What can you do about that?
Here, Bessie reflected on how students did not naturally seek her out like they would

councilors or other educators at the school, as well as the little outreach she did with her
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colleagues during the mentoring relationship with her two mentees. She described how
through this outreach; she might have been able to better support her students. Bessie
later said in the interview that it was only after she proved herself to be a caring adult that
her mentees saw her as someone they could come to listen to about their issues.

While most ESP expressed frustrations that their faculty were either not fully
aware of their contributions to their student mentees or described being explicitly
curtailed from participating in a more robust supportive team effort, Clark described a
very different experience working with his fellow colleagues during his mentoring
interactions. He described being supported by his principal and staff and recognized for
his efforts through faculty-wide celebrations and support from his school district when it
came to his work with his leadership group and students with special needs group
mentees. He described being acknowledgements from other school staff, such as
receiving an ESP of the year award, as well as ESP like himself being invited to
participate in school activities and school spirit events. Despite these differences in
experiences with the other ESP, Clark described feeling a certain level of being lesser
than the teachers at the school.

We're still at the very bottom...and our basic needs are not being met. | realized

that, you know, I didn't need four walls in a classroom to allow me to teach...

And that's what | really choose to do today, is to teach through my job. And, you

know, the area, the opportunities are endless for me to be able to teach our

students. I'm not bound by any curriculum or anything like that... My role is

really the same as that teachers... We're all we're all equal and it was great to
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have a principal that was supportive and recognized the work that that | did was
very beneficial.
In this excerpt, Clark explains that despite the teamwork he enjoyed with his principal,
and that his role was likened to being a teacher, he described how the education system
treats ESP as less important than teachers, and this is exemplified in the lack of basic
needs provided to them. Later in the interview, these basic needs included higher pay and

high quality training to better support students.

Colleagues’ Misconceptions

When asked during the interview where they thought their colleagues’ “lesser
than” sentiments stemmed from, ESP explained they felt teachers or administrators held
misconceptions about ESP overall—they believed ESP to be uneducated and/or not
certified, and therefore their value as competent and capable professionals are not
considered as highly compared to other staff certified to teach. ESP like Elise described
having multiple years of experience in hospitals and in the school, being highly trained,
and holding a college degree, but reported that educators at her school during the time of
her two mentorships still harbored the sentiment that “you are just a nurse.” To Elsie, this
statement meant that her colleagues thought of her as incapable and uneducated, despite
her qualifications. Bessie described having her teaching degree and formerly teaching
before going on to serving as a paraeducator, yet feeling as though the teachers at her
school did not value her as much as their fellow teachers. Bennet, Ruby, and Amelia
described their view that their colleagues’ misconceptions stemmed more from

classism—where they perceived classroom teachers and school administrators hold a
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belief that ESP are less educated, untrained to work with students, and belonged to a
lower social ladder.

In the above examples, all ESP, aside from Clark, described being left feeling that
their teacher and administrative colleagues may not have been as aware of the extent to
which they were supporting their mentees based on a sense of classism, as described
above. In response to such expressions of classism from faculty, all ESP stated that they
are teachers too, and were important to the functions of the school and the academic and
social-emotional support of students, which in some cases was referred to by ESP as
“educating the whole child.” Further, ESP felt that teachers and principals were less
likely to go to them to reach out ESP to help support students like their mentees, nor were
they tapped for parent teacher meetings or any faculty gatherings to support students.
Instead, most ESP formed bonds with their student mentees themselves and any ensuing
support from teachers or administration were built on foundations already built by the
ESP. For example, Amelia stated,

We're all teachers. The whole staff... Like I said, we're all teachers... I said, I
didn't have to be in the classroom... but what I do is the campus secretary helps
those teachers and helps the students... I think we all play a big part in educating
the whole child.

This excerpt highlights Amelia’s sentiment that even though she has the label “school
secretary,” she still considered herself and other ESP as teachers as well when it came to

serving students collectively, or in her words, “educating the whole child.”
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Working Alongside Colleagues to Support Students

Lastly, most ESP who reported being made to feel “lesser than,” gave examples
of how they worked alongside teachers or administration to support the student they
informally mentored. Some of the ESP in the study described instances where teachers or
counselors explicitly asked for the ESP to support the student, as well as visiting the
classrooms to observe the student mentee and give them feedback on their behavior in the
class. For example, Bennet said he worked with the student mentee’s sports coach at the
school to check in with him and went to the principal or supervisor with questions about
policy or about a student they were concerned about. Ruby described reaching out to and
working with her student mentee’s band coach to reinforce positive reinforcement and
ensuring that the student was keeping up with their work and behaving in her class.
Amelia said that her sister, who was one of the teachers at the school, introduced the
mentee to her after the sister had discipline problems in the classroom; Amelia also said
she sat in on her mentees classes to observe and speak to the teachers about her mentee’s
performance. Amelia served as a teacher’s aide to her mentee, explaining that she
accompanied him to his different classes and worked with his teachers to support the
mentee’s academics. Clark shared that one of the teachers at his school introduced him to
what became his leadership group, and that he was in direct communication with the
principal when it came to supporting his mentees and getting the principal’s support in
school-wide projects, such as anti-bullying projects. Elise described the school counselor
coming to her with a student suspected of being abused at home,

[The school counselor] felt like [student mentee] could talk to me better, I guess.

And so she sat down, and | read the note and | was just like horrified to know.
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Yeah. But I just kind of held it together. And I was like, you know, ‘so what's

going on?’ Like, ‘you wrote this?” ‘No.” And it's like she was denying it. Like, ‘I

didn't write that at all.” And I was like, ‘okay, well, it was in your notebook. And,

you know, they brought you to me because, you know, you wouldn't talk to them
about. Is there anything you would talk to me about?’ So basically it was like, you
know, ‘you don't have to say anything to me at all. But, you know, like this was in
your notebook, you're more concerned. And we're we are going to have to try to
help you. We're going to have to do something.” And that's when she broke
down.”
In the excerpt above, Elise described how the school counselor relied on her to see if the
student would open up to her. Elise described later that it took some time of talking to the
student and building trust with the student over a matter of days to finally have the
mentee open up and describe the abuse being inflicted on her at home. From this point,
Elise reported having a good working relationship with the principal, teachers, counselor,
authorities, and district administration to safely get her mentee out of the abusive
situation at home.

The only ESP who did not report working with other teachers during her
interactions with her mentees was Amina, who met with her mentees in the internal
suspension room. In the examples included in this finding, all ESP highlighted their
willingness and ability to support students as part of a “whole child,” approach, and that

they described understanding their worth more than many of their colleagues.
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Finding 2 Summary

All ESP interviewed for this study described working in a school system that
made them feel “lesser than,” either implicitly or explicitly, while interacting with their
student mentees. Most described feeling hampered in some way to fully support their
student mentee because of the ways that teachers and school administration excluded
them from fully working with students. All explained that the best way they could have
supported their student mentees was if the school took a whole child approach, and
explicitly reached out to ESP to support students like their mentees, and if the school
system thought of ESP as teachers, rather than create a climate where ESP were
implicitly or explicitly made to feel “lesser than” their teacher colleagues.

Finding 3: School policies and professional development [Rules]

In this final finding, ESP described their lack of inclusion in policy decisions and
the policy-making process at the school and school district levels, as well as their lack of
high-quality training, as factors that limited their opportunities to mentor adolescent
students.

Rules and Policies that Excluded ESP from the Education Process

In terms of rules and policies, more was said by ESP on what was lacking than
what was in place in terms of policies to help support their mentees. ESP felt that they
were excluded from the education process, and that school and school system could have
made a better effort to create opportunities that were more inclusive to all staff.

It Takes A Village
A common theme that emerged from all of the ESP in the study in this context

was the philosophy that “it takes a village to raise a child.” When each ESP brought up
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this concept, they described policies that would encourage all school staff (as well as the
community) to work together for every student to ensure that their needs are met and that
they flourish in life and in school. As Amina said about the teachers at her school
working together to support her English language learner mentee, “We all have to work
together... It's a team effort... I took over the old saying, ‘it takes a village’ now. It's not
one person and that's there.” Clark, sharing his school and school district’s support for
children said, “I felt like everyone [the school] was really in it for our students...It's great
to have a school district's support and know that it takes everyone working together to
educate our children.”

Some ESP used analogies to describe this concept, such as teachers and staff as
parts of a bike, or people working together for a plane to take off and land. Elise used the
bike analogy, saying,

It is often it's like riding a bike. You know, you're got to have the wheels and all

the staff. And I'm one completely wheel, the other wheel and counselors, the

paddles type of thing. You know, | mean, if we work together like, you know, it
can help keep things get going.
In order for this concept of “it takes a village” to work, according to ESP, clear policies at
the school and district levels were needed to allow ESP to better work cohesively with
school staff, make explicit what the school’s policies are around ESP informally
mentoring students, and school systems should provide high-quality training that would
equip ESP with the knowledge and confidence to informally mentor students.
Firstly, most ESP felt that being excluded from school processes, policies, and

procedures was not only demeaning to their stature as educators and individuals but made
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their interactions with students more isolated and less reinforced by the full weight of a
caring institution and school system. Elise, for example, saw the value of clear policies
and protocols that were in place when she first discovered that her mentee was being
sexually abused at home. She described an all-hands-on-deck approach, with counselors,
teachers, law enforcement, school administration, and herself in lock-step communication
and action to ensure the student was safely taken out of harm’s way. She explained that
extending such a team-oriented protocol to non-emergencies would have allowed her to
be less siloed with her mentoring work and instead play a more organized role in
supporting her other student mentees. Ruby felt that having more caring adults working
together to help students as a team would be a good thing. As she explained,
The more people that get involved and hear them and listen and know that
someone's caring, it’s a big thing... It's good to have all work staff working
together... Like if there was like a monthly meeting... Give [other teachers] a
little insight in their hopes for what one person might not know... And I think it
could make it a unity, unity for the public to invite the parents, the teachers, the
parents, anybody to work together, because unless they work together, there's not
going to be a whole. And that's what you need- a whole.
Here, Ruby expressed the need for schools to take a more whole child approach to
education, which called for including all staff to collaborate and work together to support

students at the school.

Including ESP in the Education Process
One team-oriented process that many ESP explicitly expressed was lacking during

their mentoring interactions was an invitation by school administration to participate in
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student-oriented meetings such as the individual education program/plan (IEP) process to
determine eligibility for special education services. Bessie described this, for example,
when she was not provided with information about her students, including relevant
student accommodations based on their IEPs. She also described her frustrations of being
excluded from being part of helping to write the IEP and providing input based on what
she knows about the students she works with. She also described that being left out of the
IEP process meant that she missed important information that she could have used to help
support her student mentee. She said,
We were working with IEP students, and we got a copy from the special
education teacher who was their case manager for fifth grade kids. She would
give all the parents a copy of the accommodations page of the IEP, but we never
got any other information. And there was a couple of kids | was working with like
that one boy (student mentee) ... A couple of years later, I had a girl who couldn't
read. And I wanted to know why.... What happened with these kids and in their
past school history or their home that they can't read in first grade? And | never
really got a complete answer from anybody about that. Like they never said,
‘Well, here. Let's look at her records,” or ‘let's look at her, you know, whatever.’
So, | kind of felt like in those kinds of those days, | didn't get the information |
needed... And I don't remember her ever asking me if | had any input or insight
on any particular kid getting ready for an IEP meeting. And so, I I've always felt

like that was lacking.
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Amina, who is also a paraeducator like Bessie, was provided with her student
mentee’s information, but echoed Bessie’s sentiments that ESP should be part of the IEP
process, saying,

I think you should always include ESP in the [IEP] meeting. It shouldn’t just

be.... we take notes and they give them to the teacher and the teacher interprets it.
Here, Amina points out that instead of being embedded in helping to make decisions for
her student mentee, she was limited to taking notes during the IEP meeting, rather than
contributing to the decision-making process or providing recommendations for the
student. During the interview, Amina described a mentoring relationship that went
beyond one classroom, but multiple classrooms, since she was the students’ English
language aid. Further, the relationship extended outside of school, where Amina drove
the student to a college fair, and the student went to her house to help her pack for a
vacation. Instead of just taking notes, she described wanting to share what she knew
about her student mentee.

Bennet also felt that he, along with other bus drivers, should be a part of the IEP
process since he knew his student well enough to add substantive content to the process.
He said,

There may not be a part of their IEP as a bus driver, but my supervisor would be a

part of an IEP if the child doesn't have a special needs IEP. Why can't we [bus

drivers] be a part of that child's life on our own time? I couldn't. I got to know that
child.

According to ESP, student-centered partnerships with the rest of the faculty would

have allowed them to share their unique perspectives and experiences about the student
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and create an awareness amongst staff of crucial information on their mentee’s struggles.
Bessie, for example, described her experiences with her student mentee experiencing
homelessness and her other mentee who was struggling academically, both of whom had
told her about their respective issues. Bessie described other teachers’ frustrations with
both students and ended up supporting her mentees without a cooperative team of
educators. She said,

“...everybody else in the building had labeled [the mentees] as bad kids. And |

came in not knowing them at all, not knowing any of their backstory. And I just

took them as a kid who made a dumb choice for one day, you know. And so |
didn't usually write them off as being a bad kid.”

Creating an open line of communication between educators, many ESP explained,
would have also benefited the student mentee by creating a circle of supportive adults
with the same information and goals, rather than creating siloes as they had experienced
during their interactions with their students.

Bennet and Amina both suggested that if schools were to create a policy to
include ESP in IEP meetings, ESP should do more than just take notes, they should serve
as a voice and add to the conversation on how to best serve students and meet their needs.
Elise echoed Amina’s sentiments, describing her experiences at IEP meetings as power-
struggles rather than collaboration. Some ESP, on expounding on the notion of having all
staff working together collectively to help their student mentee, asked how much more
the student would have accomplished had such a system been in place. Amelia saw the
potential of her school acting more as a community to support children, rather than every

educator for themselves, saying,

121



[ESP] can bring so much more to the table when it comes to how we can help our
students. Just like teachers do one-on-one with them, so do we. Can you imagine
what our students could accomplish?... Sometimes you have to look at the big
picture and reflect... How much will you be able to accomplish if you do this by
yourself? Or if you work with others? It became like a community effort... we're
employees and like the collective, I didn’t just close my door and just not worry
about [student mentee]. That's not what we do. That's not what we do at all. We
are a community, and we care about our students... The teaching of the whole
child.
Here, Amelia, like Ruby, envisions a scenario where their school intentionally included
all staff to support students, and the potential accomplishments students like their
mentees could have exhibited. She describes how her one-on-one interactions with
students like her mentee are just as valid as her teacher colleagues, and how these efforts
would be improved if done in a collective way.

Clark and Elise’s experiences were more in line with what Amelia was hoping
for. Elise said that for both of her student mentees, mostly all of the educators she worked
with were aware of the policies in place and had a common language to work with,
although she felt that with her transgender mentee, not all teachers were completely
following protocol and that her informal mentorship was more siloed than intentionally
built on teamwork.

Clark, on the other hand, described his school taking a much more robust support

system for students, including his mentees. He said the school made it everyone’s
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responsibility to support each student. He further described the success of such a school
philosophy and approach, saying,
We’re all school employees and we all have a responsibility for every child that’s
in our school building... It was our kids... we’re all in this together. So, you
know, we had a great team mentality to where we’re there to help one another.
And that, you know, that that really worked.... We can all do what we have to for
our students. And it goes back to, you know, you’re not just a custodian here.
You’re not just the paraeducator. You’re not just the secretary.
In the excerpt above, Clark describes how ESP at his school were included in team efforts
to support students like his students with special needs and leadership group students.
This scenario is reminiscent of the ideal situations other ESP in this study hoped for—a
whole child approach through teamwork of caring adults at the school.
Informally Mentoring Students is a Major Responsibility
Like Clark, many ESP expressed their feeling that informally mentoring their
student was a major responsibility. As Clark said, “We're all school employees and we all
have a responsibility for every child that's in our school building.” Amelia echoed Clark’s
sentiments, but also described the gravity that came with mentoring, saying,
It's a big responsibility. It's a big responsibility because that person. Livelihood is
in your hands...lIt feels like once you're asked it, it's like, you've got to make sure
that you're on top of it... | prayed | wouldn't screw her up more than she already
was. Sometimes we try to do what we think is right and we might end up messing

things up even more...l wouldn't want to get in trouble.
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In Amelia’s case, she described another teacher had asked her for help in working with
the student mentee, and by agreeing to work with the student, took on what she described
as a major responsibility, to the point where she worried she would somehow make
matters worse for their student mentee, or put their own professions in jeopardy. Other
ESP described similar concerns taking on the responsibility of supporting their mentees.
Bessie, for example, risked getting in trouble with her supervisor for speaking with
students and providing them with snacks—this included her mentees—in the internal
suspension room, saying,

They weren't supposed to eat in that room except for their lunch. So, again, | was

breaking a rule that | felt like it was a kindness... So one of the rules in the

[internal suspension] room was that the kids weren't supposed to talk to each

other. So the fact that | was having conversations with them was breaking that

rule.
Elise, in supporting her mentee who was sexually abused, described the situation as
taking a mental toll on her, considering the responsibility of caring for the students. She
said,

When you're dealing with a child like that, it's very difficult not to be emotionally

invested in this. And just the fact that she was being abused was, you know,

enough to send you over the edge... It was difficult.

Among ESP who described experiencing the weight of being responsible for their
student mentee’s lives, none reported any true discomfort supporting the student mentees.

Bennet said, he “Felt comfortable talking to [his student mentee], did not pry, listened
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more than anything.” Ruby described that she did not see her role as an informal mentor
as taking on an extra responsibility—it was part of her job. She said,

I don't look at it as a responsibility. I ook at it as I'm doing a job, whether it be

helping someone, whether it be feeding someone, whether it be just listening to

me. I'm just there for that.

Bessie shared how the mentoring relationship came naturally to her and described
her comfort in working with her students. Bessie said,

| was comfortable talking to both of them [student mentees], | never felt that | was

like, I didn't pry. I didn't ask them, you know, what your home life like what your

mom does, what your dad does, that type thing... It just kind of naturally
happened.

Elise said that supporting her student mentee did not come naturally at first, but
over time she felt more comfortable supporting her mentee. She said,

It was a little awkward at first, but once | got started talking to her on a daily basis

for the first week or so, things became a little more relaxed.

Many ESP explained that even though they were comfortable working with
students in a mentoring capacity, clear policies would have helped put them at ease
knowing where the line was when it came to building informal mentoring relationships.
Ruby said that during her mentorship, there were no clear policies or rules at the school
on what she could or could not do in a mentoring capacity. She said,

I’1l tell you the truth, I don't believe we really had many rules up until recently... I

don't know what type of rules there are or what you could do as a mentor... |

mean, if there were rules, I would like to know... I would like to know where to
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find them or how to get them... I don't mind following rules. I don't mind doing

things the right way. But let us know where to go to find these rules or find out

how to do it the right way or whether to sign up and things like that... It's like they

don't tell us we can’t, but they don't tell us we can interact with the students... I

guess what I'm trying to say is that there were no boundaries at that time. Like we

knew we could talk to the students or whatever, but it was like nobody ever said
we couldn't.
As Ruby mentioned, not having policies around mentoring students did not stop her from
supporting her mentee as a caring adult, but she was open to the school having provided
clear guidelines so she would know what lines not to cross.

Amelia, Bessie, and Elise described looking for policies or guidelines on
supporting students at the time of mentoring their students but could not find anything
that clearly stated what they could or could not do. Again, none of them said it stopped
them from supporting their students, nor did it give them pause in working with their
mentees. Clark, for example, saw a lack of clear policies as a boon. He felt that ESP were
not bound by walls or curriculum, and that they had more of a free reign to work with the
students, while receiving support for the school leaders. He said, “I don't think I was
stepping on anyone's toes. It’s work. I was the district employee just like everyone else.”
Like Ruby, he felt that supporting students was just part of his job.

Bessie on the other hand, described being reprimanded by administration when
asking about policies concerning interacting with students in the internal suspension

room. She said,
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So, I felt like I still wanted to follow the rules... And when I finally pointed that

out to the vice principal...he was talking to me about my evaluation, he was

saying something about needing to be more consistent with enforcing rules. And |

guess | don't know if I brought it up or he did, but I said, you know, that's not

written down anywhere. | said, ‘I read through everything you guys have given

me. I've read through it a couple times. I've asked other aides and they've read

through it. And none of us can find it as a written law.’
Bessie’s description indicated that while trying to do the right thing and know what the
policy was on working with students, she instead was warned by her administration while
never getting answers on what the policy was.
ESP Want High Quality Training on Supporting Students

Lastly, many ESP felt that during their interactions with their mentees, the
training they received from the school district was lackluster, repetitive, and bereft of
content that explicitly walked them through ways of supporting their student mentees,
each of whom exhibited a variety of needs. Like school policies and rules, ESP hoped
that district-level training would help clarify and reinforce what they can and cannot do
during their mentoring relationships. Many said that instead receiving the same training
each year that was specific to their jobs, they preferred learning methods and techniques
around better communicating with their student mentees, better addressing the emotional
needs of their students, and clarity on where to go for resources.

For example, during her mentoring relationship, Amelia, wanted training that

would have helped her safely mentor her students, know the boundaries of mentoring,
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and better equip her to support her students’ specific needs or find someone who could
help, saying,

| just wish that they would give us some sort of training [on] how to deal with

[student mentees’] emotional needs, you know, and be supportive in that way.

Dos and don'ts of what we can and cannot do... I didn't want to make the situation

worse... First development for us so that we would be able to mentor the students

and be able to do it without getting in trouble, without making things worse for
the students... Where they would allow mentors to come in, so the district
actually encourages mentoring for the student.” [Amelia added,] “I felt like |
didn't know if | was equipped to help [student mentee].
Amelia explains in the excerpt above that she felt unequipped to best support her
mentee’s emotional needs, and that formal training might would have better given her
both the confidence that her supports were backed by the district, as well as assurance
that ESP were welcomed to support mentees in the school district and within schools. She
further described her fears of doing any form of harm to her student mentee during her
informal mentoring interactions with the student.

Ruby shared similar training suggestions, adding that seeing examples of what
mentoring looks like and concepts of teaching, would have benefitted her mentoring
relationships. She described the challenges of trying to support one of her mentees in
math, since she did not have the depth of knowledge to help the student with the work.
Instead, she played a more encouraging role, helping the student see the importance of an

education, advice on how to manage her work, and reached out to the mentee’s other
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teachers to better support the student. With more targeted training, she said her abilities to

support her students would have been enhanced.

Bennet, Bessie, and Clark described annual training that simply had them watch a

low-information video and check boxes that showed they understood the training. For

example, Clark said,

Support staff only has training once a year. And that's at the beginning of school.
As I said before, state law requires, you know, very minimum... too often times
it's not it's not really relevant to our profession. It's more basic... Watching that
video when answering questions and checking a box, saying you understand what
you just did.

All three were unhappy that the state law only required the bare minimum of

professional training, leaving them without technical skills that would have better helped

them serve their student mentees. Bessie said that the annual trainings always mixed new

staff with veteran staff, and so the trainings were always geared towards the basics. She

said,

Our district office lines up a couple of trainings on school improvement days per
year for the [paraeducators]. And they've basically been really basic trainings in
how to be a para (sic) and they aren't very helpful with the high school level.
Well, this has been a problem area for a couple of years that I know of, maybe
longer... Half-way relevant to what | do in my job. We usually walk out of there.
We usually sit at tables with people that we work with... We walk out of there
and say, ‘I'm never going to use that’... It was just basic, like common sense

things. And they pay these people that come out of some kind of a consulting
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group or something... some of them are just, they're just not they're not geared at

all levels. They're like for basic beginners and we're not all basic beginners.
Above, Bessie described striving for more relevant, high quality training that took ESP
more seriously and helped them better attend to the needs of their students, including her
mentees. Mentoring a homeless student, she felt the need to learn more about trauma-
informed practices, techniques on speaking with students, and available resources would
have helped. She said that she did not want to play the role of a counselor but would have
benefited from more advanced trainings on mentoring students as a non-counselor. This
was also echoed by Amine, who said that she was not a guidance counselor or a math
teacher, both of whom her student mentee needed during the interactions, but she could
have benefited from high-quality trainings that helped pair her mentee with the resources
they needed.

Elise added on to other ESPs’ needs for wanting to know how to avoid becoming
liable when mentoring her student, saying that it would have been helpful to have a
shared definition with the school and district when it came to what their definition of
“mentoring” was. With this knowledge, she would know where mentoring began and
ended, without worrying about getting in trouble for supporting her mentee.

Aside from being offered the opportunity to attend high-quality trainings on
supporting students, all seven ESP expressed those trainings should be more inclusive at
the district- and school-level when it came to training staff on informally mentoring and
supporting students. As Bennet stated, “Anyone working with students, ESP, teachers,
administration, should be at the training.” Ruby took this sentiment further when

describing who should attend trainings on supporting students,
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Everyone, not just food service workers, not just administration. Everybody...
Because no matter what, whether it is the superintendent, everybody should be
able to be in the same meeting, learning the same thing...We want to try to build

a unity.

In this statement, Ruby explained the importance of having shared knowledge, language,
and goals amongst colleagues, rather than separate sectors of the education workforce
receiving different types of trainings. Further, having all educators together would bring
unity.

Mostly all ESP agreed that teachers, guidance counselors, and administration
should all participate together so that there would not only be sharing knowledge of the
mentoring process, but also add to unity within the school and better communication
when ESP needed to work with others to better support their mentees. ESP in this study
mostly described building foundations of support on their own and not having any formal
policies or procedures around working as a team with other school staff to support their
mentees. Bennet echoed Ruby, adding that trainings should also encourage for all staff
working together:

Teaching teachers how to work better with ESP. Teaching the adults at the school

how to be more respectful to ESP and their co-workers- to work together rather

than be divided... Schools should capitalize on ESP who develop powerful
relationships with students. There needs to be more inclusion of ESP and
conversations/communications with all staff, including ESP. This should include
academics, and all teachers and ESP working together and going to each other for

help.
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Here, Bennet is describing how the conditions at his school when he was mentoring his
student had ESP more isolated. He explained that such trainings that brought all
educators together would have been more beneficial to the supportive roles ESP can play
at a school.

Amina also agreed with other ESP in wanting all classroom teachers and school
staff to attend high quality training together. She used the context of school shootings and
separate trainings to describe how ESP and classroom teachers may be getting two sets of
rules, which undermines ESPs’ status, their involvement in the education process, and
being a part of a shared language. She said,

It surprised me this year when we had the school shootings and there was heavy

duty then they have [ESP].... And | was like, ‘Wait, you mean to tell me if I'm in

the classroom with the teacher, we're going to have two different set of rules
because we are treated differently?’ That doesn't make sense right now... Why
does it have to be exclusive?
Like other ESP mentioned earlier, Amina points out the exclusion of ESP in the
education process, like in the case of school shooting trainings. Instead, she hoped, like
mostly all other ESP, that they would train together, to have a shared understanding and
experience, rather than be treated as separate from classroom teachers and other school
faculty.
Finding 3 Summary

As discussed above, ESP described the lack of school and school district policies

that would have made ESP play a more collaborative and team-oriented role in educating

the whole child. Instead, they provided examples of how they were more isolated from
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the rest of the staff when interacting with their student mentees and had to build mentor-
mentee relationships in a siloed environment rather than one that brought all teachers
together to help support their mentees through their challenges and development. Further,
ESP expressed their interest and need for high quality training specifically on mentoring
students, which would entail having them learn alongside teachers to make their presence
and potential more known to their teacher and administrative colleagues. ESP also
indicated that such training and clear policies from the school and district would have
made them feel more comfortable knowing where the line was when it came to

interactions mentoring their student mentees.

Chapter 4 Summary

This study’s first finding focused on the direct interactions between ESP and their
student mentees, with ESP describing showing kindness to their student mentees, efforts
to help these students feel welcomed at the school, build their confidence and
independence, and support them with family issues. This finding also highlighted how
ESP described student mentees seeking them out for support and showing signs of
appreciation for their support. The second finding centered on ESPs’ shared belief that
they were viewed as “lesser than” by teachers and administrators in their schools and
school districts. ESP explained that such views harbored by their colleagues and
administration served to limit their opportunities to best serve their mentees through
educating the whole child. The third and final finding focused on ESP describing their
lack of inclusion in policymaking and policy decisions at the school and school district

levels, and their lack of high-quality training, as factors that limited their opportunities to
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mentor adolescent students. The next chapter synthesizes this chapter’s three findings and

makes recommendations for future research, practice, and policy.
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Chapter 5: Interpretations, Conclusions, and Recommendations

Adolescents face a number of significant psychological, social, cognitive, and
biological changes (Baer, 1999; Steinberg, 2018) which in turn can make their personal
lives, as well as their academic experiences in middle and high school, challenging
(Bencivenga & Elias, 2003; Chung & McBride, 2015; Reyes, et al., 2012). Many students
transitioning out of elementary school and on to middle and high school during their
period of adolescent growth have been reported to show greater “disconnectedness” from
their schools, including lowered academic achievement, chronic absenteeism, and
disciplinary issues (Austin, Hansons, & Cheng, 2007; USED, 2016) stemming from
students experiencing a negative event, or a series of negative events at their school,
home, or community (Crosnoe et al., 2004; Agnew, 1997; Crosnoe, 2002; Dornbusch,
1989; Merton, 1964; Newman, 1981; Perry, 2018).

A growing area of interest in education policy has focused on improving students’
experiences within schools and creating a feeling of connectedness to their schools
(Brown, 2019; Darling-Hammond, 2020; Gayl, 2017; Marsh, 2018). The concept of
school connectedness describes the degree to which students feel that the school staff and
peers in their academic environment care about their educational success, their individual
qualities, and their overall well-being (Marsh, 2018; Lerner et al., 2005; CDC, 2009;
Johansson, 2003). School connectedness has been recognized as playing a major role in
adolescent development (Kirby, 2001; Karcher, 2002a, 2002b; Libbey, 2004). When
students feel connected and supported by their schools, they exhibit greater positive
educational outcomes (Angus, 2015; Eccles & Wigfield, 2002; Wigfield, Tonks, &

Klauda, 2009), as well as students’ healthy development as they transition from
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elementary school to middle and high school (Erickson, McDonald, & Elder, 2009; Salas,
2016; Schnautz, 2014). Improving students’ connectedness to their schools may be
accomplished in part through caring relationships between students and adults within the
school, including informal mentoring relationships (Barth, 2006; Jackson & McDermott,
2009; Maloney & Matthews, 2020; O’Shea, 2014).

One group of education professionals who express an interest in being a part of
students’ lives—and who make up a large percentage of the school workforce—are
Education Support Professionals (ESP) (Balingit, 2018; NEA, 2014). ESP have been
reported to show an interest in supporting students, interacting with parents, and taking
on active roles within their communities (Yan, 2016; Young and Fuller, 2009; NCES,
2016). Many ESP indicated in previous studies that they assist children outside of their
working hours, spend their own money to help students academically, read books to
students, and prefer to play a positive role in students’ lives (NEA, 2012, 2014, 2015).

Reflecting on the realities of adolescents and ESP alike, this study explored the
informal mentoring relationships and interactions between these two groups, as well as
the surrounding circumstances that impact their interactions. The study asked the
overarching question: “How do ESP describe their experiences informally mentoring
middle and high school students?” The study’s design and analytical approach focused on
an Activity Theory Model that served to capture the social dynamics and mediating
factors ESP described as making impacts on their informal mentoring relationships. The
model was broken into six domains: Subject (ESP as mentors), Object (students as

mentee), Tools, Rules (policies), Community, and Division of Labor.
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Based on the analysis of two phone interviews and follow-up calls, three clear
themes emerged from the voices of the seven participating ESP: 1) In describing their
mentoring interactions with adolescent students, ESP focused on their efforts to show
their student mentees kindness, make them feel welcomed at the school, build their
confidence and independence, and support them with family issues. ESP also
described student mentees seeking them out for support and showing signs of
appreciation for their support. 2) ESP described feeling they were viewed as “lesser than”
by teachers and administrators in their schools or school districts, which they saw as
limiting their opportunities to act as a team with other school staff to help educate the
whole child. 3) ESP described their lack of inclusion in policy decisions and the policy-
making process at the school and school district levels, as well as their lack of high-
quality training, as factors that limited their opportunities to mentor adolescent students.
Interpretations of these findings, the utility of the Activity Theory Model, and concluding
remarks around future research, policy recommendations, and consequences of the results
of this study and are discussed below.

Interpretation and Conclusions
ESP as Informal Mentors

All of the ESP participants in this study considered themselves to be caring,
informal mentors to adolescent students, although most stated that they did not think of
themselves as mentors until participating in the interviews and reflecting on their
experiences. For example, Bessie, a paraeducator who described mentoring a student
experiencing homelessness and a female student exhibiting academic and behavioral

challenges, said,
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| didn't see myself as a mentor. | guess looking back on it, I could say | was a
mentor... [ didn’t know when you first talked to me. I didn't even think about the
fact that | had these conversations with [student mentees] and a few other kids.

And that wasn't | guess what | thought of mentoring, | felt like it was more about,

you know, working with them on their own, their academic work and stuff. So, |

didn't feel like I was qualified.

Four other ESP participants echoed these same sentiments. As Rhodes (1994)
points out, non-parental adults (informal mentors) are not just teachers, but anyone who
help to support the lives of young people with generally positive intentions, helping foster
personal growth, and providing some form of human capital. Therefore, identifying ESP
as the informal mentor ‘Subject’ in the ESP Activity Theory model was appropriate.
Implementation of the ESP Activity Theory Model

The ESP Activity Theory Model played a crucial role in designing the instruments
to study ESP’s lived experiences and analyzing the data that were collected. As described
earlier in this study, the Activity Theory domains served as the a priori parent codes
during analysis, while child and grandchild codes were adapted to specific experiences of
ESP mentoring students working in their perceived social environments. Several themes
emerged from the interviews and subsequent building of the ESP Activity Theory Model,
although the three key themes discussed in Chapter 4 and 5 of this study were the most
prevalent across the seven ESP participants. The illustrated layout of the Activity Theory
Model, including arrows and theme headings, helped to organize the social dynamics that

were at play within the ESP-student mentee informal mentoring relationship.
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While each of the seven ESP participants described serving in different
professional roles and informally mentoring students with a variety of perceived
challenges, the types of supports they provided fell under at least one of Bowen’s (1998)
three broad categories of supports: tangible supports, informational supports, and
emotional supports, all of which belong to the Activity Theory Model’s ‘Tools’ Domain.
ESP also described variety of social dynamics within their schools and with their
colleagues (Division of Labor), their community and parent relationships or lack of
relationships (Community), and policies at the school and district level that they
described as being aware of and making impacts on their mentoring relationships (Rules).

Figures 3 and 4 provide the completed ESP Activity Theory Model, with all
parent, child codes (bold, high-level themes) and grandchild codes (non-bold, granular
themes) established from data collected from the phone interviews and follow-up
responses. Parenthetical numbers represent how many of the seven ESP applied to the
description. Figure 3 displays direct interactions between the ESP informal mentor
(Subject) and the student mentee (Object). Figure 4 displays the mediating factors
(Community, Division of Labor, Tools, and Rules) that surround the interactions between
the ESP and the adolescent’s informal mentoring relationship. (The figures were
separated into two separate images due to space constraints, but normally all six domains
would be on a single Activity Theory Model.)

Arrows pointing to and from domains indicate impacts one domain made on the
other and helped to inform how the social dynamics between ESP and their student
mentee. For example, based on the child and grandchild codes, five ESP indicated

lacking some form of training that served to hinder their ability to serve in an informal
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mentoring role, as represented by the arrow extending from the Rules domain to the
Subject domain in Figure 7. Dotted arrows indicate the Activity Theory Model domains,
but do not signify relationships or impacts. The study’s three main findings are

interpreted in light of the Activity Theory Model in the following section.
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Subject— ESP as Mentor B [T RO

Direct interactions with students
o Checking-in, welcoming, loving and giving kind gestures, however small
o Providing encouragement, feedback, academic and emotional support
o Empathizing with student
o Mentored students in life skills
o Observed student in their class, while avoiding interrupting lesson
ESP attributes and challenges during mentorship
o  Experience, comfort, or interest in teaching, mentoring, and leading
o  ESP felt they were not equipped or trained to help the students with
some of their issues
o  Recalled their younger selves when thinking about mentee
Frequency and timing of mentorship
o Mentoring on the clock, at least weekly, and after school, mostly on
campus interactions
Mentorship lasts a_few months to years
Connection strengthened over time
Conversations tapered off as student grew independence
o  Over time, student opened up more and told ESP their issue
Post-mentorship connection
o  Connected with student and or parents after mentorship
o  Lost contact with student and or unsure of impacts
‘What it means to mentor
o ESP cared about the student and derived joy in mentoring them
o Mentoring is a big responsibility, emotional
o Mentoring is being a role model, giving guidance, and a supportive
network
o Mentoring is building trust and a caring rapport with students, however
small
o Mentoring is supporting student with money, resources, or education
supplies to remove barriers
o Mentoring is tough love
o Protecting kids and keeping them safe
Goals and motivations for mentoring
o Motivated to be a positive adult role model in student's life and ensure
their success
o Motivation was to help the student be an independent person with pride
in their accomplishments
o Faith in student or spiritual purpose for mentoring
o No formal goals or motivations during mentorship, just passionate
about mentoring
o Treating student like family
o Mentored the students to give back to the school and community, student
pays it forward
o [Indirect actions to support student
ESP see themselves as mentors
o Did not think of it as a mentorship or the impacts it would make at the
time

0o

o ESP considered themselves a mentor
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Figure 3. Activity Theory Model: ESP Mentor-Student Mentee Interactions
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Direct interactions with ESP [
o Student sought help from ESP U]
o  Student display of appreciation, helped ESP 6)
o  Neutral or negative interactions )
Students' challenges, issues, and needs Y]
o Academic or discipline issues at school W]
o Family or income issues Y]
o lIdentity and adolescent issues, need someone who listens (5)
o Physical and mental health issues “)
Impacts of mentorship on student 6)
o Positive impacts from mentorship (6)
o  ESP unsure of impacts following mentorship )
Student traits “@
o ESP held students in high regard 3)
o Student liked ESP's support, looked up to them 3)
©  Students are not bad, they can make bad decisions 2



Rules

School policies (7)
o  Current school policies keep students and staff safe
o Lack of clear policies or training for ESP on interacting with students
Training on mentoring and supporting students should include all
faculty
Want differentiated, quality training that builds skills and knowledge
on supporting students

o Clear policies, training, opportunities, and support to ESP

o Current training is not helpful, basic, or repeats annually
Did not overstep unsaid, perceived rules and social boundaries
ESP recommend training at the beginning of the school year
Policies that would shut ESP out of the education process or limit time
with student would hinder mentorship
ESP should be invited, not excluded from the education process
Lack of funds, training, or resources was a hindrance to mentoring or
attending mentoring training
‘Willing to take risks to help students

_____ e
Tools

+ Tools are key to supporting students, but require sacrifice
*  Physical resources

o  Raised money or helped to support student or family through funding
o Emphasized that they did not give student money
o Providing snacks to stud as incentive or to curb hunger
o Time and full attention as a support
o School supplies and other resources
+« Emotional support through listening, love, and safety
* Life and family advice, adult role model
+ Academic and homework support
* Advocacy and adult connection support
~~~—~—» Division of Labor
« Educator engagement (7) ()]
o Critiques of student's teachers (6)
o ESP work alongside teachers and other ESP ()]
o Teachers supporting student oulside of mentorship (5)
o Educators and counselors initiated ESP student mentorship (3)
* ESP exclusion from education process (@]
o P are teachers too, play important role at the school (@]
o You are just an ESP, made to feel lesser than n
o ESP excluded from teacher meetings or training on students 3)
s  Students benefit when faculty work together to support them, faculty should (6)
appreciate ESP more
=  Faculty working together positive to ESP, neutral to student (6)
«  Principal or supervisors support in mentorship (5)
. = Counselors 5)
s o Counselor supported student (4)
-~ o  Student needed counselor, who were not available 3)
\\_\ = ESP supported student independently from school staff 3)
“A
Community
Community connections and outreach [Y)
o Absence or uncertainiy of community at school (5
o Community outreach and support (2)
o Community norms (1)
Parent engagement M
o ESP build partnerships with parenis (6)
o Lack of parental involvement or engagement 3)
o  Parents supported student (2)
It takes a village (6)
Students need everyone coming together to support them (6)
District support ®)
o Lack of district support (4)

o School district needs to communicate mentoring opportunities (3)

o District provided training and support helpfid to mentorship (2)
Union support (6)
o Criticisms or absence of union in supporting mentorship (5)
o Union played a role in mentorship (5)
Student's friends and peers &)
o  Student’s friends were part of support network )
o Student’s friends having negative influence or no support (2)

Figure 4. Activity Theory Model: ESP Mentor-Student Mentee Mediating Factors
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Interpretations and Conclusions from Key Finding 1

The first key finding focuses on the direct interactions between the ESP and their
student mentees, answering the first research sub-question, “What are the ways in which
ESP interact and engage with students?” The two Activity Theory Model domains linked
to this sub-question fell under mentors as the Subject, and student mentees as the Object.
As stated in this key finding, ESP focused their efforts on showing their student mentees
kindness, made them feel welcomed at the school, build their confidence and
independence, and supported them with family issues. At the same time, ESP described
their students as seeking them out for support and in some cases, showing their
appreciation. This would be signified in the Activity Theory Model as a bi-directional
arrow going to and from the Subject and Object.

How ESP described showing kindness and attempting to make students feel
welcomed at school were described in a variety of ways, including simple pleasantries
like saying hello to the student and celebrating their birthdays, as Bennet described on his
bus, or Clark’s description of sitting with his students with special needs mentee group to
make them feel included in the school and cared for.

Many also described going beyond just words of encouragement, reflecting on
giving students snacks knowing that they were hungry, like Bessie described with her
mentees, Clark giving pens and pencils to students and building supportive devices for
his students with disabilities, Elise providing a poster on resources for her student
identifying as transgender, and Ruby encouraging her mentee to do well in school by
celebrating with treats and paying for her school trip. These examples serve to confirm an

earlier NEA (2015) study on ESP, reporting that two-thirds of ESP gave their own money
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to help provide students with classroom materials, field trips, and class projects. Such
supports fall under the Activity Theory Model’s Tools domain, where ESP used such
supports (Tools) to show their support and care for students.

Most ESP explained that such acts of kindness were for kindness’ sake, and some
went further in describing kindness as a means for building trust in their student mentees,
such as Amina and Ruby describing how they built trusting relationships out of these acts
of kindness. In Bessie’s case, showing kindness and a willingness to listen served to help
her better understand her student mentees.

It may be that ESP being kind to their mentees and having casual conversations
on occasion with them served as some level of expressed freedom they enjoyed—as
Clark put it, “I didn't need four walls in a classroom to allow me to teach.” This could be
interpreted as ESP being able to serve the caring roles of teachers without the burden of
teaching lessons and being accountable for students’ performance. This supports previous
literature on ESPs’ motivations for serving at schools, for example, a 2012 NEA study
that reported that an overwhelming majority of ESP stated they chose to work in
education to make a positive impact on students. Indeed, many ESP in this study felt they
made positive impacts on their student mentees, although not all. Bessie, for example,
said that her students dropped out of school a few months into the start of the mentoring
relationship. An interesting avenue for future research would be to explore the impacts of
ESP’s informal mentoring on students, a question that this study was unable to explore.

All of the ESP seemed to empathize with their students and understood that such
small gestures of kindness could have a positive impact and make students feel seen. This

empathy may be attributed to ESPs’ understanding of the value of being seen and heard,
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something further discussed in the second key finding of this study, but notable in this
finding as well. It may be beneficial to ESP if their classroom teacher and school
administration openly acknowledge their importance and value to the school and
students—this is only conjecture, and was never stated explicitly by ESP.

Another point from the first key finding is ESPs’ indication that they wanted to
build their mentees’ confidence and independence. This may illustrate that ESP went
beyond just being kind to their students for kindness’ sake, but also seeing students’
potential and working towards their long-term success. This might be an area to further
explore for school leadership and policymakers who are interested in taking a whole child
approach to schooling, where not only teachers are responsible for students’ academic
success and social-emotional development. ESP may have an advantage over teachers
because they are not tasked with juggling grading assignments, planning lessons, or other
responsibilities common amongst classroom teachers. School leaders could learn from
this study by seeing ESP as valuable partners in the education process and building
students’ connectedness to their schools.

In relation to supporting students with family issues, some ESP recognized over
time that their mentees faced challenges at home; for example, Bessie’s student being
worried about his parents finding out he was gay and Amelia’s suspicions that her
mentee’s parents were not involved in their child’s well-being at school—and ESP thus
began taking on a role of building their students’ confidence and independence. Bennet
described this as “breaking the chains” of his student going down a troubled path, since

the students’ father was incarcerated. Likewise, their caring support and attempts at
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building their students’ independence also seemed to be tied with their self-described
non-parental, caring role.

In circumstances where ESP described personally interacting with the mentee’s
parents, they explained having good relations that may have served to both reinforce a
whole child approach of caring adults surrounding the student as well as building a
school-to-home connection, a concept touched on in the literature review on
intergenerational closure (Coleman, 1988; Hunter et al., 2019), meaning having at least
three actors, the child/adolescent, the parent, and an adult figure who knows both the
child and their parents.

Past literature on intergenerational closure points to a reduction in students’
likelihood to drop out of school, improvements in their academics (Bjarnason et al., 2005;
Hunter et al., 2019; Wehrspann, 2016), including math test scores (Carbonaro, 1998), and
building up students’ resiliency to adversity (Glanville, Sikkink & Hernandez, 2008).
Amina serves as a possible example of intergenerational closure in describing picking her
mentee up from their parent’s house to drive them and support them at a college fair;
Amina also described how the parents valued their child’s education and success.

Some of the other ESP, including Clark, Ruby, and Elise, stated that parents came
to them with appreciation for looking out for their child. These familial interactions with
ESP may serve to reinforce to policymakers and school leaders the expansive roles ESP
play outside of their primary roles. Bennet was not just a bus driver transporting students;
he described remembering students’ birthdays, checking in with students and asking them
how they were doing, and helping to support his mentee’s family when he found out they

were struggling financially. All of these responses from most of the ESP align with
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previous literature findings as it relates to ESP and families— 39 percent of ESP are
reported to be active in supportive activities around students’ well-being and parent
outreach (NEA, 2015).

Lastly for Finding 1, ESP reported that their students sought them out for support
and showed their appreciation in a variety of ways. Literature on caring relationships
state that the student must perceive the adult’s care for it to function as a caring
relationship (Goldstein & Lake, 2000). As the ESPs’ perceptions suggests, most of the
students in the study seemed to understand the care ESP gave them, and even
reciprocated those affections. This study could not go so far as to make conclusive
remarks about students’ perceptions, but this might be an avenue of future research.

Amelia provided a good example, where she described her student mentee as both
seeking her out for support as well as showing their appreciation for their support.
Amelia said her mentee was first introduced to her by one of the other teachers at her
school, with hopes that Amelia could help with the student’s disciplinary issues in class.
Amelia reported that at first, the mentee expressed her discontent that Amelia would
observe her in class and provide her with feedback on her behavior and the importance of
school; over time, though, Amelia reported that the student began showing up to her
office to offer to help her with tasks, as well as asked where Amelia was if she missed a
day of classroom observations. Over time it seems that Amelia’s mentee began to
recognize her as a caring adult and someone who she could trust for support and a source
for kindness.

Considering none of the mentees were included in the study, conclusions outside

of what ESP reported could not be made. Still, many questions were born out of ESPs’
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descriptions of students seeking them out, such as what the students’ perspectives were
during the mentoring relationship; at what point did mentees begin to trust the ESP, if
that was the case? Prior research on natural mentorships report that students who have
weak support systems at home or in school or are faced with some form of adversity in
their lives, may seek out trusted, caring adults (Allen, 2009; Beam et al., 2002; Cavell et
al., 2002; DuBois & Silverthorn, 2005b; Zimmerman et al., 2002). From Amina’s
testimony, the students’ family, especially the mother, seemed to be wholly absent when
it came to academics and the student staying out late at night with friends. Amina said
that years after the mentoring relationship, her mentee took her out to lunch to thank her
and explain that she graduated from school and earned a scholarship to college.
Assuming Amina’s accounts of the mentorship and the ensuing accomplishments of her
mentee, it would be interesting to see how the student would have fared had Amina not
gotten involved in her mentee’s academics. This study takes the perspectives of ESP but
highlights the need for further corroboration and exploration into students’ and parents’

perceptions of such ESP-adolescent informal mentoring relationships.

Interpretations and Conclusions from Key Finding 2

Key Findings 2 and 3 both served to answer the research sub-question “What do
ESP describe as factors that mediate their interactions with students they informally
mentored?” The purpose of this question was to explore ESPs’ identification and
perceptions of resources and socio-political elements that were present—or absent—
during their informal mentoring interactions with their student mentees, and how these

elements might have made impacts on the mentor-mentee relationships. Finding 2
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focuses on the ESP Activity Theory Model’s Division of Labor domain, while Finding 3
focuses on the Rules domain.

For Finding 2, all ESP described some form of being made to feel “lesser than”
teachers and administration at their school, even though they reported working alongside
faculty members during the informal mentorship. Examples came in the form of ESP
describing explicit actions from their colleagues that questioned their expertise or value
in the education process, to more implicit sentiments from colleagues during the informal
mentoring interactions with their students. None of these negative experiences were
reported by ESP as occurring in front of the student mentee, nor did ESP state that their
mentees might have sensed these social dynamics, but it appears that such sentiments
undermined many of the ESPs’ full potential working with their students during the
mentorship.

Clark’s experiences, almost at odds with the other ESPs’ perceived experiences,
serves to highlight the importance of schools valuing ESPs’ roles as contributors to
education, and going beyond their ESP titles. Clark described being celebrated by his
school for his work with students (including his mentees), and the school’s explicit
appreciation for his work. Clark’s accounts of the events at his school indicate that the
leadership recognized the importance of ESP educating the whole child, and capitalized
on this by inviting ESP, including food service workers, paraeducators, and school
secretaries, to participate in school events and honored them through teacher-of-the-year
and school spirit events. Similarly, Elise described teachers, administration and
counselors at her school closely working with her to ensure the safety of her mentee who

reported being sexually abused at home. In her words, Elise felt that this type of care and

149



comradery for a student should extend to all students, with all staff on deck for students
with less severe needs. It seems that Clark’s case may be the exception, rather than the
rule that school leadership make explicit efforts to bring in all talent to create as positive
a school atmosphere as possible for students.

It is important to note that while Clark described enjoying the comradery, he
sensed, along with all other ESP in this study, that there still lies an underlying notion
held by teachers and school leadership that ESP are considered “lesser than” teachers
because of an ingrained notion that they are less educated, qualified, or willing to care for
students. As ESP explained, these are misconceptions—many were highly educated,
certified in their respective fields, and in some cases even served as former teachers.
Reviewing the literature on ESP qualifications and education, nearly half (47 percent) of
ESP have an associate’s or higher, 66 percent have taken college courses, 46 percent have
special certificates, and a quarter of ESP hold a professional license (NEA, 2014). Some
ESP in this study admitted that they lacked certain training to support students, but all
were willing—and interested—to learn more. Further, they all described taking the
initiative to reach out to teachers or administration during the mentoring relationship.

These findings support the findings of Reed and Salazar’s (1998) study, which
reported that ESP viewed their roles at the school very differently from teachers and
principals. ESP saw themselves taking on a symbolic role at their school, acting as a role
model and surrogate parent to students, while teachers and principals viewed ESP as
taking on a more technical role- “keeping the school running.”

What is troubling is the absence of school systems where school leaders seemed

to be aware of ESPs’ role supporting students within the school. When asked about the
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interactions or impacts school leadership had on the informal mentoring relationship,
most ESP did not provide evidence that the principal or anyone in a leadership position
provided any indication that they saw ESP as valuable contributors to the education
process or school connectedness. For instance, Ruby pointed to the fact that the principal
at her school barely acknowledged her food service staff with a greeting, let alone
communicated to Ruby that she noticed the mentoring relationships she was building
with the school’s students and finding a way to integrate these relationships with the
wider processes of the school. Bessie was told by her superiors to avoid talking to the
students, since they were in the suspension room, but when asked about the relationships
and impacts her principal might have had on the mentoring relationship, she gave none. It
might be inferred that the idea of including ESP in their school’s support networks might
not have crossed leaders’ minds.

Unlike Reed and Salazar’s study, this researcher’s dissertation could not make
such concluding remarks on teachers’ and principal’s perceptions because they were not
part of the interview process. Such corroboration from teachers and principals would
have served to check if there was a disconnect between ESP participants’ perceptions and
those of their colleagues. Such findings might lend themselves to more collaboration and
intentionality amongst staff.

A final interpretation for Finding 2 is based on a concept that Bessie touched on
about the impacts school culture may make on student mentees when there is a lack of
faculty openly and publicly valuing ESP as contributors to the education process. Bessie
mentioned during the interview that there might have been a chance that her mentees did

not immediately think of her as someone at the school they would normally seek out,
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compared to a teacher or a counselor. While not probing deeper on this, this nevertheless
developed into an area of interest during the analytical process of this study. How much
of an impact would a school’s culture of explicitly including all staff as valuable
members of educating the whole child make on students’ viewing ESP as part of their
support systems in their lives? Do students hold the same perceived misconceptions ESP
described teachers may hold about them, sentiments like they are just a bus driver or food
service worker? This study cannot answer these questions, but it is something to further
explore in future studies on the subject. ESP described in this study that their student
mentees sought them out for support—assuming this is corroborated with the mentees,
then it would have refuted school culture as determining students’ view that ESP are just
their profession’s title.
Interpretations and Conclusions for Key Finding 3

For Key Finding 3 most ESP described being excluded from the education
process, a lack of policies at their schools around ESP mentoring students, and their
interests and desire for more high-quality training around supporting students like their
mentees. While related to discussions from Key Finding 2 above on being treated
differently from teachers, this key finding focuses more on the impacts the Rules domain
of the ESP Activity Theory Model had on ESPs’ described informal mentoring
relationships.

When describing their exclusion from the education process, most ESP in this
study expressed that the school did not make efforts to include them—or their ESP
colleagues—in collaborative efforts to support students. It appears that ESP were wholly

left out of formal meetings like IEP meetings and teacher/counselor meetings to create
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goals and work with the students’ parents, and that ESP preferred to share their thoughts
and experiences of their student mentees with teachers and other faculty to help
illuminate the mentees’ challenges and come up with solutions as a team. In most of the
cases, it was the ESP who navigated the school’s educators or resources to support their
student mentees. Ruby, for example, recognized her student mentee was struggling in her
classes, and reached out to the student’s band coach to help work together to encourage
the student and compare notes on how the student was performing.

What can be interpreted from Ruby’s described experiences, and many other ESP
participants’ experiences in this study, is that schools leave it up to the ESP to do the
outreach, rather than the other way around, to team up and support students. Such
teamwork was expressed by all of the ESP in the sentiment “it takes a village” to support
the whole child, with all ESP agreeing that they should be explicitly invited to participate
in meetings where faculty work together to support students. Going further, some ESP
also indicated being part of the decision-making process when it comes to sharing
experiences to come up with the best collaborative solutions to support students at the
school. These findings seem to back up past research on ESPs’ lack of presence in the
decision-making process, but also brings to light ESPs’ expressed interest in being an
equal facet of education (Howley, 2019; Johnson & Lampley, 2010; NEA, 2012).

Assuming ESPs’ exclusion from the education process around supporting
individual students, key information that only ESP may be aware of might be overlooked
at these meetings—for example, Ruby’s mentee opening up to her that her parents were
getting divorced, Amina’s student mentees’ shy tendencies and possible concern about

his parents finding out he is gay, or Bennet’s student mentee’s father being
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incarcerated—these important pieces of information might not have been apparent to
these mentee’s teachers, who might see a change in academic engagement without
understanding the context.

Another policy-related issue that many ESP described was lacking from their
respective schools were clear policies that allowed them to know where the “line” was
when it came to supporting students. This was not reported as making a large impact on
the ESPs’ mentoring of the student, nor did ESP report being dissuaded from acting as a
mentor to the student. ESP agreed that more clear rules during the mentoring relationship
would have made them more comfortable knowing what boundaries were in place when
interacting with students. As ESP explained during the interview, they, along with their
colleagues, feel that their jobs are much more vulnerable and less protected than teachers.
For example, Clark described that ESP come last when the District cuts jobs or gives
preferential raises to teachers; Ruby described ESP as “last on the totem pole”. While
conclusions could not be extrapolated from this study that ESP are less inclined to
support students because of a lack of policies that explicitly state what ESP can and
cannot do when it comes to working with students informally one-on-one, it is still
important to point out that ESP may feel more vulnerable and less protected in their jobs
than their teacher counterparts, and it could possibly result in the perception that they are
taking a risk supporting students as informal mentors.

Lastly, ESP expressed their interest in being included in high-quality training that
builds skills, knowledge, and clear policy boundaries on supporting students. Every ESP
in this study also indicated that they wanted further training to build their knowledge and

skills that would put them in a better position to serve students as supportive adults at the
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school. Many ESP in this study stated their frustrations having to do the same
professional development programs each year, which did not explicitly cover skills or
identify resources that would have meaningfully helped them support their student
mentees during the mentoring relationship. Some ESP in this study also described a lack
of differentiation between new staff and staff that already received the same training each
year, the lack of enthusiasm by trainers, and the lack of clear policy statement that could
have helped ESP understand where lines are drawn for ESP who want to play a role as a
caring, informal mentors to students. All ESP also explicitly stated that they preferred
their teacher counterparts also sit in on the same trainings to build comradery and
improve their chances of working together to support students. Many stated that
participating in professional development around supporting students as caring adults
might also serve to illuminate the viability of ESP and teachers working together to
increase and expand students support networks. As pointed out below, such trainings are
highly recommended, and should be further looked into by policy makers and education
program evaluators.

The importance of professional development for ESP helping to play a larger role
in the development and well-being of students through mentoring opportunities is echoed
in NEA’s manual entitled Education Support Professionals: Supporting Our Own
Through Mentoring (n.d.). Kinloch & Dixon (2018) found that training on ESPs’
inclusion in school staff’s professional development on professional justice, equity, and
humanization was well received, and helped them gain an understanding of the
communities and challenges students face, and the resources to help support students.

Howley’s 2019 study on ESPs’ role in supporting the whole child recognized the
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importance of ESP gaining a toolbox of soft skills for them to apply when working with
students at the school.
Recommendations

This study aimed to build an understanding of ESPs’ experiences interacting with
students, particularly as caring adults acting in the role of an informal mentor. This was
framed around the issue of students’, especially adolescents’, declining feelings of
connectedness and engagement with their schools, and the potential for ESP to mitigate
these negative feelings students may harbor as they navigate the challenges life may
present them with. After analyzing and interpreting the major themes that came from
interviews with the seven ESP participants in this study, a number of policy implications
and future research emerged.
Policy Implications

The following policy implications are based on the key findings of this study, and
are directed towards school leaders, school district administration, state education
agencies, and education organizations like the National Education Association who
advocate on ESPs’ behalf.

This would include five policy changes, assuming they are not already in place: 1)
Create policies that invite ESP into the education process. 2) Principals should create an
“it takes a village” approach to running their schools, creating a school culture where
ESP are openly celebrated and acknowledged, and ensure open lines of communication
between all ESP and teachers. Going further—pairing new teachers with another teacher
and an ESP. 3) Teachers, ESP, and principals all participate together in professional

development around educating and supporting the whole student. School systems should
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also encourage continuous ESP training. 4) Clear policies should be created at the school
around informal mentorship of students and use language that is inclusive of ESP as part
of student support efforts. 5) School districts should pay publicly employed ESP more
and try to acknowledge their hard work and value to the education process.

Although the policy recommendations above are based on the results of a
qualitative analysis, this approach should not detract from the study’s implications for
education policy. In their editorial work, “Qualitative Research as Policy Knowledge:
Framing Policy Problems and Transforming Education from the Ground Up,” Dumas and
Anderson (2014) defend qualitative scholarship by introducing the concept of policy
knowledge as being more powerful than policy prescription when attempting to impact
the framing of policy in an education arena. In the case of this study, qualitative
scholarship makes an important contribution to the policy discourse by offering not just
what works or does not work, but what is known. The participants of this study shared
what they knew of their experiences working with adolescent students, and the study
combined these experiences to offer recommendations that would ultimately make
positive impacts on schools, students, and school staff.

Dumas and Anderson (2014) also argue against the misconception that effective
policies should be built on quantifiable academic outcomes, and that policies are
inclusive of such factors as meaningful relationships within schools and communities,
out-of-school factors, and non-cognitive phenomena. According to Dumas and Anderson
(2014), such factors are incapable of being quantified without “egregious levels of
reductionism” (p. 5). The ESP participants in this study shared their experiences

supporting students, and these vignettes go beyond reductive data points to help policy
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makers, school leaders, and other education stakeholders visualize what six very different
informal mentoring relationships look like between ESP and students, and perhaps
challenges stakeholders’ notions of the role thousands of ESP play within schools and
communities.

Dumas and Anderson (2014) also urge education researchers to direct policy
recommendations beyond a strict focus on policymakers, and instead to address a diverse
group of stakeholders including “journalists, youth, community activists, and teachers”
(pp. 1-2). Following this guidance, this research is written for a wide swath of education
stakeholders, in an attempt to provide both policy knowledge and recommendations
based on the experiences of ESP. In this way, an audience of ESP may recognize their
current political and social positions within their schools, while ascribing the term
informal mentor to themselves after reflecting on their own experiences with students.
Based on the findings of this inquiry, school leaders may also recognize the importance
of ESP within their schools and reflect on the types of outreach they engaged in with their
ESP. An audience of education policymakers at the federal, state, and local levels may
also reframe their positions as impacting students, teachers, and principals, and widening
the circle to all school staff in the school building. This study argues that solving complex
policy problems requires creative and novel solutions, and a holistic approach to
understand what is happening in the background and the foreground of students’ lives.

Schools and school systems that choose to adopt these recommendations may be
able to solve the policy problem introduced at the beginning of this study: the waning
connectedness adolescents exhibit with their schools. Creating policies that are more

inclusive of ESP and their relationships with students and supporting ESPs” work as co-
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equal team members with their colleagues, could potentially increase students’
perceptions that the adults at their school care about them and increase their feelings of
connectedness to their schools. Academic improvements, healthy behaviors, and
improved social-emotional skills may also follow, and as discussed below, these areas
may be subjects of future study regarding the impacts of ESP-student mentee
mentorships.
Inviting ESP into the Education Process

The first, and most important recommendation, is schools and school districts
need to make clear to parents, students, and all school staff that ESP are valuable
contributors of students’ education and development, and further, ensure that ESP are
invited into the education process. For example, at the school-level, at least one ESP
should be part of each student’s IEP process and meetings, since, as ESP in this study put
it, they may be privy to information about the student that teachers or the school
counselors may not know. This may look like a student identifying an ESP they feel close
to or trusted to be a part of the IEP meeting. Schooling in the COVID-19 pandemic has
shown that meetings do not have to be in-person, and ESP who have a busy schedule may
be able to participate through video conference or over the phone.
Changing School Culture to Value ESP Contributions

The second policy recommendation for this study serves to reinforce the first
policy recommendation, calling for a change in culture within schools where ESP are
supported by administration and valued as contributors to the school and students’
development. All ESP in the study described some version of the concept that “it takes a

village” or that everyone in the school, if not the community, should come together to
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support students. This should start with school leaders, such as principals, who have the
authority to communicate this out to staff, as well as offer meetings that invite and
involve ESP in supporting students. Further, schools and districts should make efforts to
recognize the work ESP do in their schools and in their communities, by including them
in the education decision-making processes, training, ESP of the year awards, and
consultation on school and student matters that typically just include teachers or
counselors. An ideal concept would be Clark’s descriptions of a school that openly
valued its ESP as teachers educating the whole child, or schools that immediately made
ESP aware of their potential of being informal mentors to students.

This recommendation considers ESPs’ awareness of the social hierarchy of their
work and their perceived lower positions within this hierarchy. Issues of classism not just
between teachers and ESP, but school leadership, are described by the participants in this
study, and it is possible that principals and teachers are not aware of their socioeconomic
status or classist treatment of their colleagues. To change the school culture where ESP
and school staff work together to improve the conditions for their students and
themselves, it is important for school staff, especially leadership, to reflect upon and
understand the (perhaps unconscious) biases that they may hold. This may come about
through professional development or building these concepts into existing training on
biases within school systems.

With regards to school leaders, they should make it clear to teachers and ESP that
all staff should have open lines of communication when it comes to supporting students,
as well as making it clear that ESP have as much potential of being partners in the

educational and developmental support of students. This recommendation springs from
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Bessie’s realization during the interview that she should have done more outreach to
teachers to support her mentees, and that she was unaware at the time that she was acting
as an informal mentor at the time. If schools could take proactive measure, Bessie’s
epiphany may not have had to come years after her mentoring relationship.

Taking the second recommendation further, ESP might be excellent candidates
for the induction process of new teachers—during a new teacher’s first year, they should
be paired not just with a veteran teacher from the school, but a veteran ESP who may
understand the nuances of the community, school, students, and parents. The rationale
behind this recommendation is based on studies that indicate ESP may outlast teachers
and principals in terms of years of service, with a reported average of serving for 13 at
the same public schools (Yan, 2016; Young and Fuller, 2009; NCES, 2016), ESP are
more likely to come from the communities their students live in (NEA, 2015), and may
be more likely to match the student population’s diversity compared to the teachers at the
school (Johnsrud, 2004; Rosser, 2011).

Offer ESP High Quality Training on Supporting Students

Secondly, ESP indicated that they should be brought into high-quality school and
district training and events whenever possible. All ESP in the study adamantly stated they
wanted to participate in high-quality professional development that helps them build
skills in supporting students, while gaining an understanding of clear policies in place
when ESP interact with students as caring adults. When asked what an ideal training
would look like, most ESP said they should be held at the beginning of the school year, at
a centralized place, and with teachers and administrators being present and learning

together. As Bennet explained, there is a class gap between teachers and ESP, and
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teachers should be trained on being more respectful and collaborative with ESP. ESP
should also be paid to participate in professional development- many ESP in the study
said that they, or ESP they know, balance multiple jobs, and their time should be
respected.

It is further recommended that local and state education agencies familiarize
themselves with programs like the National Education Association ESP Professional
Growth Continuum (PGC) and encourage ESP to further their training in leadership and
student support skills. The NEA’s PGC serves as a tool in building on ESPs’ career
development, leadership skills, and abilities to contribute to their schools and support
students. Numerous micro-credentials, which are tied with the PGC, are also available to
ESP, with grants available to many who apply. The tool was developed with
collaborative input from several ESP across the country from all ESP job families and
representing a high amount of diversity across sectors. The benefit of such programs like
the PGC is that schools or school districts that may not have the capacity to create a
training would not have to create a new one—this program has already been created and
successfully implemented for several years across the country. Numerous micro-
credentials, which are tied with the PGC, are also available to ESP, with NEA grants
available to schools and school systems who apply.

Create Clear Policies and Guidelines for All Staff on Supporting Students

The fourth policy recommendation is based on several ESP in this study claiming
that they were unaware of school policies that made it clear what ESP can and cannot do
when it came to supporting students in caring, informal mentoring relationships. Schools

and school systems should introduce language that makes clear the roles and guidelines
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ESP and other school staff should adhere to when interacting with and supporting
students. Such guidelines may help ESP know where the “line” is, something that was
brought up in this study as making some ESP uncomfortable not knowing what they
could and could not do when it comes to supporting students. At the same time, such
policies can serve as guardrails to protect both the students as minors, as well as the
adults who want to make a positive impact on students without legal or professional
issues.

Such policies should also include steps to follow when it comes to school staff
communicating together. Many school systems, if not all, have clear guidelines around
serious and immediate instances of abuse of students, including reporting protocols,
hotlines, and direct lines of communication. Extending this concept further, school
policies around communication of staff around students being bullied, exhibiting
discipline problems, health problems, or other issues should create open lines of
communication across teachers, ESP, and administration so that all adults are aware of
and can keep an eye out for students who may be struggling. Clear protocols would avoid
confusion as to what to do when ESP and teachers encounter students who are having
problems and help to create a line of communication extending outside of just the
classroom and the school’s front office.

Creating clear school policies that adopt inclusive language where ESP, teachers,
and school administration must adhere to when supporting students might also serve as a
signal that could reinforce the role ESP play in the school, and the school’s “it takes a

village” approach. The hope would be that it elevates ESPs’ status as caregivers to
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students, not just staff that runs the school in the background. ESP would instead be
welcomed in and recognized as contributors to students’ well-being.

It is important to recognize tensions that may arise when introducing language
that formalizes the interactions adults may have with students. Formal mentoring, as
described in chapter two of this study, entails staff training on how to support children,
and on creating boundaries and rules to define and provide guidelines for mentors’
interactions with youth. Informal mentorships, in contrast, are much more natural and are
not bound by such guidelines, allowing for caring adults to be more flexible in the type of
care they give students. Therefore, such language should be cognizant of the strengths of
informal mentorships by encouraging ESP and teachers to act as caring adults, while
being mindful of drawing lines that protect both adults and students. For example, school
or district guidelines can include the words ESP or classified staff when referring to
interactions with students. Going beyond this, guidelines could then provide all faculty
members with important resources, contact information, and vignettes of relationship-
building with students that reflect the values and policies of the school, as well as best
practices of ESP, teachers, and principals working together or communicating better to
support the student population or an individual student who might be struggling.

Lastly, ESP, school counselors, and developmental specialists should all be
included in the creation of language regarding protocols and guidelines for supporting
students; this would help provide clarity regarding the nuances of student-ESP
interactions, as well as signal that ESP are part of the policy-making process and clarify
how all staff can work together to support students. School counselors and developmental

specialists are particularly too important to include in this process because they are
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specifically trained to support students who may be experiencing trauma, abuse, or
challenges as adolescents.
Increase Funding for ESP Pay and Professional Development

Lastly, the fifth policy implication recommends school districts increase funding
for ESP pay and professional development. Many ESP in this study and other studies
(NEA, 2018) indicated they work multiple jobs, and that their salary may not be a living
wage. Many ESP indicated that they are paying out of pocket for the resources students
need to remove educational barriers. Further, many ESP rely on food stamps, and earn
roughly $20,000 a year or less, with one ESP describing earning more when they worked
at a meatpacking plant than their $12 an hour salary as a teacher assistant (Balingit,
2018). Goldstein and Dias (2018) reported that during a teacher strike in Oklahoma for
higher pay and improved working conditions, ESP, who participated in the strike, only
saw a small fraction of a raise compared to the teachers’ raise when they won the strike.

As mostly all of the ESP in this study felt, and Ruby put it, “we are at the bottom
of the totem pole.” Clark, who described a school culture that celebrated ESP, also said,
“We're still at the very bottom...and our basic needs are not being met.” It is
recommended that ESP earn not only a living wage at schools, but that every ESP is
given a salaried income rather than an hourly one, serving to further eliminate the
disparate nature of ESP work versus their teacher counterparts’ work. This could serve to
both elevate their profession and bring with it responsibilities outside of their primary
role as keeping the school running; they should be held to the same standards as teachers

when it comes to students’ well-being and growth.
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Secondly, funding should be set aside for ESP to participate in high quality school
improvement and school safety trainings, similar to pools of funding allotted for annual
teacher training. As recommended, ESP should be included in the same training as their
teacher colleagues, and therefore be paid to attend the trainings just as teachers are. As
noted earlier, ESP not only indicated that they wanted to participate in high quality
training on supporting students, but that learning alongside their colleagues would serve
to address some of the exclusionary practices they described experiencing at their
schools. Further, because of their comparatively lower pay compared to teachers, and the
possibility that attending trainings may mean they have to be absent from another job,
ESP in this study urged that they should be paid to attend these trainings.

Funding for higher ESP pay and inclusion in high quality training could come
from a mix of federal funding, including the recent federal Elementary and Secondary
School Emergency Relief (ESSER) Funds being distributed to schools and school
systems across the country to be used to address the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic.
These funds and intended to provide training to identify and respond to student trauma
and social-emotional needs, keep the school a healthy and safe place to return to, and to
provide supports such as accelerated learning, after school programs, and summer
programming (USED, 2021), all of which align with the increased inclusion of ESP
proposed here. Other funds may come from other education organization grants such as
the NEA’s Great Public Schools (GPS) Fund, which has already been awarded to ESP-
inclusive education efforts such as the Maryland State Education Association, who used
the funds to support a diverse teacher workforce by helping undergraduate and ESP

receive a teaching certificate (NEA, 2021). Other state and local level grants or funding
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streams may also be available for improving school climate or increasing educator
knowledge through professional development.

A final point related to funding ESP in schools is the recommendation to avoid
contracting out ESP. Many of the ESP in this study described a closeness they felt with
their students and the school, and, as some ESP explained, contracted ESP might not
have the same connection to students compared to ESP who have closer relationships to

their schools and communities.

Research Implications

This study served more as a precursor for future studies that could look more in
depth on the impacts ESP might make on school climate and students’ connectedness.
The following research implications and recommendations are based on responses from
ESP who were asked during the interview their suggestions of strategies to invite and
recruit ESP for future studies, as well as reflects on the recruitment and analytical process

of this study.

Activity Theory Model as a Viable Approach to Studying ESP

First, the use of Engestrom’s (1999) Activity Theory Model proved to be effective
not only in helping to frame and design of this study, but also serving as a useful
analytical tool to draw major themes from participating ESPs’ interview responses. It is
also recommended that other researchers conducting qualitative studies in education,
especially those interested in exploring the contexts and nuances of ESPs’ lived
experiences in their schools and communities, should use an Activity Theory Model in
their research design and analytical processes. Further, it may inspire education

researchers to use the Activity Theory Model to study classroom teachers, principals,
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parents, or students. In his speech at the 2001 American Educational Research
Association (AERA) Annual Conference, Roth (2004) made the case that Activity
Theory is increasing in popularity and usefulness in education research, and this

recommendation held true for this study.

Introducing Observations and Member Checking into Future Studies

Second, due to the global pandemic, direct observations of ESP working with
students was not possible; observations would have served to support the findings of this
study not only in increasing the study’s confirmability, but also in adding to potential
follow-up questions based on ESPs’ interaction s with students. Further, students were
not part of the member-checking process in this study, and it was not possible to ascertain
their perceptions of the informal mentorships or their reasons why they sought out their
ESP mentors. Cavell et al. (2002) and Zimmerman, Bingenheimer, and Notaro (2002)
found that adolescents with a weak support system, or negative relationships with their
parents, teachers, or peers, build important relationships with natural mentors.

Future studies may want to explore students’ perceptions and experiences of
being the mentee in such a dyad relationship to further understand the dynamics taking
place—an Activity Theory Model would be appropriate for such a study as well. This
may also be extended to classroom teachers, school administration, or other members of
the community who might provide their perspective to expand on this area of literature on
ESP as informal mentors to adolescents.

What researchers should be aware of, and carefully design such a study around, is
the vulnerable position this might put the ESP in. As mentioned in the delimitations

section of this study, student participation would require parental consent, which would
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then introduce possibly exposing ESP outside of their main roles at the school. ESP
participants in this study, as well as ESP who helped provide guidance when designing
this research study and the interview questions, indicated the difficulty in recruiting their
colleagues because of perceived disadvantages as it relates to power dynamics.

Participants in suggested that many ESP prefer to be as anonymous as possible
and want to avoid their schools or districts tracing their statements back to them. A
Facebook message inviting ESP to participate in a study that also involves parents,
teachers, and administration will serve to limit the number of applicants for a study that
focuses on ESP. Future researchers should be prepared for a smaller sample of
participants if they intend to include individuals in ESPs’ professional life and would also
need to explain this as a limitation of the type of ESP who are willing to participate in
their study.
Using Quantitative and Mixed Methods Research to Study ESP as Informal
Mentors

Another research recommendation would be for researchers to use mixed methods
or quantitative, longitudinal studies that attempt to look at the potential impacts informal
mentor ESP make on students’ feelings of connectedness to their schools, as well as their
academic success, engagement, emotional well-being, and adolescent development. Such
longitudinal, quantitative studies could also explore the impacts such informal mentor-
mentee relationships may make on ESPs’ enjoyment in their field and teachers’
perceptions of impacts ESP make on students’ engagement school, and principals’
perception of ESP as lightening their administrative burden of supporting students and

working collaboratively with teachers.
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Considerations for ESP Career Families and Exposure to Students

Depending on their professional role, the physical structure of the school, and the
structure of their work schedule, ESP may be exposed to different numbers or groups of
students. For example, Clark described not being bound by four walls, being free to
interact with several students throughout the day, entering classrooms to interact with
students, and checking in with students at the bus stop. He was not bound by the
structures of the school or his profession to stay in one place. Similarly, Amina moved
from class to class with her ELL student, and Amelia described getting permission from
her principal to leave her secretarial duties to sit in and observe her mentee in different
classes. On the other hand, Bennet described most of his interactions with students on his
bus, Elise described strictly interacting with her mentees in the nurse’s office, and Bessie
described interacting with her mentees in the internal suspension room. This might lead
to investigating whether the different job families of ESP impact the level of mentorship
based on the structural limitations/delimitations of their jobs, as well as exploring how
ESP might overcome these. For example, Clark used his resources in the community to
support his student mentee outside the confines of his bus, and Ruby signed up to work
with students after school hours and outside of her primary role as food service worker at
the school. In these ways, further researcher might be able to help better inform school
leaders or education policy makers better plan around how ESP might be able to play a

role in student support based on their ESP job families.

ESP Identities
This study paid attention to social constructs in terms of systemic issues,

including the classism and inclusion/exclusion ESP faced, yet no attention was given to
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racial, ethnic, cultural, sexual-orientation or socio-economic status of the ESP
participants. Future studies should look at whether the alignment (or lack of alignment) in
social/cultural contexts and identities between ESP and their student mentees matters, and
if so, how? For example, future work could be delimited to cases where participant ESPs
match the sex, race, or ethnic background of their mentee student. Future research could
also examine the informal mentoring relationships between students who speak English
as a second language and ESP who speak the students’ native language. Such research
could further inform education policy when it comes to supporting students ELL
students.
Recruitment Techniques Tailored for ESP Participation

Lastly, in terms of the recruitment process for future studies, it proved difficult
recruiting ESP even with vetted language that invited ESP to participate. After
conducting the interviews, it became clear that many ESP do not see themselves as
mentors, at best, and at worst, are fearful of losing their jobs by putting themselves in a
vulnerable position. Researchers should be aware that when reaching out to ESP; it might
be strategic to have ESP who are trusted at the school or in social media communities, to
speak on the researcher’s behalf, as some of the participating ESP in this study suggested.
Any language in study invitations should be tailored in a way where ESP recognize that
they are interacting with students, are able to contribute to the literature, and it should be
made clear how this study may support ESPs’ own work, recognition, and respect from

other educators and the community at large.
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Conclusion

The proverb “It takes a village to raise a child”, similar to another proverb, “A
child belongs not to one parent or home,” both speak to the importance of children and
adolescents being supported by caring adults within their homes, schools, and
community. The results of this study serve to reinforce the case that ESP are viable
contributing members of the school and surrounding community, especially when other
support systems for students are lacking. If schools truly want to improve the
connectedness students feel towards their schools, genuine attempts need to be made by
school leaders to create an atmosphere where all staff contribute to educating the whole
child. This means embedding inclusive, school policy language where ESP are invited to
participate in creating and collaborating with teachers to build caring, informal mentoring
relationships with students.

This study further concludes that ESP are respected as equals in the education
sphere when it comes to supporting students. In reality, ESP are sometimes the first non-
parental adults students see when they go to school, and sometimes the last to see them
off. Students are fed by ESP, are medically and emotionally cared for by ESP, and ESP
help to make schools clean and run smoothly. ESP interact with parents in school and
within the community. ESP use their own resources to support students, money being one
of them, but time being just as valuable, if not more so. ESP give students life advice and
listen to students who want to be heard when they feel they have no voice. ESP work
with teachers who sometimes initiate ESP-student bonds, other times who work as a team

to build students’ confidence in themselves and their work. Yet, ESP are not given the

172



respect, quality training, salary, or honorary titles of “teachers” that they feel they
deserve.

Hopefully this study has highlighted to education leaders and policymakers that
ESP are an untapped sector of the education workforce. For several years, | experienced
first-hand the powerful roles ESP play in the education system—during my time teaching
as a middle school science teacher, admiring ESP leadership while serving as an intern at
the National Education Association’s Education Support Professional Quality
Department, serving as a policy analyst for the D.C. State Board of Education, and lastly
interviewing seven ESP participants, each of whom shared their experiences serving
students as dedicated, caring adults. I can say with confidence that integrating ESP in
professional development and the education processes within schools across the country
would be a worthwhile effort to improve the experiences of not just adolescents facing
social, academic, and developmental challenges, but also improving classroom teachers’
and school administrations’ experiences working together for the common cause of
educating students and preparing them to lead a fulfilling life.

SX
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Appendices
Appendix A: Facebook Invitations (Generic and Targeted)

Darren Fleischer » California School Employees Association
s (CSEA)
June13-Q

Facebook Message me if you are interested in sharing your experiences working
with students! | am writing a dissertation on the importance of Classified/Support
Staff.

Education Support Professionals and
Classified Staff, have you positively
impacted the life of a middle school or
high school student?

Share YOUR story. Impact change.

Your names and information will NOT be made public. Your stories will inspire
educators, leaders, and policy makers to elevate your important role in the school
and community, while giving all ESP the respect and admiration they deserve.

Details and links in comments.
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@ Darren Fleischer
“¥®  please send me a Facebook message.

I am looking for middle and high school professionals who would like
to share their experiences and stories working with students. For
example:

A high school bus driver who gives encouragement and hope to a
student they notice is having a hard time getting along with other
students, or are being bullied.

-0r-

A food service worker at a middle school who helps out a student
struggling with English and math to help them succeed in their
classes.

| know you have a story to tell, so please do not be shy to reach out.
| am interested in all nine ESP families (e.g., paras, clerical, custodial,
transportation, security, etc.). As a student at George Washington
University, | am writing my dissertation on ESP and how important
they are to schools and students who face a variety of challenges.

This is a great opportunity for you to not only share your stories, but
to help encourage school leaders and policy makers to include ESP
in school-wide improvement programs.

Thank you for all that you do, and | look forward to hearing from you!
Like - Reply - 24w

@ Write a comment... © ©

Technical Service
Workers

Please send me a Facebook message. |am
wrapping up my study on the importance of
ESP to students and their schools, and your
voice is crucial to this narrative.

Your personal information and your school's
information will not be shared publicly. |
would love to hear from you!
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Health and Student
Service Workers

Please send me a Facebook message. | am wrapping up
my study on the importance of ESP to students and their
schools, and your voice is crucial to this narrative.

Your personal information and your school's information
will not be shared publicly. | would love to hear from youl!

O\
Skilled Trade Workers
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Appendix B: Screening Interview Protocol
Hello,
First, let me say thank you for your work in schools, and your interest in this study. I am
going to ask you a few questions and let me know if you need me to elaborate on each of
them. All of your answers and information will be de-identified whether you qualify or
not and will be
maintained confidentially.

1. Let's begin. Are you an Education Support Professional working at a middle
school?

2. Do you interact with middle school students on a daily basis?

3. Do you have experience working as a supportive adult to at least one student?
Maybe helping them with schoolwork, giving them advice, or anything that
requires a bit more time than a simple “hello”?

4. Are you willing to volunteer for this research study to allow me to shadow you at
your school for three days? This would require me to obtain your principal's or
vendor's permission and informing them of your involvement and that | would be
observing you in the workplace. Do you provide permission for me to contact the
principal?

5. In addition to me shadowing you at work, would you be willing to participate in
two one-on-one interviews with me, each lasting about 90 minutes? These
interviews will ask detailed questions about your work, relationships, and

experiences as an Education Support Professional in the workplace. A telephone
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follow-up may occur after these interviews for to ensure | captured your interview
responses correctly.
Thank you for your time, and | will be reaching out to you shortly with the results of this
screening. If you would like to reach me, feel free to email me at

darrenfleischer@gwu.edu.
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Appendix C: Participant Consent Form

George Washington University
Participant Consent Form

Education Support Professionals as
Informal Mentors to Middle School Students

Student Investigator: Darren Fleischer, 954-243-4489; darrenfleischer@gwu.edu

Invitation to Participate: Due to your qualifications and experiences, you have been
selected for this research study on ESP informally mentoring middle school students.

Study Purpose: This study focuses on the experiences and perceptions of school support
staff who informally mentor middle school students. In particular, the research is
interested in understanding how ESP describe the informal mentoring relationships they
have with middle school students, what motivates them to form these relationships, how
they leverage tools and resources, deal with social norms parents, and other school staff
to make relationships work, and which education policies serve to help or hinder these
mentoring relationships.

Procedures: ESP who choose to participate will:
e Meet at a private, off-campus site of their choosing
e Answer research-related questions in a face-to-face interview lasting
approximately two hours
e Answer possible follow-up questions over the phone

Benefits: All participants will not only receive a $50 Amazon gift certificate as a reward
for generously offering their time, they will also help inform an area of education
research that has not been studied yet. This may lead to improved school policies
involving ESP and increase their stature as caring professionals in the field of education.

Risks: This study poses minimal risk to participants. All identifying information about
the participants will remain anonymous throughout the study and in the published paper.
The only risk is if there is a breech in confidentiality, which will be protected in the
following ways:

e All data from surveys and interviews, notes, and transcripts will be kept in a
locked filing cabinet in an off-site location. Computer documents will also be
password protected and stored in the same secured location

e In-person interviews will be conducted in private settings

e All participants names, and their respective schools, students or any other
identifying information will be given pseudonyms (e.g., “Participant A”
mentoring “Student A” at “School A”)

e Interviews will be transcribed by the student investigator
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e All data, including participant information, will be safely destroyed three years
after the study is published to further ensure a breach of confidentiality

Confidentiality: 1 will hold all personal information of participants strictly confidential,
under the exception of the law. Authorized representatives of George Washington
University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB), which serves to oversee the ethical
consideration of participants, as well as protect the rights and welfare of research
subjects, may have access to research records that identify the participants by name.
Publication of studies will not identify you by name.

Qualifying participants in the study will be selected from the online survey, and
following the close of the study, their contact information will be safely stored, and
destroyed three years after the study’s publication. Interview responses will be
transcribed using secure NVivo software, and by the student researcher themselves.

Disclaimer/Withdrawal: The participant has the option to withdraw from the study at
any time, without putting their identity in jeopardy. Participation is entirely voluntary.
Any subjects who have any questions about the study, or who no longer want to
participate in the study call the student researcher at 954-243-4489.

By signing this form, you agree to the following:

You have read and understood the Consent Form

You wish to participate in the study

You understand that you may withdraw from the study at any time

You understand that the interview will be recorded and transcribed, while keeping
the participant’s name and identifying information anonymous

Name of Participant §ignature of Participant Date

Name of Researcher §ignature of Researcher Date
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Appendix D: Guided Interview Protocol

Interview Protocol

Day 1

First, thank you for taking the time to allow me to shadow you, and for giving me a
glimpse into your daily routines. As you may know, this is the first of two interviews we
will have. Today, | would like to focus on how you describe your interactions with the
middle school students you told me about the other day, as well as factors that mediate
these interactions.

This interview will take about an hour and a half, although any time you need a break,
please feel free to let me know. There will be three major questions, each with their own
parts.

As | mentioned in the letter of consent, and over the phone, this interview will be audio
recorded to help me make sense of your answers later. At any point in the interview,
please let me know if you would like me to pause, stop, or erase any of the recording.
Your identity, as well as your school and students’ information will all remain
anonymous, and your name will not be used when talking to the dissertation committee
or any other person reading this study. Instead, I will use a pseudonym, like Bennet.

Before we begin, do you have any questions for me? Let’s begin the interview.

1. First, you spoke a bit on your daily interactions with all students (reiterate what
was mentioned during the shadow and highlighted in the field notes). Please tell
me more about these day-to-day interactions with students.

2. Let’s now focus on the student/students that you work more closely with.

a. When and how did you start acting as a mentor or supportive adult to
them?
b. Can you describe how long it lasted/ when you believe it ended, and why
it ended (If not currently working with the student)?

Where do you and the student typically meet?

When do you and the student typically meet?

e. Thinking about this student/ student, what was the problem or issue you
supported them with? For example, were they bullied, did they need help
with a class, were they experiencing poverty, a loss in the family?

f.  What kinds of supports do you feel the student needed? For example,
money, help with a certain subject in school, or just encouragement in
life?

g. Can you describe your comfort level mentoring this student? (Based on
the student’s problem). For example, do you feel like you were
overstepping boundaries like the norms of your job or the community, or

oo
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that you were venturing into the kind of support that should be left up to
someone else?

Check in- see if they want a break.

3. Shifting gears, | would now like to know about the factors that you think make
impacts on the relationships with students. Specifically, I would like to know
about the people, resources, rules and policies that help, or hinder your ability to
closely work with the student(s) you are mentoring and supporting.

a.

b.

First, can you describe what you used to support these students (e.g.,
money, your own experiences/knowledge, books, etc.).

Did these resources change over time? (Circle back to question f about
what supports they thought the student needed)

To what extent do you think the school staff like teachers, the principal, or
other ESP singling out and supporting the student? (make sure to get a
precise answer for each of these groups)

What kinds of impacts, if any, do you think they might have had on this
student?

Thinking about the teachers at your school, how much of an impact did
they make on you personally to support that student? For example,
teachers or principals giving you clear instructions not to work with kids,
or the opposite, collaborate with you to help students?

How about the district administration? Anyone else related to the school?
How do you think the teachers and other staff at the school treat the
student you mentor? Can you share examples? How did these
conversations sound between you and the student?

Tell me about anyone else involved in supporting this student, including
family, friends, other people at the school?

To what extent did you share the student’s concerns or issues with their
teachers, principal, or other ESP? Anyone else? What did that look like?
How would you describe the relationships between school staff, such as
how teachers treat each other, or the principal treats the teachers, or
relationships between ESP and teachers?

To what extent do you think this has an effect on the student you mentor?
(If this topic comes up, how does it look in your discussions with the
student?

How about members of the community or neighborhood? Can you
describe how they helped or hindered your mentoring relationship with the
student?

How would you describe your relationship with the parents of the student
you mentor?

Next, | would like to know about the social aspects of mentoring the
student. How did the social norms, or formal/informal rules surrounding
your line of work affect the mentoring relationship?
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0. Tell me about the policies in place to help or hinder your support for this
student? (For example, district or school-led training opportunities, or
supplies, pamphlets, etc.)

p. Are there any other factors we did not discuss yet that would have an
effect on you mentoring or supporting students at your school?

Day 2

Thank you again for taking the time to give me a glimpse of the work you do at the
school and with the students. Here are some of the high-level points that you provided me
during my time shadowing you, and from the first interview (spend a few minutes going
over highlighted topics from last conversation).

Do you agree with these highlights, is there anything you want to add or elaborate further

on?

After describing your relationships with students, and the factors that impact these
relationships, 1 now want to know what you think about these experiences and the
mediating factors. Let’s start with the supportive relationships.

1.

oarwN

Thinking about the students you work most closely with as somewhat of a mentor,
what does that mean to you?
How would you define mentoring?
What are your personal goals in mentoring this student?
What did you hope would be the outcome of mentoring this student?
What kinds of impacts do you think you made on the student?
What motivated you to mentor this student?
a. Did your motivations change over time, and if so, how?
b. How would you say mentoring the student affected you, personally? What,
if anything, did you want to gain from working with this student so
closely? Did that change over time?

Next, let’s talk about mediating factors (share highlighted factors discussed during the
observation/first interview).

1. What mediating factors might I have missed? (Such as resources provided to you, or
how you feel the teachers or parents might affect your ability to help the student, etc.)

2. What do the following mean to you as you mentor students (highlight each factor
from the observation and Interview 1)? Here, | am not asking you to identify each
item like you did in the previous interview. Now | would like to know your thoughts
on how they affect you personally, and the supportive relationship you have with the
student.

a. Tools- physical resources like money and school supplies; cognitive resources

like tutoring them in math, or encouraging them not to give up, or teaching
them how to avoid being bullied
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b. Rules- Policies at the school or district, social norms in your school and
neighborhood, and formal arrangements like your place in the school system
c. Community- teachers, school administration, parents, other ESP, etc.
d. Division of Labor- How work and responsibilities are broken up at the school
3. Now for the last line of questions for this study. These deal with school policy
changes you feel would make your supportive mentorship much better.
a. What policies at the school and district would help ESP like yourself play a
larger role in mentoring middle school students?
b. What policies can make it harder for you to work closely with students as a
mentor?
c. If you could change any school policy, or create a new policy, what would you
change to make it easier for ESP like yourself to mentor students? [Fix]
d. How likely are you to participate in professional development provided by the
district to help you support students better?
i. If so, when would be the best times of year to do this?
ii. What would you hope to learn from professional developments?
iii.  Who would you like to attend these professional developments?
4. Wrapping everything up, you told me about your experiences mentoring a student,
your motivations for working with this student, the resources and social network that
affected this relationship, and the policy changes you feel would make such
relationships even better. Before ending this interview, is there anything else you
would like to share about your experiences informally mentoring [middle school
student], or any other advice on how the school system could better enable you to
work with the middle school student?

This concludes the interview. You did a wonderful job answering all of my questions.
Would I have your permission to reach back out to you if I need clarification on any of
the answers you provided? | will reach out to you once | am finished finding the big
themes in the answers you provided, just to make sure | am correctly capturing your
perceptions, and to avoid getting anything wrong. Thank you very much.

(End interview).
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Appendix E: Analytical Matrix for Semi-Structured Interview Questions

Sétggtﬁ)%z' Semi-Structured Interview Questions by Order of Appearance
1.When and how did [the informal mentorship] start? (Subject, Object)
2.Are you currently working with the student(s)? Can you describe how long it lasted, when you
believe it ended, and why it ended? (Subject, Object)
Interview 1, 3.What kinds of supports do you feel the student needed? How would you describe the supports

Sub-Question 1

you provided? (Tools)

4.Where and when do you and the student typically meet? (Subject, Object)

5.Was anyone else involved in supporting this student, including family, friends, other people at
the school? (Community, Division of Labor)

6.Can you describe your comfort level mentoring this student? (Subject, Object, Rules)

Interview 1,
Sub-Question 2

7.First, can you describe what you used to support these students (e.g., money, your own
experiences/knowledge, books, etc.). Did these resources change over time? (Tools)

8.Thinking about the other ESP, describe any impacts they might have had on your mentorship of
the student? What about the teachers at your school? School administration? Anyone else related
to the school? (Division of Labor)

9. How do you think the teachers and other staff at the school treat the student you mentor? Can
you share examples? How would you discuss this topic about with the student you mentor?
(Division of Labor)

10. How would you describe the relationships between school staff, such as how teachers treat each
other, or the principal treats the teachers, or relationships between ESP and teachers? To what
extent do you think this has an effect on the student you mentor? If this topic comes up, how
does it look in your discussion? (Rules, Division of Labor)

11. How about members of the community or neighborhood? Can you describe how they helped or
hindered your mentoring relationship with the student? (Community)

12. How would you describe your relationship with the parents of the student you mentor?
(Community)

13. Next, | would like to know about the social aspects of mentoring the student. How did the
social norms, or formal/informal rules surrounding your line of work affect the mentoring
relationship? (Rules)
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14.
15.

16.

Were there policies in place to help or hinder your support for this student? (Rules)

Can you describe any lines that you felt might have been crossed, or any discomfort you may
have felt supporting this student? (Rules)

Avre there any other factors we did not discuss yet that would have an effect on your mentoring
students at your school? (Community, Division of Labor, Rules)

Interview 2,
Sub-Question 1

17.

18.

19.
20.

Thinking about the students you work most closely with as somewhat of a mentor, what does

that mean to you? (Subject, Object)

How would you define mentoring, and what are your personal goals in mentoring this student?

(Object)What did you hope would be the outcome of mentoring this student? (Object)

What kinds of impacts do you think you made on the student? (Object)

What motivated you to mentor this student? (Subject, Object)

¢ Did your motivations change over time, and if so, how? (Subject, Object)

e How would you say mentoring the student affected you, personally? What, if anything, did
you want to gain from working with this student so closely? Did that change over time?
(Subject, Object)

Interview 2,
Sub-Question 2

22.

23.

24,

25.

What do the following mean to you as you mentor students:

Tools- physical and cognitive resources (Tools)

Rules- Policies, social norms, and formal arrangements (Rules)

Community- teachers, school administration, parents, other ESP, etc. (Community)
Division of Labor- How work and responsibilities are broken up at the school (Division of
Labor)

Now for the last line of questions for this study. These deal with school policy changes you feel
would make your mentorship much better. What, if any, policies at the school would help ESP
like yourself play a larger role in mentoring middle school students? (Rules)

Are there any policies that you can describe that make it harder for you to work closely with
students as a mentor? (Rules)

If you could change any school policy, or create a new policy, what would you change to make
it easier for ESP like yourself to mentor students? (Rules)
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