Overview of School-Based Youth Peer Support Services (YPSS)

INTRODUCTION TO YPSS

Peer support services (PSS) have existed in some form across the United States for decades,
though it was in the last thirty years that this sort of mental health support was recognized as
part of the nation’s behavioral health system. According to the Substance Abuse and Mental
Health Services Administration (SAMHSA), peer support workers are "people who have been
successful in the recovery process who help others experiencing similar situations. Through
shared understanding, respect, and mutual empowerment, peer support workers help people
become and stay engaged in the recovery process and reduce the likelihood of relapse. Peer
support services can effectively extend the reach of treatment beyond the clinical setting into
the everyday environment of those seeking a successful, sustained recovery process.”* In recent
years, PSS have expanded, and all states now offer it through public or private delivery.

A subspeciality of PSS is youth peer support services (YPSS), which are typically available to
those aged 18 to 30—and in some cases, even younger. Though there is not yet a formal
definition of YPSS issued by a federal agency, the same principles and methodologies of
SAMHSA'’s definition apply, with the added acknowledgement that youth peer support (YPS)
workers are young people who have struggled with and are recovering from a mental health or
substance use condition.

It is important to note that YPS workers should not and do not supplant the role of traditional
mental health providers and clinicians. In most cases, YPSS are considered non-clinical because
it is not within the professional or educational scope of YPS workers to assess or diagnose
mental, behavioral, and emotional disorders.

Consideration must also be given to the fact that PSS and YPSS workers can be either paid
employees or volunteers. Traditionally, after adult PSS workers complete the required
educational and credential requirements of their respective state, they can seek employment or
independently bill for their services. Most states also make it possible for Medicaid
reimbursement of PSS. This differs somewhat for YPSS. Like adult PSS workers, those who
provide services to young people aged 18-30 are usually billable employees (though volunteer
opportunities are available) and a few states even have routes for Medicaid reimbursement.
However, the majority of those who provide YPSS to those younger than 18 are often
volunteers. This is typically because these workers are also under 18. As of 2023, only four
states make it possible for Medicaid reimbursement of YPS to those 13 and older—Mississippi,
Pennsylvania, Washington, and Wyoming—though it is unclear if a YPS worker under 18 can
seek Medicaid reimbursement for services provided.

YPSS IN SCHOOLS



Some schools have started to use YPSS to address the lack of mental health providers and
clinicians and help ease the workload of existing mental health supports in middle and high
schools. Most often, this involves contracting with an external organization that trains and
provides continued technical support for YPS providers as few schools and educational
institutions can do this internally.

Though programs differ from school to school and there is no standardized or universal
structure for campus YPSS, these initiatives typically involve one or more of the following
elements:

e Trained teen counselors who respond to peers with mental health concerns or
behavioral health crises.

o Training and certification processes vary, though most include elements of crisis
intervention and active listening and teach providers how to empower and
encourage positive help-seeking behaviors and coping mechanisms.

e Upstream suicide prevention and mental health promotion initiatives led by teen
counselors for the betterment of school culture.

o Insome schools, the role of teen counselors extends beyond non-clinical support
and into campus activism and advocacy. These teens might create and lead
campaigns about mental health to increase awareness of youth mental health,
foster resiliency in the school community, and support existing school supports.

e Mental health education led by teens and/or co-facilitated with adult partners.

o Some teen counselors also teach about mental health in classes—either by

themselves or in partnership with adult partners.

YPS programs benefit from their organizational flexibility. Examples of YPS programs include
student-led clubs, extracurricular activities, summer involvements, and class sections. Still, YPS
programs must have the administrative backing and support of school and district staff.

Most of these programs are volunteer-based. However, compensation in other forms—such as
incentives (i.e., free lunches), academic credit, or volunteer requirements—have been provided
to volunteers. To ensure the fair and equitable treatment of YPS workers under the age of 18 in
schools, considerations should be given as to whether financial compensation (i.e., hourly wage
or stipend) is appropriate, as the alternative compensation outlined above is not a direct
substitute.

Due to nuanced state laws, it is unclear how many schools are able to provide Medicaid
reimbursement for YPSS. Only Mississippi, Pennsylvania, Washington, and Wyoming allow for
Medicaid reimbursement of YPSS for those under 18, though it is unclear whether this is
possible with school YPSS.

Examples of School-Based YPS Programs




Sources of Strength

Sources of Strength is a national, upstream, school suicide prevention
program that focuses on strength- and resiliency- building in children
and adolescents. Recognized by SAMHSA, the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention (CDC), and the American Foundation for
Suicide Prevention (AFSP), Sources of Strength is “the first suicide
prevention program to demonstrate effectiveness using Peer leaders
to enhance protective factors associated with reducing suicide across
a school population.”?

In this program, volunteer peer leaders learn how to offer support to
a friend in crisis, how to connect them to mental health resources and
services in their school and community, and how to engage peers in
strength- and asset-building exercises. Peer leaders also create and
facilitate mental health initiatives and campaigns aimed at increasing
awareness of youth mental health on- and off-campus.

Is this program volunteer-based? Yes, though some chapters have
provided compensation in the form of lunches or other incentives.

Implementation

In 2021 and 2022, the Bend-La Pine School District, under the
direction of Oregon Senate Bill 52, funded at least one class section of
Sources of Strength in every middle and high school in the district as
part of their mental health efforts. This decision became part of the
district’s suicide prevention plan and was considered part of the
prevention strategy.

Relevant Research or Supporting Evidence

Sources of Strength lists the following excerpt from The Center for
Disease Control and Prevention’s (CDC) 2017 Preventing Suicide: A
Technical Package of Policy, Programs, and Practices, on their website:
“In a randomized controlled trial of Sources of Strength conducted
with 18 high schools (6 metropolitan, 12 rural), researchers found that
the program improved adaptive norms regarding suicide,
connectedness to adults, and school engagement. Peer leaders were
also more likely than controls to refer a suicidal friend to an adult
(emphasis added). For students, the program resulted in increased
perceptions of adult support for suicidal youths, particularly among
those with a history of suicidal ideation, and the acceptability of
help-seeking behaviors. Finally, trained peer leaders also reported a



https://sourcesofstrength.org/

greater decrease in maladaptive coping attitudes compared with
untrained leaders.” Read more about Sources of Strength’s evidence
base here.

Active Minds

Active Minds is a national, student-led movement dedicated to
changing the narrative around mental health and well-being on school
campuses. Through a chapter-based system, students can design and
lead mental health initiatives and programs and receive technical
support from the national chapter network and the organization itself.
Though primarily concentrated in higher education, Active Minds high
school chapters exist and are growing in number.

Active Minds volunteers focus on increasing awareness of youth
mental health and well-being through initiatives, activities, and
campaigns. Involved students can lead templated lessons on mental
health in classes and choose to become certified in Active Minds’
active listening program, V-A-R: Validate, Appreciate, Refer.

Is this program volunteer-based? Yes, though some chapters have
provided compensation in the form of lunches or other incentives.

Implementation

To date, there are over 600 Active Minds chapters across college and
high school campuses in the United States. To start a chapter, there
needs to be at least three students and one adult school advisor.

Relevant Research or Supporting Evidence

Active Minds was found to have a “significant, positive impact on
student health and well-being by creating a supportive climate for
mental health on college campuses,” according to a longitudinal study
of more than 1,1000 students at 12 colleges across the nation.? Read
more about Active Minds’ evidence base here.

Hope Squad

Hope Squad is a national peer-to-peer suicide prevention program in
partnership with the QPR Institute. To volunteer, teens must be
nominated by their peers and can then opt to receive training to offer
emotional and mental support to other youth. Hope Squad members
also engage in activities and campaigns around mental health
promotion and well-being.



https://sourcesofstrength.org/about/#evidence-base
https://www.activeminds.org/about-us/our-story/?gclid=Cj0KCQjwtO-kBhDIARIsAL6LorebD7qjxMuQFMev-g3jm5LigWCtjZjUnXwlptvHA1AXNbqqBL_RY7kaAocJEALw_wcB
https://www.activeminds.org/about-us/mission-and-impact/study/
https://hopesquad.com/

Is this program volunteer-based? Yes, though some chapters have
provided compensation in the form of lunches or other incentives.

Implementation

As Catherine Gewertz writes in “Students Train to Spot Peers with
Mental Health Struggles and Guide Them to Help,” large cohorts of
student volunteers are “trained to serve on Hope Squads in each
building that serves students in 6th through 12th grades” in the
Hillard City school district in Ohio.*

These students watch for warning signs like decreased social
connectedness in their peers and then “persuade those students to
get help from trusted adults in the school.”*

Hope Squad members receive training on self-care and personal
help-seeking and have the backing and support of a trained team of
adult advisors.*

Relevant Research or Supporting Evidence

In Gewertz’s article, she notes that the Hillard City district “refers far
more students to a nearby children’s hospital for psychiatric support
than other nearby districts of its size” —a direct result of the Hope
Squad and other school mental health efforts.* Read more about
Hope Squad’s evidence base here.

OTHER AVENUES FOR YPSS

Other avenues for YPSS include the Certified Peer Educator (CPE) training through the Student
Affairs Administration in Higher Education (NAPSA). Students who become CPEs are able to
offer limited YPSS through motivational intervening and active listening skills. Note that CPE
training is only available to those aged 18 and older.

Outside of education, YPS is offered through peer-to-peer support lines, which offer immediate
crisis intervention and response services. These services are meant to be short-term and are not
a substitute for longer-term behavioral health care, though they can often refer and connect an
individual to external care. Some teen-to-teen lines also work with schools to increase
awareness of their services; for example, in the Bend-La Pine School District, YouthLine’s contact
information is printed on the back of student ID cards. YouthLine also facilitates teen-led lessons
in schools about stress, suicide, and mental health and well-being.


https://hopesquad.com/evidence/
https://www.naspa.org/project/certified-peer-educator-cpe-training

Examples of Youth Peer-to-Peer Hotlines

Name Serves
YouthLine e People aged 11-20
Based in Oregon but offers services internationally

Teen Line ® People aged up to 19, sometimes 21
Based in California but offers services nationally

Teen Lifeline ® People aged up to 19, sometimes 21
Based in Arizona but offers services nationally

Teen Link ® People aged up to 19, sometimes 21
Based in Washington but offers services nationally

RESOURCES

While not specifically related to school-based YPSS, the following resources provide information
about YPSS and PSS:

e https://mhanational.org/research-reports/youth-and-young-adult-peer-support-expandi
ng-community-driven-mental-health
https://youthmovenational.org/youth-peer-support
https://www-samhsa-gov.proxyl.library.jhu.edu/sites/default/files/national-model-stan

dards-draft-for-public-comment.pdf
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