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Abstract 

This action research project connected new 7th Grade students at Belmont Hill School in 

Belmont, Massachusetts with older 9th Grade mentors to measure the effect a formalized 

mentoring program might have on 7th Graders’ transition to their new school. All new 7th Grade 

boys experience a different set of challenges during their first weeks and months at Belmont Hill, 

and the program was designed to provide a peer support network to supplement other formalized 

programming the school already offers. One 7th Grade advising group and one 9th Grade advising 

group met weekly throughout the first semester to discuss a variety of topics related to the 

challenges of being a new student at Belmont Hill. These meetings included large group 

conversations as well as break-out sessions of smaller groups. While the program did not have a 

significant effect on the ease or difficulty of the transition for new boys, there was intrinsic value 

in making connections with older students. If given greater freedom for scheduling, the program 

has the potential to supplement the good work the school already does to support new 7th Grade 

boys, academically, emotionally, and socially. Future adaptations of this program should be an 

optional resource for those boys who feel they would benefit from connecting with an older 

mentor as well as creating a more structured program that gets the mentors and mentees out of 

the classroom.  

Introduction 

I designed my action research project around the creation of a pre-emptive support system that 

could provide peer, teacher, and administrative support to our new 7th Grade students. In 

addition to my role as a teacher, I also work in the admission office and as the class dean for the 

7th Grade. As an admission officer, I am often making assessments about students’ potential 

ability to adjust and adapt to their new school based on both quantitative data received through 

application material as well as qualitative data from interview reports. As a class dean, I work 

closely with students and parents in supporting new boys through their initial challenges and 

disappointments. The nature of this work is often reactive rather than proactive. I am fascinated 
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by the unique set of factors that contribute to a boy’s ability to adapt to the new challenges he 

faces at Belmont Hill, and I find that there does not appear to be a pattern or key to ensure 

success. In order to investigate the role social connection and belonging play in a boy’s perceived 

adjustment, I developed the following research question: How might a peer mentor program assist 

7th Grade boys to adapt to a new school environment? 

At Belmont Hill there has been an attempt to capitalize on the multi-faceted benefits of peer-to-

peer support by pairing the school’s youngest students (7th Grade) with its oldest (12th Grade) in 

a program called Big Buddies. The program is fundamental in its approach. Students meet in a 

large group setting for several short periods of time throughout the year. To my knowledge there 

has been no attempt made to measure the effects of the program, and the schedule does not allow 

for substantial interaction between the two groups. As Rothstein and Santana (2011) purport, 

transferring ownership of the “process” from teacher to student can have substantial effects on 

the students’ sense of autonomy. By providing new students with a built-in peer support network, 

their autonomy increases. I designed this project action to expand and adjust the current Big 

Buddies program. 

Given the success of cross-age mentoring programs (CAMPs) and similar mentorship programs in 

other academic settings, I was eager to implement a comparable program for boys at our school. 

Not only would this allow the administration to design support systems for our new students as 

they transition to Belmont Hill, the methods would allow similar programs to be designed and 

catered to the needs of peer schools, of which there are many in the greater Boston area. As 

Mertler (2016) points out, action research has myriad benefits in that this type of research deals 

with school-specific challenges, allows for teachers and administrators to better understand their 

students, promotes closer relationships among the teaching faculty, and provides an alternative 

approach to viewing a problem.  

Literature Review 

Wrought with challenges, the middle school years have historically been some of the most 

difficult for students to navigate. Young boys and girls are not only adjusting to a new academic 

setting as they enter middle school, they are also learning critical social skills and developing 

academic habits in response to the new challenges they face, both of which have long term 

implications (Blackwell, Trzesniewski & Dweck, 2007).   

This transition from elementary to middle school presents students with a unique set of 
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academic, social, cognitive, and physical challenges. Not every student responds to these new 

obstacles in the same way. As Hirsch and Rapkin (1987) point out, there are significant 

psychological differences between boys and girls during this time. Not only are these two groups 

confronting vastly different sets of challenges, they are responding to them in very different ways. 

Some students make the adjustment to middle school rather smoothly, but many do not, and 

there is often a link that exists between academic achievement, social skill development, and peer 

acceptance (Noll, 1997). Understanding and implementing effective, realistic strategies to help 

students transition to middle school in a healthy, personal, and meaningful way is a worthwhile 

endeavor with far-reaching implications. 

There is a growing body of research indicating that boys are falling further behind girls in terms of 

academic achievement across age ranges, and that the middle school years are a time when said 

gender gap appears to widen (Clark, Flower, Walton, & Oakley, 2008). Clark et al. (2008) cite 

examples in support of this claim that include a high incidence of academic difficulty and 

attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, dropout rates, behavioral issues, and negative views of 

schooling in boys compared to girls in the same cohort. It is unclear whether single-sex academic 

environments curb these factors; however, it is important to understand how to support boys 

during this time in an all-boys setting. Akos and Kurz (2015) view this as an opportunity to instill 

a developmentally appropriate framework for students in the midst of substantial metacognitive 

growth. 

Cross-age mentoring programs (CAMPs), peer assistance and leadership (PALs), and Peer Helpers 

are a few examples of support systems that confront these challenges (Karcher, 2008). All offer 

benefits, but are designed with different outcomes in mind.  Karcher (2005) notes CAMPs that 

blend peer mentoring, academic tutoring, and social support can be especially effective for middle 

school (grade 6-8) students (as cited in Willis, Bland, Manka, & Craft, 2012). The best example of 

this is the Big Brothers Big Sisters’ “High School Bigs” program. These types of programs employ a 

holistic approach of support with several important benefits. Rhodes (as cited in Willis et al., 

2012) and Rhodes et al. (as cited in Willis et al., 2012) propose that mentoring enhances social 

relationships and emotional well-being, improves cognitive skills, and promotes positive identity 

development. Given that the goal of this action research project was to facilitate boys’ adjustment 

to their new school environment, implementing a cross-age mentoring program was considered 

an appropriate step to take.  
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CAMPs are mutually beneficial systems in which both mentors and mentees acquire positive 

social skills. While there are few, if any, large-scale longitudinal studies designed to date, Karcher 

(2009) summarizes benefits for mentors to include higher incidences of self-efficacy, 

improvements in attitudes towards grades, academic achievement, and social skills, and an 

increase in perpetuating prosocial behavior in the face of illicit or antisocial options compared 

with randomized sampling of peer groups. It is worth noting that most studies include coed 

cohorts of mentors and mentees but make separate conclusions regarding effects on boys versus 

girls. In short, CAMPs have the potential to positively influence the decision-making process of 

both mentors and mentees alike. In addition, the program has the potential to perpetuate positive 

attitudes about self-worth and academic habits regardless of natural abilities or background.  

A positive self-identity should not be undervalued as a key component in a student’s academic 

maturation with significant implications for his ability to respond favorably and adapt to his 

constantly changing environment. As Noll (1997) argues, students who experience a lack of 

belonging also experience side effects that inhibit academic motivation. At Belmont Hill, the 7th 

Grade is an important year because it is the first at the school. Academic habits are formed and 

new friendships are forged. Yet, for those who quickly find social acceptance, academic success is 

not always guaranteed. Likewise, those who do well in the classroom are not guaranteed to feel a 

sense of belonging among their peers. Learning from those who have lived a similar experience 

and navigated a similar path has the potential to be mutually beneficial to mentees and mentors 

(Karcher, 2009). 

A major factor in determining students’ positive self-identity is their sense of belonging and group 

membership. Faircloth and Hamm (2011) make the case that fluidity in membership and group 

interconnectedness are key characteristics of groups, worthy of closer examination. As the 

literature suggests, belonging to a group can have a positive influence on an individual’s ability to 

cultivate higher levels of motivation and achievement. Identifying key features of groups that 

support these behaviors plays a large role in facilitating belonging and can lead to higher levels of 

achievement (Faircloth & Hamm, 2011).  

Research Context 

Belmont Hill School is located in the Boston suburb of Belmont, Massachusetts. It is a highly-

selective college preparatory all-boys day school serving 445 students in grades 7-12. 

Approximately thirty percent of students receive need-based financial aid. The school prides itself 
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on enrolling a diverse group of students from around the greater Boston area who seek a robust 

curriculum with high academic standards, competitive athletics, and cultivating character. The 

curriculum is a balanced mix of innovative, hands-on applied learning combined with more 

traditional pedagogy. All students are required to participate in three seasons of competitive 

interscholastic athletics during their middle school years (grades 7-9) and most continue during 

their time in the Upper School (grades 10-12). In addition, the school’s motto of “working 

together” is embraced by the community in a variety of ways meant to foster a safe, healthy, and 

vibrant community.  

Participants in this study included my 7th Grade advisor group, which consisted of eight students 

from a variety of backgrounds. For example, some students have older brothers and/or parents at 

the school, while others began the year knowing only one or two faces on campus. These students 

were easily accessible on a weekly basis, and I worked with them in a variety of settings 

throughout the year. In particular, I oversaw their academic and social transition to the school. 

The 9th Grade advisory group, consisting of five students, served as mentors. I had advised, 

taught, and coached most of these boys in the past, and had a well-established relationship of 

mutual trust and respect. While not part of my participant group, these 9th Graders had varied 

experiences transitioning and adjusting to Belmont Hill, having done so in both 7th and 9th 

Grades. They provided 7th Grade mentees with a wide range of perspectives. 

Permission was obtained from students and their parents through permission slips sent home 

during the first weeks of the school year. Anonymity of participants was ensured by excluding 

student names from the discussion of results found in surveys, recordings, interviews, and other 

forms of data collection.  

The Action 

The action involved implementing a new middle school mentoring program and observing the 

effects of this program on new 7th Grade students in my advisory group. In particular, I was 

interested in how this program might assist new students in adapting to their new environment. 

Within the first two weeks of the school year, I met with both advisory groups (mentors and 

mentees) in order to outline the new mentoring program and to set expectations. 

Using feedback from new students combined with my own experience, I set the agendas for the 

meetings between my advisory group and the 9th Graders. Meetings were held during a shared 

40-minute lunch period once per week. The boys discussed topics relevant to school-related 
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issues, such as meeting with a teacher for extra help, how to write an English paper, or study 

strategies for a Latin test. However, the informality in some of these early meetings led to topics 

more closely related to items such as socializing on the weekends, trying out for a sports team, or 

staying in touch with friends not at Belmont Hill. 

As the program progressed, the agenda was intentionally kept open-ended, allowing students to 

come up with their own topics or themes for discussion. I administered baseline surveys at the 

outset of the action in order to determine relevant anxieties. I also conducted surveys before and 

after some of these meetings to determine the effect these interactions with older students had on 

the younger boys. At the end of the research period, I had the boys complete a post-action survey 

and conducted final interviews in order to capture student voices about whether the program 

assisted new students in adapting to their new school. 

Data Collection 

The methods for data collection in the research study were both qualitative and quantitative in 

nature. Forms of qualitative data collection included student surveys (questionnaires), interviews, 

and teacher observations, while forms of quantitative data collection included student surveys, 

entrance exam test scores, and marking period grades. I designed these methods to assess the 

academic and social challenges new students encounter when starting at Belmont Hill in 7th 

grade.  

In order to assess perceived individual strengths and weaknesses as they learn to adapt to a new 

school, the boys completed surveys at strategic points throughout the research study. I 

distributed these surveys primarily through Google Survey Forms; questions required responses 

that could be scored on a Likert-style scale as well as open-ended responses that captured boys’ 

voices. Intentionally replicating questions on multiple surveys allowed me to assess perceived 

changes since the beginning of the school year.  I designed the surveys by adapting several 

questionnaires used in previous research studies, including the Hemingway Measure of 

Adolescent Connectedness (The Hemingway), the Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment 

(IPPA), and the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale. 

Interviews took many different forms and varied in terms of formality. During weekly group 

meetings between mentors and mentees, I facilitated discussion and recorded insight from both 

parties. I also recorded audio and video of a few meetings in order to capture body language as 

well as accurately record student voices. At the conclusion of first marking period, I conducted 
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one-on-one interviews with every new student in my advisee group in order to discuss the 

transition, once again recording observations and student input. Towards the end of the research 

study, I held final exit interviews to allow mentees to reflect about their experiences. 

Like qualitative data, quantitative data helped establish a baseline for comparison at various 

stages of the transition process. Entrance exam scores and first marking period grades for all new 

students were recorded in order to assess the academic transition in quantitative terms. While it 

has been established that entrance exam scores do not determine long-term academic success at 

Belmont Hill, they provide a semi-accurate snapshot of students’ academic background. Through 

the variety and volume of data collection listed here, I believe the results accurately assess the 

effect of the mentoring program on new students. 

I determined the ease or difficulty of the transition based on a combination of subjective and 

objective observations from the 7th Grade teachers, coaches, and advisors. I collected feedback 

through individual meetings with the boys as well as formal reports and comments from teachers. 

Perspective mattered as well. How a student felt he adjusted might be very different than others’ 

perceptions. In addition to social connections, most boys measured their own transition in terms 

of academic achievement. 

Data Analysis 

During the data analysis portion of the research study, it was critical for each boy’s responses to 

be accurately coded and tracked through the variety of collection methods. I collected and 

grouped responses from surveys into a central spreadsheet in order to measure any perceived 

changes the boys observed in their academic and social adaptations to Belmont Hill. I utilized 

thematic analysis when reviewing qualitative data, which was particularly useful when examining 

boys’ voices through open response questions and interviews. Since student profiles (academic & 

social) had already been established from the beginning of the year, thematic interpretation 

allowed for accurate and individualized interpretation of data from each boy. 

Discussion of Results 

In analyzing the qualitative and quantitative data it became clear that all eight boys responded to 

the mentor program in different ways. Seven of the eight boys felt as though the program helped 

in some way with their transitions, while five boys were able to identify at least one important 

lesson learned from the meetings with the mentors. The mentor program also supplemented pre-
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existing programs designed by the school to help with the transition. While the mentor program 

did not play an integral role in the transition of these eight boys, all eight students agreed and 

acknowledge that the intent behind the program was valuable and that the program should be 

continued next year. The results of the action reinforce the importance of belonging, sincere 

mentor guidance, and meaningful cross-age mentoring programs as significant factors when it 

comes to the 7th Grade transition at Belmont Hill. 

Belonging 

Seven of the eight boys had some form of connection to the school prior to arriving. These 

personal connections included having a parent on the faculty, an older brother currently enrolled, 

a relative who had graduated, or knowing friends now at Belmont Hill from a previous school. 

During an early group meeting between mentors and mentees, one of the 9th Grade mentors 

explained the significance of this immediate connection when reflecting on his own experience in 

7th Grade, sharing “I actually have a brother here, he’s still here right now, he’s a junior, so he let 

me know what the Belmont Hill experience is like and took a lot of stress off of that first day and 

that first week.”  The 7th Grade students with older brothers agreed that having an experienced 

older sibling was helpful during the first few days of school; however, these relationships varied in 

terms of effectiveness. One boy stated, “sometimes he wouldn’t tell me stuff because he wanted 

me to figure it out myself. So, I didn’t know my schedule so I asked him and he’d say figure it out 

yourself.” 

During another meeting, the boys discussed the significance of maintaining friendships beyond 

Belmont Hill. Six of the eight boys reported that they were able to successfully maintain 

relationships with friends outside of school through sports teams, which might explain why 

another six of the eight boys maintained a positive sense of self from the middle of the first 

semester until the end. The 7th Graders reported that hearing from the mentors about the role of 

older siblings and challenges maintaining friendships beyond Belmont Hill was valuable.  

Of the five boys who participated in final interviews about the mentor program, three listed 

Belmont Hill sports teams as the source for their immediate friend groups at school, while one 

boy described maintaining old friendships and developing new ones through online gaming. Most 

significantly, none of the 7th Graders reported that their mentors were a significant source of 

social belonging. In other words, the 7th Graders did not have meaningful conversations and 

interactions with their mentors outside the group sessions. One of the only examples of 
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connections beyond these meetings was during athletics in which a few boys were on the same 

teams as their 9th Grade mentors. When pressed to identify the nature of these interactions, one 

boy said they were, “Something about the teacher, like if they have this teacher ... does he check 

homework.” While perhaps minimal, this speaks to the role of the teachers in the transition, as 

well as a potential source of guidance from the older students.  

Mentor Guidance 

One piece of advice from the mentors that stuck with the younger boys was the importance of 

making a personal connection to a teacher. Several mentors noted that if they could have done 

something different as a 7th Grader, they would have met with their teachers more often. While 

the connection between this message and the actions of the 7th Grader students is unclear, the 

topic was at least discussed in broad terms during formal meetings and in more casual settings. 

One 7th Grader noted his math teacher had been very supportive in helping him overcome early 

academic challenges. While this was not directly confirmed by the mentors, hearing similar 

accounts from other 7th Graders was useful for this student in particular. Three of the five boys 

who were given final interviews noted the personal care teachers showed them and described 

their passion for their subjects. When asked to identify the most important factors in helping with 

the transition, four boys noted the support of teachers as a key ingredient. Despite experiencing 

different individual challenges in adjustment, all eight boys felt as though their teachers cared 

about them and wanted to support them. This was advice the mentors emphasized early in the 

year. 

Cross-age Mentoring Program 

The consensus from the 7th Graders was that they did not make meaningful connections with the 

9th Grade mentors due to the abbreviated and irregular nature of the group meetings. Students 

also indicated that their connection with their Big Buddies (12th Graders) was minimal, and that 

neither program played a major role in their transition. Research suggests that the most effective 

cross-age mentoring programs are those in which one-on-one time is spent between older and 

younger students, and the 7th Graders agreed that the program would be more effective if more 

time was spent outside of the classroom (ice-breakers, playing board games, playing dodgeball, 

etc). One student observed that the 7th-9th Grade connection is worth maintaining, noting that 

the 12th Graders are too old and the 8th Graders are too close in age. There is significant support 

from the 7th Graders to expand the nature of this program so that more students would be 
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involved and that personal connections could be made. They note that care should be put in to 

matching the mentors and mentees thoughtfully. One boy also noted that perhaps the name of 

program should be changed, explaining that having a mentor could stigmatize the experience.  

Most of the 7th Grade students agreed that making a personal connection with an older 9th Grade 

student was valuable and would potentially help other students in several ways with their 

transition to a new school, such as heeding advice about teachers, homework, test preparation, 

and social connections. It is important to note that one boy observed that this group of 7th 

Graders was not an accurate representation of the Form because so many already had close 

connections with the school. Nevertheless, as currently designed, the program played a minimal 

role in 7th Graders’ transition. 

Conclusions 

As it is currently designed, the mentor program did not provide new students with a significant 

support system, according to the 7th Grade boys. Most of the boys felt as though they were able to 

adapt and adjust to their new school rather easily without the support of the mentors. It is 

important to note that seven of the eight boys involved in the program already had significant 

connections to the school through older siblings, parents, and friends, and that the program 

would have likely better served a different cohort. Given the level of support and programming 

the school already provides, it was difficult to find additional time to build the mentor program to 

include more meaningful interactions between mentors and mentees. I believe this is a reflection 

of the school’s pre-existing commitment to supporting new boys. Most new boys felt as though 

their transitions to Belmont Hill have been positive, some stating that it was easier than they 

anticipated. While it is impossible to pinpoint exactly which programs were most helpful, it is 

likely the multidimensional nature of the programming that led the boys to make their 

conclusions.  

Implications for Future Practice 

Despite the fact that the mentor program did not play a pivotal role in helping new students 

adapt to their new school, most of the boys affirmed the sentiment that having a meaningful 

connection to an older student has the potential to offer benefits for future students. There are 

several changes I would make in redesigning the program for the future. First, the connection 

between 7th and 9th Graders is ideal in the Belmont Hill context and should continue. The 9th 

Graders are seen as leaders of the middle school and this program offers them a chance to live 
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that role by working with new students who are experiencing similar challenges they themselves 

faced only two years prior. Second, there needs to be more time devoted to building out 

additional programming. In order to address these first two items, one solution would be to enlist 

the help and insight from this year’s 7th Graders. By providing them with ownership and arming 

them with experience, I would expect them to contribute significantly to any future program the 

school decides to support. Third, the program should be optional for boys who opt in or are 

recommended by teachers. Required participation would have an adverse effect, according to 

some students.  

Implications for Future Research 

Future research should seek to confirm the benefits of cross-age mentoring programs on boys in 

particular. A longitudinal study in which mentees later serve as mentors would also be beneficial 

in evaluating the long-term effects on traits such as self-efficacy, adaptability, prosocial behavior, 

leadership, and many more. It is also worth investigating the different types of experiences prior 

to enrolling at a new school that lead to or inhibit successful adjustment (adaptability) in order to 

identify high-need or high-risk students and potentially offer proactive support.  

Reflection Statement 

As someone who works closely with new students, I believe that how these students face and 

overcome initial hurdles at Belmont Hill can set the tone for how these same students will view 

and approach increasingly complex challenges later in their academic careers. Keeping an open 

mind, cultivating autonomy, and instilling a strong sense of self-worth and confidence are critical 

in the first year. This is ultimately what inspired me to set out on this endeavor. I have been 

impressed with the boys’ engagement and enthusiasm for the program, even when things were 

not going according to plan. I was also surprised to hear from the boys about the many different 

forms of support they have relied on in helping them adapt to their new school. While I was 

occasionally frustrated by the time restraints self-imposed by my own schedule as well as school 

programming, I finish the action research more hopeful that I might be able to implement a more 

polished program in the years ahead.  

I have truly enjoyed the experience, and continually had to remind myself that as I wrote about 

and reflected on the boys’ ability to adapt to their new school, I was also going through a similar 

set of novel challenges and experiences. My project mentor, Dave Hegarty, has been a valued 

source of direction and experience. His advice at key points throughout the project kept me on 



12 

the right path. My research team leader, Laura Sabo, has been a consistent source of 

encouragement and support through some of the most challenging periods. I have come to 

appreciate her thoughtful insight and remarkably helpful guidance in ways I never could have 

imagined at the outset. Finally, it has also been a pleasure getting to work alongside some 

amazing fellow educators from around the world. Meeting the team in Baltimore last summer was 

a great experience, and knowing that similarly passionate and dedicated colleagues were working 

just as hard throughout the year fueled me to work through some of my own setbacks. 
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