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Abstract

Negative perspectives towards people with disabilities have been shown to lead to
discrimination, prejudice, and an overall decreased quality of life. One way to possibly improve
attitudes and interactions with students with disabilities could be implementing peer mentoring
programs for special education students in high school. Research presented in this thesis
examines the difference in perspectives toward people with disabilities between people who
have or have not participated as a mentor in a disability-based peer mentoring program in high
school. Data were collected through an online survey that assessed peer mentoring
experiences as well as a scale to measure comfort when interacting with people who have
disabilities. Results of the survey showed that those who did have experience as a peer mentor
had no significant difference in attitudes towards peers with disabilities than those with no peer
mentoring experience. However, peer mentoring was a factor that accounted for 6% of
difference on a scale measuring attitudes toward people with disabilities. In conclusion, peer
mentoring experience could lead to more positive perspectives toward people with disabilities
which could also lessen discrimination and lead to better outcomes for students with disabilities
but there are also other factors that could account for more positive attitudes.

Key Words: disability, peer mentoring, high school, special education
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The Effect of High School Disability-Based Peer Mentoring on Perspectives Toward
People with Disabilities
Peer mentoring has become a popular approach to intervention in the past decade that
can take many different forms across all ages. Different models of peer mentoring include
one-on-one mentoring or group mentoring. These models can include same-aged students or
older students as mentors for younger students. According to the US Department of Education,
one third of all high schools in America provided mentoring to some students in order to address
academic and social needs (US Department of Education, 2017). For the purposes of this study,
peer mentoring was defined as any organized one-on-one or group activity where you use your
experience in an area to advise or help another younger or same-aged student. This takes
place often in a school setting in elementary all the way through college. Specifically, programs
involved with special education students or students with disabilities in high schools are being
observed. Disabilities in this study can be any physical or mental impairment that has a
substantial and long-term adverse effect on a person's ability to carry out typical day-to-day
activities (ADA, 1990).
In one review of case studies on programs involving mentorship for special education
students, it was found that mentorships led to improvement in academic attendance and
performance, improved self-worth and determination, and access to a close relationship that
was typically a positive role model for the student with a disability (Stumbo, 2009). There have
been many case studies conducted to monitor progress in mentees, but less research is
available to show progress in the attitudes and feelings of the mentors toward their peers with
disabilities. It has been found in many cases that more contact with people with disabilities is
correlated to a positive change in attitudes and increased comfort when interacting with people
with disabilities especially in adolescents (Armstrong et al., 2016; MacMillan et al., 2014).
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However, some researchers have concluded that contact alone is not enough to change
attitudes, but an appropriate setting and structure for relationship building is also necessary
(Fort et al., 2016). Peer mentoring programs could be a way for educators and relevant service
providers (e.g., speech-language pathologists) to provide a setting and structure that is
necessary in creating more positive attitudes towards peers with disabilities in high schools.
Improving attitudes toward people people with disabilities at a young age is imperitive in
reducing discrimination and promoting inclusion. Prejudice and discrimination against people
with disabilities means that they are treated unfairly because of preconceived opinions others
have about their disability. Inclusion is anytime that people are included in a group instead of
isolated. An example of this in a high school setting could be joining a club or sitting with other
students at lunch. Reducing discrimination and prejudice due to negative attitudes toward
people with disabilities has been shown to lead to better access to support services, more
community integration, and increased opportunity in achieving professional and personal goals
for individuals with disabilities (Lawson et al., 2017). For college students, Lawson, Cruz, and
Knollman (2017) found that contact with people who have disabilities in a work or volunteering
environment have more positive attitudes towards people with disabilities than their peers
without those experiences as well as their peers who had family or friends with disabilities.
Since negative attitudes have been presented as a reason for discrimination and decreased
quality of life for individuals with disabilities (Gething, 1991), focusing on improving attitudes in
education is crucial in adhering to the Americans with Disabilties Act (1990) which prohibits
discrimination and ensures equal oppurtunities.
The overall goal of this research was to examine the effects of high school peer
mentoring experience with peers with disabilities on comfort interacting with individuals with
disabilities. The research questions and associated hypotheses were as follows:
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Is high school disability-based peer mentoring experience associated with more positive
attitudes toward people with disabilities? It was hypothesized that young adults with peer
mentoring experience would report more positive attitudes towards people with
disabilities.

2.

Among young adults with high school disability-based peer mentoring experience, is
receiving specialized training for the peer mentoring program associated with improved
attitudes toward peers with disabilities? It was hypothesized that mentors with
specialized training for the program would have the more positive attitudes toward peers
with disabilities.

The methods of gathering data to investigate these questions will be presented in the next
section.
Methods
Participants
Recent high school graduates were recruited through an email to 1000 randomly
selected undergraduate students at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln. Of the 1000 students
who were invited to participate in the survey, 17% took the survey (n = 170). The participants in
this survey were aged 19 to 23 years with their high school graduation year being between 2015
and 2019. There was a mix of graduating class sizes with 27% of respondents having a class
size of 500 or more students(n = 46), 50% of respondents having a class size between 100 and
500 (n = 84), while 11% of participants had a class size of 0 to 50 students (n = 19), and 12% of
participants had a class size of 50 to 100 students (n = 21). Eight percent of participants
reported having a disability with examples given such as ADHD, hearing impairment, and
diabetes. Fifty-four percent of respondents reported that they had a friend or family member with
a disability and 86% reported that they knew students with disabilities in their highschool. Only
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10% responded that they did not have family or friends with a disability, nor knew anybody in
highschool with a disability.
Measures
Data were collected through an online survey using Qualtrics intended for people who
attended high school within the past five years in the United States. After providing consent and
verifying inclusionary criteria including being over 19 years of age and attending high school
within the past five years were met, participants answered demographics questions about their
high school structure as well as questions about participation in a high-school mentoring
program and exposure to people with disabilities. Next, they responded to 18 items from the
Interactions with Disabled Persons Scale (IDPS; Gething, 1991), which has documented
reliability and validity for measuring comfort and attitudes towards people with disabilities. The
participants also completed 14 items from the Marlowe Crowne Social Desirability Scale
(MCSDS; Reynolds, 1982), which measure the tendency to respond to sensitive items in a
socially desirable way. For this study, the IDPS and MCSDS are both scored on a 5-point Likert
scale including 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = somewhat disagree, 3 = neither agree nor disagree, 4
= somewhat agree, and 5 = strongly agree. The MCSDS items were interspersed among the
IDPS items. See the Appendix for a complete list of survey questions.
Data Analysis
To analyze the data collected from the survey, descriptive statistics were used to
examine basic characteristics of participants’ experiences with a peer-mentoring program
involving student peers with disabilities in the high school setting. Independent samples t-tests
were conducted to examine between-group differences in IDPS scores. While controlling for
socially desirable response bias, three linear regressions were conducted to independently
assess whether peer mentoring experience, peer mentoring training, or exposure to people with
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disabilities outside of the mentoring program significantly predicted IDPS scores.
Data from the survey were collected for approximately one month and 170 out of the 206
recorded responses were viable to use due to inclusion criteria being met. Participants took an
average of seven-minutes to complete the survey package.
Results
Of this sample of 170 participants, 50% had been a part of a peer mentoring program in
high school which was defined for them as “any organized 1-on-1 or group activity where you
use your experience in an area to advise or help another younger or same-aged student.” Of
these 85 responses, 43 reported their peer mentoring experience involved peers with
disabilities. The participants who answered “yes” to having a peer mentoring experience
involving students with disabilities then answered extra questions about aspects of their
experience. Of these 43 participants, 40% reported that they were trained for the program, 72%
were specifically chosen for the program by teachers or faculty, and 79% believed their program
was well-structured. All 43 of the participants who had peer mentoring experiences with
students with disabilities answered “yes” when asked if they enjoyed their time in the program.
More results from questions about mentoring experiences with peers with disabilities are
included in the figures below. Figure 1 shows the years in high school that students served as a
mentor for students with disabilities. Figure 2 shows how many years the respondents spent as
a peer mentor for students with disabilities. Lastly, Figure 3 shows the self-reported comfort
when intersecting with peers with disabilities of those respondents who had experience as a
mentor for students with disabilities in high school.
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Figure 2:

Figure 3:

A t-test that is graphed below in Figure 4 showed no significant difference in IDPS
scores between the group who had peer mentoring experience and the group who had no peer
mentoring experience, t(58) = 1.68, p = .10. However, the group with peer mentoring experience
did trend towards lower IDPS scores (M = 42.93, SD = 5.96) than the group with no peer
mentoring experience (M = 46.12, SD = 8.11). Lower IDPS scores reflect higher comfort levels
when interacting with people with disabilities, suggesting that those with experience as a peer
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mentor for peers with disabilities in a high school setting had marginally higher comfort levels
when interacting with people with disabilities.
Figure 4:

A linear regression showed that peer mentoring was a significant predictor of IDPS
scores, F( 163) = 11.34, p = .001. Peer mentoring experience was found to account for 6% of
variance in IDPS scores. Two more linear regressions showed that receiving peer mentor
training and having exposure to people with disabilities in settings outside mentoring were not
significant predictors of IDPS scores, F(42) = 1.02, p = .32 and F(42) = 0.01, p = .92,
respectively.
IDPS and MCSDS scores were negatively correlated, r( 162) = -.25, p = .001, suggesting
that, in this sample, the greater the discomfort one experiences when interacting with people
with disabilities, the lower their tendency to report socially desirable responses.
Discussion
The two questions examined in this research were (1) whether involvement in a high
school disability-based peer-mentoring program was associated with attitudes towards peers
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with disabilities, and (2) whether training for that program was related to attitudes toward peers
with disabilities. The results support the hypothesis that experience as a mentor would lead to
more positive views of people with disabilities and challenge the hypothesis that mentors that
had training for the program have the most positive views of peers with disabilities.
Based on the finding that peer mentoring accounted for 6% of variance in IDPS scores
while other experience such as peer mentor training and outside exposure to people with
disabilities did not account for any variance, there is a basis to believe that high school peer
mentoring experiences can be a potential pathway to improving attitudes toward their peers with
disabilities. Improving attitudes could be positive not only for the students who were mentors,
but also for the students with disabilities. The structured setting and increased contact due to
peer mentoring programs may have contributed to these positive outcomes (Armstrong et al.,
2016; MacMillan et al., 2014; Fort et al., 2016). The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) is
legislation that prohibits discrimination in all areas of public life including jobs and schools.
Disability-based peer mentoring programs in high school could be an effective way to uphold
ADA by lessening discrimination and improving outcomes of students with disabilities since peer
mentoring experience was found to account for some difference in comfort levels during
interactions with people with disabilities.
However, the result of no statistically significant difference in IDPS scores between
participants who had or had not been a mentor in a high school disability-based peer mentoring
program shows that although there is a difference in IDPS scores, it is not a significant
difference. Other factors could possibly play a larger part in improving IDPS scores and
therefore also improving attitudes toward people with disabilities.
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Limitations

Some limitations of this study include the risk of bias when self reporting data. Although
the survey used the MCSDS to control for social desirability bias, other types of response bias
could be present when answering survey questions, such as a tendency to report scores on
either end of the Likert scale known as extreme responding bias. Another limitation of the study
is that there are unstudied variables that also affect variance in IDPS scores; since 6% of
variance in scores was accounted for by peer mentoring experience, other variables must
account for the remaining 94% of variance.
Future Directions
A topic of future research could be to find these other variables that affect attitudes
towards people with disabilities. Possibilities for other variables affecting IDPS scores that could
be researched further include age, occupation, or involvement in community service. IDPS
scores could also be affected by intrinsic factors such as empathy or awareness and knowledge
of disabilities. The findings of this research could be expanded upon with other surveys possibly
using different well-known scales to measure attitudes such as the Attitudes Toward Disabled
Persons (ATDP) scale. Findings could also be expanded by surveying populations in other
regions of the U.S. or other countries to observe any differences of peer mentoring programs
and perspectives towards people with disabilities between cultures.
Conclusions
The purpose of this study was to examine whether being a mentor in a high school
disability-based peer mentoring programs was associated with their perspectives towards
people with disabilities. Based on survey data from 170 recent high school graduates, there
were trends that suggested that peer mentoring experience contributed to feelings of greater
comfort when interacting with people with disabilities. These trends were not due to receiving
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specialized training to be a peer mentor, nor having outside exposure to people with disabilities.
Overall, these findings lend promising preliminary data that participating in structured
disability-based peer mentoring programs can yield positive outcomes for neurotypical young
people.
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