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Abstract 

School-based mentoring (SBM) programs are seen as a way of preventing the disengagement of 
young people from education. However, existing research points to a complex relationship between 
SBM programs and improved engagement outcomes. There is therefore a need for greater 
understanding of the pathways through which SBM leads to outcomes for young people. This paper 
addresses this complexity, examining the nuanced ways in which SBM may lead to positive 
outcomes for young people. Drawing on the qualitative perspectives of 15 young people engaged in 
an Australian SBM program, the findings point to two types of pathways to outcomes. First, direct 
pathways go to the heart of young people’s engagement, by prioritizing educational performance 
and achievement as the focus of the mentoring relationship. Second, holistic pathways see mentors 
seeking to influence young people’s broader thinking about the value of education, their wellbeing 
and their communication skills, to in turn address issues that may otherwise present barriers to 
young people’s engagement. The paper discusses the policy implications of the findings. It highlights 
the importance of acknowledging and measuring incremental steps to improved educational 
engagement, in a context of young people experiencing non-linear and complex pathways to 
engagement outcomes. 
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1. Introduction 

Internationally, approximately 11–14% of young people aged 15–29 are not in education, 
employment or training (Powell 2017). Such disengagement presents risks for young people’s 
physical and mental health and their level of social connectedness (Reeve et al. 2016), as well as for 
long-term disengagement and un- or under-employment in later adulthood (Coles et al. 2010; 
Shildrick et al. 2012). High rates of disengagement among young people also have significant 
implications for national economies, where countries with an ageing population increasingly rely on 
a younger workforce and cannot afford to have young people disengaged from work (FYA 2016). In 
this context, governments and other actors are increasingly concerned with approaches that can 
enable pathways out of disengagement for young people (e.g. Jacob 2008; García-Carrión, Molina-
Luque, and Roldán 2018). Here, pathways refer to interventions that enable a sequence of actions 
and resulting changes that lead to progress towards a desired outcome – in this case, improved 
engagement among young people. 

One popular intervention has been mentoring young people perceived to be at-risk of disengaging 
from education. Youth mentoring involves the development of a relationship in which ongoing 
guidance, instruction and encouragement is offered by an adult that contributes to the personal 
development of a young person (Rhodes 1994; Rhodes, Grossman, and Roffman 2002). Sometimes 
the relationship develops naturally (informal mentoring), while at other times the relationship is 
purposefully cultivated through social policy programs, by assigning an adult to a young person 
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(formal mentoring) (Rhodes et al. 2002). In both approaches, the mentoring relationship itself is the 
vehicle for support and personal development (Henry 2006). The intention is that, through the 
relationship, there is ongoing contact, communication and trust between the adult and young 
person that cultivates resources for the young person’s personal development, which may aid 
positive outcomes in relation to dis/engagement. These resources may relate to how young people 
feel about themselves, their capacity for direction-setting and decision-making, their skills and 
qualifications, and how they navigate networks that can assist them to engage both socially (e.g. 
with friends and family) and economically (e.g. with school and/or work) (Pawson 2004). While 
mentors may share some qualities with others in young people’s lives, such as teachers, they are 
distinct in that the primary purpose of the mentoring relationship is personal development, rather 
than, for example, education in the sense of teaching a school curriculum. 

Historically, mentoring has most commonly been offered in community-based programs, although 
other forms of delivery are becoming widespread. School-based mentoring (SBM) – in which 
mentoring is delivered in a series of one-on-one conversations in a supervised school setting over all 
or part of a school year (Herrera and Karcher 2013; Laco and Johnson 2017) – is becoming 
increasingly common. SBM is of particular interest to examining the impact of mentoring on social 
and economic engagement among young people, as its school-setting means that it is directly 
relevant to young people’s educational context, and studies have highlighted that it can be 
instrumental to engagement-related areas, such as academic goals and development (Grossman et 
al. 2012; Laco and Johnson 2017). 

Given its relevance to young people’s social and economic engagement – and the importance of 
youth engagement for long-term outcomes in physical and mental health, social connectedness 
(Reeve et al. 2016) and adult employment (Coles et al. 2010; Shildrick et al. 2012) – this paper 
focuses on SBM, seeking to understand how it contributes to young people’s engagement. While 
there has been substantial research into SBM, existing research indicates a need to understand more 
about how SBM operates for young people and how young people themselves perceive it 
contributes to their lives and engagement. Drawing on an exploratory Australian study, this paper 
addresses this gap, using young people’s qualitative perspectives. 

1.1. Existing research into SBM 

Existing research into SBM highlights clear program goals and outcomes commonly sought from this 
type of mentoring. SBM programs typically seek to support young people at the early stages of 
disengagement, often targeted to those seen as at-risk of disengaging from school. SBM programs 
usually seek to address a combination of education and wellbeing outcomes, which, if left 
unaddressed, might contribute to pathways towards disengagement. Key examples of educational 
outcomes sought include improved school attendance (Coller and Kuo 2014), retention (Fredericks 
et al. 2017) and academic performance (De Anda 2001; Raposa, Rhodes, and Herrera 2016). Key 
wellbeing outcomes include areas such as improving young people’s self-esteem, confidence and 
feelings of connectedness (Karcher 2005; Portwood et al. 2005). 

The extent to which SBM contributes to positive outcomes for young people is widely debated. 
Some studies have found evidence of SBM contributing to improved grades (De Anda 2001; Fruiht 
and Wray-Lake 2013), educational confidence (Rhodes 2008; Herrera et al. 2011; Wesely et al. 
2017), classroom behavior and attendance (Coller and Kuo 2014; Erdem et al. 2016), as well as 
improvements in self-esteem, social skills, empathy, cooperation and connectedness (Karcher, Davis, 
and Powell 2002, Karcher 2005, 2008). However, other studies have highlighted that SBM programs 
may have little impact on these areas (Slicker and Palmer 1993; Lee and Cramond 1999), may have 
an impact that is not sustained past the end of the program (Herrera et al. 2011; Augustine 2014) or, 
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in certain circumstances (such as where a young person’s mentor changes during the program), may 
even have a negative impact on young people (Grossman et al. 2012). 

These mixed findings have led to considerable debate about the utility and benefit of SBM, and 
about the extent to which, and circumstances in which, it can help young people. Key concerns 
about SBM generally center on the short-term nature of most programs. SBM is typically delivered 
over the course of approximately 5 months to coincide with the pattern of the school year, while 
research on youth mentoring generally recommends that, to achieve sustainable outcomes, 
programs need to run for no less than 12 months (Grossman et al. 2012). In this context, researchers 
have questioned whether SBM terminates before it reaches the outcomes it seeks, and whether the 
results of SBM are dominated by short-term effects, rather than longer-term impact (Herrera et al. 
2011). There have also been questions about the order in which outcomes are achieved, and 
implications for what can be achieved during the short duration of a SBM program. Converse and 
Lignugaris/Kraft (2008), for example, has questioned whether mentoring may initially impact young 
people’s attitudes about school and school personnel, before it impacts their self-esteem or self-
concept; while Karcher, Davis, and Powell (2002) have questioned the causal relationship between 
behavioral/academic improvement and psychological/attitudinal improvement, hypothesizing that 
these two areas are inter-dependent and that it may not be possible to identify if one comes before 
the other. 

Alongside concern about the short-term nature of its programs, there have also been counter-
suggestions that SBM simply operates through different pathways to other mentoring programs. 
Herrera et al. (2011, 347) have suggested that ‘the school-based nature of SBM interactions may 
prime the mentoring relationship to operate through different pathways that may help [young 
people] in a range of academic, social and behavioral areas – particularly those evident in the school 
environment’. They suggest, for example, that SBM may have an impact through improving young 
people’s relationships with teachers or by fostering young people to have a more positive 
experience of and outlook on school, both of which may, in turn, foster more traditional outcomes 
sought from mentoring, such as improved school attendance or academic performance. This 
suggests that beyond simply quantifying outcomes at the end of a given period of mentoring 
delivery, there is more to understand about the types and sequence of outcomes SBM seeks to 
address. 

These questions about program duration and the type, order or sequence in which outcomes are 
achieved reflect the complexity of understanding the impact of SBM programs on young people, and 
the complexity of understanding influences upon young people’s engagement more generally. 
Increasingly, research is highlighting that young people’s experiences of engagement in education 
and employment now follow complex pathways. Due to increasing instability in education and 
employment contexts, it cannot be assumed that there is only one linear route to desired 
engagement outcomes, as such a trajectory has become less relevant and/or possible for many 
young people; rather, for many contemporary young people, there are a multiplicity of possible 
ways they may experience changes and progression in their engagement over time (Wyn and 
Woodman 2006; Worth 2009; Woodman and Wyn 2013; FYA 2018). Overall, there is a need for a 
more thorough understanding of the whole range of possible pathways through which outcomes 
from SBM may be achieved in young people’s lives. This includes a role for qualitative research to 
draw on the accounts of young people themselves to show more about how mentoring outcomes 
develop in their lives and how and through what range of pathways mentors may make an impact 
upon their engagement (Denzin and Lincoln 2005). Consistent with participatory frameworks that 
aim to prioritize the voices of young people themselves in the construction of authentic knowledge 
about their lives (ARACY 2009), such research can provide greater insight into what outcomes are 
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experienced by young people taking part in SBM and in what ways. It also has implications for how 
mentoring outcomes can or should be conceptualized and measured. 

Drawing on an Australian study of the qualitative perspectives of 15 young people engaged in SBM, 
this exploratory paper uses young people’s lived experiences to develop insights into the outcome 
pathways of SBM. The paper finds that in some cases, mentors take a direct approach to addressing 
key outcome areas in social and economic engagement, whereas in others, a more holistic approach 
is taken. 

2. Methods 

The analysis in this paper is drawn from a qualitative exploratory study of a 6-month Australian SBM 
program. The focus was understanding the impact of SBM on young people’s educational 
engagement and wellbeing and on developing supportive communities for young people. 

2.1. About the mentoring program 

Conducted over two school terms, the program was delivered via a not-for-profit organization to 
young people aged 13–15 who were assessed by their school to be at-risk of disengaging from 
education. The not-for-profit organization enlists and trains mentors, who they then connect to high 
school students through a structured program, brokered through each school. The program offers 20 
one-hour weekly meetings with an assigned mentor. Mentors are volunteers from a range of 
backgrounds including general volunteers, allied health and social work students and mentors 
participating through corporate social responsibility programs at their workplace. They do not 
usually have a pre-existing personal connection to the school or student. All mentors complete an 
accredited vocational education course in mentoring (12 hours of training), and receive ongoing 
supervision from the program coordinator. The goals of the program are to effect positive change in 
several areas related to engagement (participation in education/employment, goal-setting and 
academic achievement) and wellbeing (relationships, resilience, coping, confidence and self-
esteem). 

2.2. Data collection 

The research took place in five public, co-educational metropolitan high schools (grades 7–12) in a 
large Australian city. Schools were selected to ensure coverage of a range of socio-economic 
characteristics, to in turn ensure that the research covered a variety of contexts for mentoring. Each 
school participated after the principal was approached via the not-for-profit mentoring organization. 
As a small exploratory study, the research targeted and recruited 15 young person-mentor pairs, 
with more participating from some schools than others depending on the number who consented. 
This paper is however based on the accounts of young people only, not mentors. Their demographic 
characteristics are shown in Table 1. 

The research followed ethical protocols for conducting research with children and young people, as 
well as potentially vulnerable groups, with approval through a university human research ethics 
committee and the relevant government education department. Participants were recompensed for 
their time with a gift voucher. The young people’s emotional support during the study was ensured 
through welfare contacts at their school and through the mentoring program coordinator in each 
school. 

Young people participated in one semi-structured interview each, within a month of completing the 
SBM program. Young people were asked about their education, employment (i.e. casual work 
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outside school hours), future aspirations (i.e. aspirations for employment in adulthood), interests 
and extra-curricular activities, and their relationships with family, friends and trusted adults. They 
were first asked what was currently happening for them in each of these areas, and then asked to 
elaborate on whether and how the mentoring program had assisted them in that area and what else 
had helped them with that part of their life. This structure was designed to establish whether and 
then how mentoring may have helped young people in each area, without assuming it had 
necessarily done so. 

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of young people 

 N % 
Gender   

Female 7 46.7 
Male 8 53.3 

Age   
13 1 6.7 
14 11 73.3 
15 3 20.0 

Cultural background   
Culturally diverse 6 40.0 
Anglo 9 60.0 

2.3. Data analysis 

With consent, interviews were audio-recorded, then transcribed verbatim and analyzed using NVivo 
11. Thematic analysis was conducted through immersion in the data, by repeated close reading of 
the interview transcripts, and then a thematic categorisation/coding process, which included initial 
basic organizing of the data and then a more refined search for themes. Data were first thematically 
coded to pre-set nodes grouped under economic engagement (how engaged young people were 
with education and work, and whether they had education or work-related aspirations); wellbeing 
(confidence, everyday coping/communication, interests/activities, mental health, talking/listening); 
and supportive communities (relationships with family, friends, peers, trusted adults and teachers, 
community engagement). Data was double-coded where it related to more than one node. At the 
end of this process, some nodes had more data than others, for example, the volume of data in the 
‘engagement’ and ‘wellbeing’ nodes was larger than that in the ‘supportive communities’ nodes. 
Following the initial coding, data within specific nodes was re-analyzed to draw out more refined 
themes in young people’s accounts. The re-analysis categorized data according to young people’s 
own perspectives, and resulted in the themes detailed in the findings section of this paper. This 
paper primarily reports on the re-analysis of the data coded under the initial category of ‘education’ 
– as this most directly relates to young people’s current situation regarding educational 
dis/engagement – although, in some cases, data that was double-coded at various ‘wellbeing’ nodes 
are included, to demonstrate the outcome pathways between education and wellbeing. 

3. Findings 

Young people spoke not only about what change mentors had made in their lives, but also how they 
had done so – the actions mentors had taken and the areas they addressed. Their accounts highlight 
that in some cases, pathways to influencing young people are through directly addressing areas 
related to education and engagement, such as academic performance and achievement, whereas in 
other cases, pathways were through a more holistic approach that addressed key areas of wellbeing 
that might otherwise present a barrier to young people in effectively engaging in education. Both 
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types of outcome pathways are explained in more detail below, using young people’s perspectives, 
and are depicted in Figure 1. Young people usually, although not exclusively, reported mentors 
following one or the other of the types of pathways, not both. 

Figure 1. Direct and holistic pathways to youth mentoring outcome 

3.1. Direct engagement pathways 

Several young people spoke about how their mentor had directly addressed areas related to their 
educational engagement, primarily academic performance and achievement. Their accounts 
revealed ways in which young people and mentors had participated together in actions and 
discussions that were directly intended to build their academic performance and achievement, some 
with shorter- and some with longer-term implications. These are referred to as ‘direct engagement 
pathways’ here, as the interventions and actions taken address improved educational engagement 
in a ‘direct’ or straight-forward manner. 

Influencing engagement through direct academic assistance. Some young people noted that 
mentors provided them with assistance to help them with specific schoolwork. One young person, 
for example, commented on his mentor providing assistance with a specific assignment: 

I was talking to [my mentor] about an assignment we had to do for a class and he 
helped me a lot and we went all right in it. It was a group thing … the thing was 

we had to drop an egg from the bridge to the floor, we had to make something to 
protect it from cracking and because he is an engineer, he was teaching me how 

to make it perfect and stuff and [we] went all right (male, age 14, Anglo). 

Others commented on direct assistance with homework and study requirements for particular 
subjects, sometimes highlighting that mentors made studying fun: 

He has been helping me, he asked me ‘Do you have any maths homework or 
something in your bag?’ and he does it with me and he helps me learn and stuff 

(male, age 14, Anglo). 
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He would just study with me in science … it was great. It was really fun … because 
he would just do it in fun ways, he wouldn't do it in boring ways … We'd talk 

about science or something and then he'll say a joke about it … And then we'll just 
have a laugh and then like we'd just like keep talking about the same thing for a 

while and then ‘Okay, that's enough’ (male, age 14, non-Anglo). 

In each of these examples, young people talked about an instance where they participated together 
with their mentor in a direct, situational interaction intended to build their academic performance 
and achievement. Each is premised on enacting assistance in the moment, for immediate benefit to 
a specific educational task: an assignment, piece of homework or set of study requirements. In this 
respect, it is a way of directly influencing young people’s educational engagement, centered on a 
pathway intended to go directly to a specific short-term outcome. 

Influencing engagement through building academic skills and strategies. Young people also 
described their mentors working with them to build their academic skills and strategies, with the 
result of improving their performance at school. For example, one young person noted an 
improvement in her grades in maths and said that she thought this was at least partially due to her 
mentor explaining better study skills to her: 

I came first in my maths class … because I’m usually really bad at maths and [my 
mentor] helped me to study and stuff … she just told me a good way to study. So 

usually people – if they study all night and then go to bed late, it’s still in your 
short memory, whereas if you study a little bit and have a good sleep, it means 

that your study will go into your long-term memory, and it helped … I didn’t know 
that until she told me (female, age 14, Anglo). 

Similarly, another young person explained that her mentor had shown her how to better plan and 
schedule her workload, which she linked to an improvement in her marks on assignments: 

So before I used to do assignments and stuff like that like last minute, so now I 
like plan it out to do it to the best of my ability … [My mentor] told me how to 

write up a schedule and so say if I was to have three assignments, I will do like an 
hour a night for each one, and just keep going throughout the whole week doing 
that … when I gave it a try it actually worked out … I felt very proud because all 

my marks went up all of a sudden from like taking time in what I do and handing 
it in on time (female, age 14, non-Anglo). 

Other young people commented on their mentors assisting with explaining or showing them 
strategies for how to resist peer pressure in the classroom, listen more effectively in class and 
improve their time management, organization and focus for their schoolwork. 

In each case, young people spoke about how their mentors sought to build their skills and strategies 
directly for education. These interactions were premised on developing skills that could be used 
flexibly across a range of instances of engagement – different assignments, classes or exams. In this 
respect, it is a pathway that directly builds skills for education, prioritizing skills that can be used for 
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a range of immediate or short-term outcomes such as performance on the specific maths test or 
assignments that the young people quoted above had happening at the time, and may also be 
extended across other school tasks or contexts, both in the present and into the future. 

Influencing engagement through fostering motivation and direction for education. Finally, young 
people described how their mentors had a key role in motivating or encouraging them and in helping 
them to foster direction in their education. One young person, for example, spoke about the 
motivating role of conversations with her mentor as she worked to improve her grades: 

I’ve actually been able to talk to her about how I got good grades and she’s 
always been happy for me with that … she’s been happy that I got the grade that I 
wanted to get, working hard … We were once sitting down and talking and I was 
telling her about how I used to get modified [remedial] sheets [but not anymore], 
and she said … I’ve got to keep putting the work in and the effort and it’ll pay off 

and stuff (female, age 14, non-Anglo). 

Others commented on their mentor assisting them with goal-setting, which could also be motivating 
in identifying the attitude or work ethic involved in meeting goals. One young person commented: 

I noticed there's a lot about goal-setting [in mentoring] and what you want to 
head or achieve for and school came into that quite a bit … saying I want to 

improve in this area of maybe maths, or I would like to achieve something along a 
subject … [my mentor helped me set] a good work ethic or better work ethic or 
more attitude towards it, I guess. It helped to reflect on what you want to do, 

how you could make yourself better in that way (male, age 14, Anglo). 

In each case, the interaction between the young person and mentor was an exchange directly 
centered on cultivating motivation and goals that young people will benefit from as they seek to 
progress in their education. While goal-setting may be considered an outcome in itself, it is also an 
interaction premised on fostering the encouragement that young people may need to progress 
educationally, that they may or may not receive elsewhere. In this respect, it is again a pathway that 
directly assists with education – one not tied to only one specific outcome, but rather one that may 
have implications across a range of immediate or short-term outcomes and which is also oriented 
towards impact into the future. 

A common thread across each of these three pathways was that the primary object and strategy in 
each directly addressed young people’s education. While the pathways have different orientations in 
what they seek to influence and how (e.g. whether they seek to influence immediate, shorter- or 
longer-term/future outcomes), each directly addresses academic performance and achievement 
head on. Each seeks to influence young people by going to the heart of their education and 
prioritizing educational performance and achievement as the primary topic of conversation and 
work within the mentoring relationship. This direct approach was not, however, the only type of 
pathway undertaken – as evident in the next set of findings from young people. 

3.2. Holistic engagement pathways 
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Young people also spoke about how mentors had addressed areas of their lives such as their broader 
thinking about the value of education, their wellbeing and their communication skills, which in turn 
had an impact on their engagement in their education (as well as other areas of their lives). In this 
respect, they showed how mentors could follow more holistic pathways, intended to address areas 
which could otherwise present a barrier to their engagement. These are referred to as ‘holistic 
engagement pathways’, as the interventions and actions taken do not directly address the central 
outcome of improved educational engagement, but do so via other areas, which in turn impact 
engagement.1 

Influencing engagement through changing broader thinking about the value of education. Some 
young people noted that rather than directly trying to influence their academic performance or 
achievement, mentors instead sought to influence their broader thinking about the value of 
education and engagement. For example, one young person, who had significant stressors in her 
home and family life that had influenced her to disengage from school, said: 

I was slacking off badly, and I started not going to most of my classes, or if I was 
in class, I’d just be on my phone, or just doing random stuff on my laptop. Not 

really listening, not caring. I went to a really bad state … so [my mentor] helped 
me realise that everything will be eventually over. Because [my mentor] didn’t say 
to me, ‘Everything will be alright’, because I hate it when people say it to me … so 
[instead] she said stuff like, ‘Everything’s not going to be bad for so long. It might 
not be now, it might not be next year, it might not be four years; but you can do 

this, and everything is not as bad as it seems’. Which made me click on … [My 
mentor] made me realise that you can’t let things affect you … you can’t let them 
affect your school work. Your school work is yours, no one else’s … it’s not what 

she said, it’s what she helped me realise (female, age 13, Anglo). 

Another young person explained how his mentor had ‘unlocked the padlock, and opened up [his] 
mind’, thereby helping him to find ways to enjoy and see a purpose in his education: 

I’ve never enjoyed learning … [My mentor] said, ‘You’ve got to find a way to love 
it, because there’s no way you’re really going to get out of it’ … I disliked English a 

lot more, and then I spoke to [my mentor] about it, and after half an hour of 
speaking to him about it, I saw that there is actually [a] positive, and I may as 

well learn it, and [it] might be useful in trivia … maybe I’ll win a $100 gift card on 
a trivia night … I was locked in the perspective of, ‘It sucks’. He got me out of that 

perspective … I think just talking to me, he kind of showed me, in his own way, 
how English could be a positive thing … it kind of just changed my mind, and I 

said, ‘Oh, wait, there is actually a different side to this’. And I tried it out, and it 
worked … It made school better; it hasn’t made it the best thing in my life, but it 

definitely made it more enjoyable than it was before (male, age 14, Anglo). 

In each case, the young people suggested that before they can improve directly in engagement, a 
first step is to more holistically address the way they think about education and its value and role in 
their lives, in order to influence the extent to which they want to be at school. The interaction 
between the young person and mentor was centered on discussing and changing the young person’s 
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views on education, to in turn impact their level of engagement. In this respect, while it may have an 
impact either in the immediate or longer-term, overall, it is a holistic pathway to improving 
engagement, one premised on changing young people’s overall concept of why engagement is 
important and what it can mean to them, rather than directly addressing any one specific 
engagement outcome. 

Influencing engagement through addressing wellbeing. Other young people noted that their mentors 
had had a key role in addressing issues affecting their wellbeing, which in turn influenced their 
education.2 Often this was where their mentor helped them learn ways to deal with stress, anxiety 
and other mental health issues, which made it hard for them to engage effectively in their 
education. 

One young person, for example, spoke about how his mentor had helped him understand how to 
manage anger in the classroom, which enabled him to go from being sent out of class almost every 
day to not being sent out very often at all: 

I usually muck up all the time. I get in trouble … I just don’t like the work … It’s 
hard … [My mentor] taught me a few ways not to get in trouble, really helped 
me … He just says block the people out that’s annoying you, go and take deep 

breaths, go and talk to someone if you need it … [That advice] really helped 
me … I do [it] … I just imagine that they’re not there … Usually I don’t listen to 
anyone else, but when [my mentor] told me I was listening. I was processing 

everything he said (male, age 14, non-Anglo). 

Other young people mentioned their mentor talking with them about stress or anxiety they 
experienced in the classroom or about their schoolwork, including offering practical ways to address 
this, such as breathing exercises. 

Like the young people who suggested that changing their broader thinking about the value of 
education was an important but indirect first step in influencing their educational engagement, the 
young people here suggested that addressing wellbeing issues is similarly an important start to 
influencing their engagement. Each interaction between the young person and mentor was about 
discussing ways to holistically improve their wellbeing, with one, but perhaps not the only, purpose 
being to help them engage with school. Again, while it may have an impact either in the immediate 
or longer-term, overall, it is a holistic strategy that goes beyond only addressing one specific 
engagement outcome. 

Influencing engagement through coaching communication with teachers. Finally, other young people 
noted that their mentor had coached them in their communication with teachers, which had 
facilitated them in resolving or otherwise dealing with conflicts which could affect their educational 
engagement. 

One young person explained how her mentor had helped her understand more about the subtleties 
of communication across relationships with power differentials – such as student-teacher 
relationships – which helped her understand more about and know how to manage relationships 
with her teachers: 
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When I tell [my mentor] a problem she gives me tips on how to solve them and 
they’re usually really good ones, most of the time I use them … So I had a fight 
with one of my teachers … and [my mentor] printed out some papers on if two 

people want to win an argument then if you want to solve it then one person has 
to give in and so the other person can win, and usually it’s solved like that … [I 

thought] ‘Well, it’s something new’, so I thought I might try it, and it did work … I 
apologised to [the teacher] and told him I was really sorry, and he said ‘That’s 

okay’ and he just forgave me (female, age 14, Anglo). 

Another young person commented on his mentor helping him to think of strategies that he could 
use, beyond conflict, to deal with a teacher who he felt did not treat him fairly: 

Before mentoring I was getting in quite a lot of trouble like always fighting with 
the teachers, arguing with the teachers … I was talking to [my mentor] because 

he was saying bad teachers are the worst. If you have a bad teacher it’s not your 
fault, so he helped me think about ways I can get around that, get on the 

teacher’s good side and opportunities like that … So I had bad teachers and [my 
mentor] helped me with like solutions to it and if the teachers ever did really 
unfair things towards me, like people I could talk to about it, ways I could get 

around it (male, age 14, Anglo). 

In each example, the mentors were not addressing specific issues such as school attendance or 
academic performance, but rather helped to develop a pathway to engagement based on 
influencing more holistic experiences of being at school, which may in turn impact on educational 
engagement by removing barriers to young people focusing on their education. By coaching young 
people in their communication with teachers, the mentors provided a form of personal development 
that is holistic, helping young people to come to more informed and effective communication skills, 
which may assist in their educational engagement, but also other areas of their lives. 

Each of these three pathways highlight holistic ways of influencing young people’s engagement. In 
none do mentors directly address key educational outcomes often seen as the preferred direct 
outcome areas of SBM, such as school attendance, retention or academic performance or 
achievement. Rather, mentors help young people with a range of skills that may impact on their 
engagement with education over time. By addressing these more holistic areas, pathways may be 
developed that can help with young people’s immediate or short-term engagement, but which may 
also have a longer-term impact, through changing the personal resources with which they approach 
their education and engagement (as well as other areas of their lives) over time. 

4. Discussion and conclusions 

This paper sought to provide new exploratory insights into the pathways through which SBM 
contributes to improved educational engagement outcomes in young people’s lives. It used 
qualitative accounts to show how young people perceive the role of SBM. The paper sits against 
existing literature in which the complexity of understanding the impact of SBM programs has been 
demonstrated (Karcher, Davis, and Powell 2002; Converse and Lignugaris/Kraft 2009; Herrera et al. 
2011), particularly as linear pathways towards improved engagement outcomes have become less 
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relevant for many young people (Wyn and Woodman 2006; Worth 2009; Woodman and Wyn 2013). 
The paper therefore sought to articulate more about the range of possible ways that SBM may make 
an impact in young people’s lives. 

The findings highlight two types of outcome pathways through which mentoring may influence 
young people’s educational engagement. Direct pathways go to the heart of young people’s 
engagement, by prioritizing educational performance and achievement as the primary topics of 
conversation and work within the mentoring relationship. These pathways involve mentors 
providing young people with academic assistance, building young people’s academic skills and 
strategies, and fostering young people’s motivation and direction for education. However, holistic 
pathways are also evident. Consistent with Herrera et al.’s (2011) suggestion that SBM can operate 
through improving young people’s outlook on school and their relationships with teachers, these 
pathways involve mentors seeking to change young people’s broader thinking about the value of 
education, address issues affecting young people’s wellbeing and coach young people in more 
effective communication with teachers, to, in turn, improve their engagement outcomes. In this 
respect, the direct pathways may be considered to reflect an instrumental approach to mentoring, 
focused on building specific skills and goals, while the holistic pathways reflect a developmental 
approach, based on socio-emotional development (Raposa, Rhodes, and Herrera 2016). Young 
people usually, although not exclusively, reported mentors either following a direct or holistic 
pathway with them, but not both. As such, the direct and holistic pathways take very different 
forms, and, in many respects, represent very different routes to making a difference to young 
people’s engagement. Yet the accounts of the young people in this research highlight that both 
types of pathways are valued by young people and are seen to make a difference in their lives. 

These findings make an important contribution to understanding the variety of pathways through 
which SBM operates and to understanding how positive change can be influenced in young people’s 
lives and engagement. The two types of pathways help to fill out an understanding of the complexity 
of influencing young people’s educational engagement. They highlight that while sometimes directly 
improving engagement areas such as academic performance and achievement can be the direct 
object of SBM, at other times it may not be possible to go directly to these practical performance-
oriented outcomes. Instead, there must be a prior pathway or first step through other more holistic 
areas, for example, addressing how young people value education, their wellbeing or their 
communication skills. The implication is that there is not always a linear or direct route to improving 
young people’s educational engagement, but rather the pathway to doing so may have diversions, 
‘twists’ or ‘turns’ through a range of other areas, which may seem unrelated, but which are actually 
related to how young people narrate their own experience of changed educational engagement. This 
suggests the need to see young people’s educational engagement and the role of SBM holistically, 
and to account for progress towards engagement wherever and however it occurs, not only when 
the final intended outcome of reaching a defined marker of improved engagement is achieved. This 
is important as young people themselves highlighted the fundamental importance that changed 
thinking about the value of education, strategies to help with wellbeing or coaching in 
communication skills can play in progressing or improving in their engagement. As such, these 
elements should not be ignored. 

Despite these findings, it is also however important to appreciate that young people’s perspectives 
are formed in a context where society gives messages about what ‘improvement’ in engagement 
should be like. A critique of the findings here could be that mentoring appears to promote ‘fixing’ 
individuals, rather than addressing the circumstances and structures in which they are set. However, 
the very nature of mentoring means that ‘improved engagement’ is about improving individual 
personal development, not challenging or changing societal structures that frame young people who 
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do not engage as problematic. Accordingly, there were no young people in the study who challenged 
the notion that they needed help to engage, although this is perhaps to be expected from those who 
had agreed to participate in SBM. 

Seeing the different types of pathways to influencing young people’s educational engagement has 
implications for thinking about how the success of SBM programs is understood. Research has 
sometimes found that SBM may have little, unsustained or no impact on young people’s 
engagement outcomes (Slicker and Palmer 1993; Lee and Cramond 1999; Herrera et al. 2011; 
Augustine 2014). These studies may however only measure the linear impact of SBM against a 
defined set of markers of final or end-outcomes, such as improved school attendance, retention, 
academic performance/achievement, behavior or educational confidence. Understanding that 
progressing towards improved engagement is an ongoing, continuous and non-linear experience for 
contemporary young people helps to see that a range of holistic factors may play a role along the 
way, and that holistic changes that contribute to incremental steps on a pathway to improved 
engagement still – from the perspective of young people – represent a beneficial outcome in their 
lives. This means that just because an intervention such as SBM may not always achieve all of its 
intended impact in the time available does not mean that it is not valuable to young people as they 
improve their engagement; rather, it may be helping young people to build holistically towards the 
personal resources they need to improve their own engagement over time, through a less-linear 
route. 

The policy implication is that SBM can be a flexible intervention that can cater to contemporary 
young people who are not navigating straight-forward routes to engagement outcomes. Through its 
capacity to follow different types of pathways, SBM represents a flexible tool for policy and practice 
in reaching goals for improved educational engagement in a context of complexity in influencing 
young people’s engagement trajectories. Different young people may need different resources and 
impacts from mentoring to assist their engagement, and through its direct and holistic pathways, 
SBM may be able to offer the variety of what different young people need. This positions SBM as a 
flexible and holistic resource that contemporary policy may draw on to influence and impact young 
people’s engagement. 

A further policy implication is that there should be greater consideration of how the holistic 
pathways are reflected in how the success of SBM is measured. There is a role for measurement of 
outcomes in SBM that takes more account of incremental changes, and that reflects the holistic 
ways that some young people say that SBM makes change in their lives. This may be achieved 
through following recent outcomes measurement advice about defining short-, medium- and long-
term outcomes when determining what will be measured (Social Ventures Australia n.d.), as well as 
focusing not only on the primary outcome or impact to be achieved, but also the secondary and 
intermediate outcomes through which progress towards the final impact may occur (Harries, 
Hodgson, and Moble 2014; Office of Social Impact Investment 2016). Each of these strategies may 
enable appreciation of holistic pathways to outcomes in youth mentoring. Overall, the holistic 
pathways need to be built into the outcomes measurement frameworks through which SBM is 
commissioned and its success measured, as without the holistic pathways forming a component of 
outcomes measurement in SBM, understanding of the outcomes from SBM may only ever be partial. 

While making an important contribution, this paper is not without limitations. The sample size is 
small and drawn from only one SBM program – a larger sample spread across a variety of programs 
would further confirm the findings and show more about how SBM contributes to young people’s 
lives in different settings, school contexts and program structures. It would also allow better 
understanding of the extent to which mentoring is beneficial for all or only some young people. 
Collecting the perspectives of other people involved in SBM programs, such as school or mentoring 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2019.1634800


Journal of Youth Studies 
2019 online early 

Author post peer-review version 
Original article available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2019.1634800 

  
administrators, may also assist this goal. Further, the paper is based on cross-sectional not 
longitudinal data, meaning that there was no opportunity to see how outcomes eventuate over 
time. A future longitudinal study would add further insight. Future research could also examine 
which young people benefit most from the direct and holistic pathways, and whether young 
people’s socio-demographic characteristics are related to which type of pathway may be most 
relevant to them. 

Overall, this paper has shown more about how SBM contributes to improvements in young people’s 
educational engagement through different pathways. Understanding that there are both direct and 
holistic pathways through which SBM can influence young people’s engagement helps to show more 
about young people’s experience of this type of mentoring, and also helps to broaden 
understandings of what success in SBM looks like. Both are important contributions as SBM 
continues to be used to help young people improve in their educational engagement and to avoid 
the risks that disengagement presents over the life course. 

Notes 

1 If progress towards broader thinking or changed wellbeing or communication was being measured as the 
central outcome in itself, rather than progress towards improved engagement, then these would be direct, not 
holistic, pathways. The framing of the pathway depends on the overall impact in question. 

2 Consistent with the focus of this paper on economic engagement, this section only covers wellbeing data that 
intersected with participants’ discussions of their education. While participants spoke about fuller range of 
aspects of wellbeing including mental health and self-concept, where they mentioned an impact of mentoring 
on their wellbeing without drawing a link to education or economic engagement, this is considered outside the 
scope of the paper. 
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