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ABSTRACT

OBJECTIVE: The purpose of this study was to explore the availability, features, and implementation of school-based mentorship
programs for students who are deaf or hard of hearing (D/HH) in North America.

DESIGN: An online survey was distributed to school-based hearing professionals in North America to describe their experiences
operating a peer mentorship program for students who are D/HH.

STUDY SAMPLE: 139 school-based hearing professionals from North America responded to the online survey.

RESULTS: Results of the survey indicated that only a small percentage of school-based hearing professionals in North America are
running peer mentorship programs for D/HH students. Barriers to implementing a peer mentorship program existed, explaining their lack
of availability. Obstacles for the implementation of a peer mentorship program included access to resources for program development,
access to program funding, and the availability of support staff interested in participating. For those programs that did exist, topics of
focus included the development of social skills, friendships, self-advocacy, and understanding of hearing loss.

CONCLUSIONS: The availability of school-based mentorship programs for students who are D/HH in North America was limited. For
those operating programs, mentors engaged in activities that supported student relatedness, competency, and autonomy.

INTRODUCTION 2004; Consortium for Research in Deaf Education [CRIDE], 2017,
The Classroom Experience of Children and Teens who are Joint Commlttee. on Infant Hearing [JCIH], 201?; C0n§tantlpou
Deaf or Hard of Hearing et al., 2020). Children and teens who are D/HH, like their typical

hearing peers, aspire to learn, develop friendships, understand

The classroom environments of children who are deaf or hard
of hearing (D/HH) have changed significantly over recent years.
Early identification of hearing loss, access to better hearing aid
and cochlear implant technology, increasing availability of online
and other speech-to-text technologies, and legislation concerning
inclusivity, have all contributed to increased enrollment of children
who are D/HH into their local schools and into mainstream
classrooms (Individuals with Disabilities Education Act [IDEA],

who they are, and feel they belong within their peer group and
school environment (Antia et al., 2011). Research focused on
the classroom relationships of mainstreamed children who are
D/HH found that critical to those feelings of belonging was for
children with hearing loss to interact with other D/HH students
from other schools. This helped the students to manage feelings
of isolation and their experience of having hearing different from
their classmates (Gordey, 2018).
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Peer mentorship programs may provide a pathway for students
who are D/HH to develop peer relationships leading to optimal
outcomes for empowerment, confidence and well-being.

The Importance of Peer Mentorship

Peer mentorship is a process where a more experienced
individual provides information, resources and guidance to a
less experienced individual (Saxena et al., 2020). Typically
delivered in a specific context, either formally or informally, the
peer mentor functions as a coach. Collaborative learning features
of these mentor/mentee interactions include role modeling,
knowledge sharing, social support, and guidance (Beltman &
MacCallum, 2006; Ames et al., 2016). Research has shown
that peer mentorship created outcomes that were beneficial for
both the mentor and the mentee. Beltman and Schaeben (2012)
found that mentors who were interested in providing growth
and guidance to mentees experienced increased feelings of
empowerment, confidence, and competence. In addition, through
their activities and engagement with others, mentors saw growth
in their own interaction capabilities (Ward et al., 2014). Studies
that described the value of peer support to the mentee reported
findings associated with the development of confidence, learning
more about being adaptable and facilitated feelings of optimism
for their future (Allen et al., 1997; Destin et al., 2018; Saxena
et al., 2020). Furthermore, Ward et al., (2014) found that the
mentee viewed their mentor as a positive role model and felt a
shared companionship and cooperation between them. Feelings
of belonging and new opportunities for socialization were also
available for the mentor and mentee.

Special education research has described peer mentorship
programs that had students with typical development coaching
students with disabilities. At the secondary school level, these
programs were shown to promote learning, inclusion, and
friendship (Carter et al., 2015). Peer mentorship programs are
also found on many college and university campuses. Programs
are designed to facilitate academic and social inclusion for
those with atypical cognitive, sensory and physical abilities.
Research has shown that peer mentorship programs demonstrated
benefits for mentors and mentees, showing an improvement in
self-awareness, social interaction, and confidence (Farley et al.,
2014).

An examination of peer-reviewed and grey literature
(unpublished or published papers in non-commercial form;
Dobbins et al., 2006), investigating the availability of mentorship
programs for adolescents or pre-adolescents with hearing loss
indicated few published reports of peer mentorship programs
for students who are D/HH, that used measurable outcomes, and

were offered within the context of elementary and secondary
schools (Spangler et al., 2019). With so many D/HH children

and teens being educated alongside their typical hearing peers
understanding how we can support the inclusion, belonging

and wellness of our students who are D/HH in their mainstream
school is critical. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to expand
on our literature review and explore through survey methods, the
availability, features, and implementation of school-based peer
mentorship programs for students who are D/HH offered in North
America. This work is intended to provide detailed information
about the content of current mentorship programs and the
challenges they may face.

METHOD
Participants

In October 2018, school-based hearing professionals
practicing in North America were invited to complete an online,
web-based survey. A “school-based hearing professional” for the
purpose of our survey was defined as educational audiologists,
audiologists, or teachers of the D/HH working with students who
are D/HH in an elementary, middle or high school setting. Survey
questions were developed by the researchers based on their
experiences running peer mentorship programs. Non-probability,
purposive sampling was utilized, as the requirements for
participants were very specifically defined (Rea & Parker, 2005).
School-based hearing professionals were contacted via email
through the Educational Audiology Listserv, AG Bell, and the
Canadian Educators of the Deaf and Hard of Hearing and asked
to participate in the survey. In addition, email invitations for the
survey were distributed to school-based hearing professionals
by hearing aid manufacturers in North America. A total of 139
hearing professionals responded and indicated they currently
work with students who are D/HH. Descriptive statistics were
used to analyze the responses from the school-based hearing
professionals. The distribution and frequency of individual
responses to questions were analyzed. For each question in the
survey, responses were summed and reported as percentages.

Materials

The online survey consisted of 13 items and was developed
and delivered to the participants in an online format using the
SurveyMonkey® web-based program. Questions addressed
the features and implementation of peer mentorship programs.
Responses could not be linked to the individual participants, their
schools, or their specific geographical location. The participants
were given 10 weeks to complete the survey. Survey items are
listed in Table 1.
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Table 1. The 13 Items Included in the North American Survey of Peer Mentorship Programs for Students with Hearing Loss

Items

Questions

Response Options

I live in: (select one)

Canada

United States

Other

I work as a: (select one)

Educational Audiologist

Teacher of the Deaf and
Hard of Hearing

Audiologist

Speech-Language
Pathologist

Auditory-Verbal Therapist

School Administrator

Other

Does your school district/school board offer a
planned, school-based program that provides
students with hearing loss the opportunity to
gather with other students with hearing loss to
be educated about hearing loss? (e.g. develop
self-advocacy skills)

Yes

No (skip to end of survey)

I don’t know (skip to end of
survey)

You answered "yes." How many times do
you have meetings for your students with
hearing loss?

Once per year

Twice per year

Three times per year

We meet as often as we can

Less than once a year

Other

When does the program run?

During school hours

After school hours, during
the week

After school hours, on the
weekend

Tell us about your school-based student
program. What topics are most important in
your program? (Check all that apply)

Self-determination

Self-advocacy

Career development

Transitions

Understanding your hearing
loss

Bullying

Safety

Communication

Social skills

Friendships

Self-regulation

Other
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Table 1 (continued). The 13 Items Included in the North American Survey of Peer Mentorship Programs for Students with Hearing Loss

Items Questions Response Options
Parent
Adult with hearing loss
Teacher of the deaf and hard
of hearing
Who typically participates in your program as a Educational audiologist
7 mentor? (Check all that apply) Classroom teacher
’ Other students with hearing
loss
Peer with hearing loss
Graduate students in
communication disorders
School district
Philanthropic organization
. . Charitable organization
8 Who provides funding for your program?
School
Government
Other (please specify)
9 Are you measuring outcomes for your program? Iﬁ\(ke)s
You answered YES to measuring outcomes, can
10 you please describe your outcome measurement
tools in the text box below?
Education
Social relationships
What are the main objectives of your program? Self-advoca.cy .
11 (check all that apply) Ur.ldersta.ndmg hearing loss
Friendships
Social skill development
Other (please specify)
What obstacles might prevent students from
12 participating in your program? Please briefly
describe those obstacles.
Do you encounter barriers to running your
13 student program? Please briefly describe those

barriers.
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RESULTS

The majority of respondents to the survey were school-
based hearing professionals (56% teachers of the D/HH and 36%
educational audiologists). Only 37% of participants reported
that they offered a peer mentorship program for students who
are D/HH. For those professionals that offered peer mentorship
programs, 26% were educational audiologists and 41% were
teachers of the D/HH. The majority (76%) of the peer mentorship
programs were being held during school hours. As shown in
Figure 1, funding that supported the operation of these programs
came mainly from the school district (63%).

Government _
School

Charitable Organization [958

Source of Funding

Philanthropic Organezation [958

school Dt e

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Percentage

Figure 1. Reported sources of funding for peer mentorship
programs.

Participants described the objectives and content of the
mentorship programs available in their school district. Survey
results indicated that topics of importance were the development
of friendships, social relationships and social-skill development,
development of self-advocacy, and understanding hearing loss
(Figure 2).

Socia kit Deveopment s
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Figure 2. Topics of importance for peer mentorship programs.

The respondents identified different types of peer mentors or
program facilitators, all reportedly contributing to the success of
their program. Identified program mentors are teachers of the D/
HH, educational audiologists, students who are D/HH, and adults
who are D/HH who live within the community.

Anecdotally, we have heard that many school-based hearing
professionals in North America have the desire to operate
peer mentorship programs. In our survey, we wanted to learn
more about the barriers to program implementation. Survey
participants reported that a major barrier to delivering a peer
mentorship activity was related to the challenges associated
with the logistics of program development and implementation.
Obstacles identified occurred at different levels including the
individual student(s) who are D/HH, their family, educators, and
school administration. Participant response categories for barriers
included: convincing students to attend (10%), availability of
meeting space (13%), distance and transportation to the meeting
site (28%), cost of running the program (45%), and allocation
of time for program within the school day (24%). Additional
comments of interest from the survey included: students did not
want to attend the mentorship group as they did not identify as
deaf or hard of hearing or were not wearing hearing technology,
parents’ were concerned about their child missing school and
falling behind in their coursework, and finding school staff to
assist with the program was a challenge.

Cost of program

Allocation of school time

Convincing students

Barrier

Meeting space

Distance & Transportation

0

Ed

5%  10% 15% 20% 25%  30%

Percentage

35% 40% 45%  50%

Figure 3. Reported barriers associated with the implementation of
peer mentorship programs.

The final section of the survey aimed to understand outcome
measures and if they were being used to assess peer mentorship
programs. While 17% reported using outcome measures, further
analysis of these measures suggested that they were more
appropriately classified as program descriptors. Participants
described reporting numbers of attendees, attributes of student
participants (age, gender, degree of hearing loss, and type of
hearing technology used), and ratings of program satisfaction
by student and parent attendees. Outcome measures related to
program foci on social-skill development, self-advocacy, and
relatedness with same-self peers and peers with typical hearing,
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competency of hearing and hearing technology, and autonomy
were not conducted.
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Figure 4. Participant’s use of outcome measures.

DISCUSSION

This novel study explored the availability and features of
school-based mentorship programs for students who are D/HH.
While peer mentorship groups bring together individuals and
allow them to develop same-self connections and relationships
in a supportive environment, findings from our survey sample
suggest that there appears to be very few groups available
for students who are D/HH. Our findings revealed that there
were barriers to the development and implementation of peer
mentorship program for students who are D/HH, and this likely
explained one potential reason for the lack of availability.

As noted in the literature, these obstacles also existed in the
development of most school mentoring programs (Stumbo et
al., 2008). Challenges identified included access to resources
for developing a program, the availability of funding to
operate a program, and support staff available and interested in
participating.

Our study found that, for those who have developed
and provided school-based mentorship programs, goals and
topics of importance included social-skill development, self-
advocacy, relatedness with same-self peers and peers with typical
hearing, competency of hearing and hearing technology, and
autonomy. These group interests identified as being important
for mentorship in our study aligned well with research on D/HH
students and their areas in need of development (Dalton, 2011).
For example, Dalton (2011) found that social interaction with
classmates and school staff have been recognized as areas in need
of attention for children who are D/HH. In addition, researchers
have found that students who are D/HH required coaching and
guidance with social skills and relationship development and
were more likely to experience loneliness than their typical
hearing peers, placing them at risk for social maladaptation and
social cognitive processing disorders (Warner-Czyz et al., 2015).

Research examining school-based programs found that a
key facilitator to sustainability was the measurement of program
outcomes (Hatch, 2014). Studies have reported that staff
understood the importance of completing outcome measurements
and were willing to collect data to support the survival of their
school-based program (Wilkerson et al., 2013; Hatch, 2014).

Moreover, they recognized that sharing program outcomes
with administrators and decision makers was crucial for
garnering support (Hatch, 2014). In addition to gaining favour
from school principals and superintendents, researchers found
that when program organizers measured the impact of their
activities on students, it also helped inform the development of
program content (Carey et al., 2008). In this study, we found
that participants were not using formal outcome measures, nor
were they measuring outcomes related to their program foci. We
found that, when existing mentorship programs assessed their
activities, they used informal measures that described member’s
participation in the program. This may be because the knowledge
to construct outcome measures or programs for sustainability are
more complex, and program facilitators may feel uncertain about
the types of outcomes they should be measuring or sustainability
measures to put into place (Allen et al., 2008). Pending the
availability of a formal peer mentorship model with established
metrics, school-based hearing professionals could consider
offering workshops for students within their school district or
community who are D/HH that include topics that would be align
with the outcome-related goals and objectives of their school’s
administration. For example, if a school-district goal was to
improve student population well-being, the workshop offered
could address topics of well-being for students who are D/HH
and provide measurable outcomes on the workshop that would
meet an administrator’s need for reporting purposes.

LIMITATIONS

The purposive nature of the sample for this study may have
impacted results measured and it reflects views of respondents
within the North American context. Our self-report survey
asked respondents to provide information about the challenges
in implementing a program but did not ask them to provide
information about facilitators to peer mentorship program
development. There are specific States and Provinces that only
have one educational audiologist (e.g. British Columbia, Nova
Scotia, and Alaska). We de-identified personal information and
did not collect detailed demographic data from our participants.
This means we are unable to understand how the responses
collected represent professionals working across North America.
Peer mentorship programs are inclusive of students who are D/
HH from elementary, middle, and high school (Spangler, 2019).
We did not ask respondents about specific programs for each of
these populations (elementary, middle and high school). This
important and interesting information could be included in future
research studies.
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FUTURE RESEARCH

Many school-based hearing professionals have the desire
to implement school-based mentorship programs for students
who are D/HH. Results of this research study revealed that more
work on the development and implementation of these types
of programs is necessary. Results also revealed an opportunity
for a practice-based research collaborative to be developed.
School-based peer mentor program developers could partner
with researchers to develop evidence-based programs and
collaboratively define appropriate outcome and sustainability
measures. These well-defined projects could then be made
available to school-based hearing professionals so that they
had the opportunity to provide rationale, evidence and program
design in order to improve access to available funding and well-
designed programs. This is the goal of the future work for the
authors of this paper. Our next objective is to develop a model
for peer mentorship programs and provide guidance for others
related to the development, implementation, and sustainability of
these programs for elementary and secondary students who are D/
HH. Future research will evaluate the implementation of the peer-
mentorship program and its overall effectiveness across a variety
of desirable self-determination related outcomes.

CONCLUSION

School-based peer mentorship programs are designed to
support students through a guided, collaborative learning process
leading to beneficial outcomes. Findings from our study revealed
that the availability of school-based peer mentorship programs
for students who are D/HH students was low. In addition, for
programs that were available in North America, they were not
always well-described, developed based on evidence, and while
they did focus on topics important to the well-being of students
who are D/HH they did not measure important outcomes related
to these topics. Our study found that peer-mentorship programs
for students who are D/HH aimed to facilitate the development
of skills to support relationship development, inclusion and
areas associated with self-determination theory, specifically
relatedness, competency, and autonomy (Deci & Ryan, 2002).
Future work will focus on the development of a peer-mentorship
program for students of varying ages who are D/HH and includes
suggestions for topics, activities and measurable outcomes that
can be disseminated across North America.
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