PACES, a subsidiary of The Wyandot Center, Kansas City, KS, has been granted Certified Peer Program (CPP) status by NAPPP Professional Development Committee and NAPPP Board.

The rationale for this program is: “Because studies show that adolescents seek out their peers when they have problems or concerns over the adults in their lives, the Peer Helper program identifies youth others already turn to and then trains them to be knowledgeable, accessible, and approachable resources for their friends, classmates, or others.

Peer/Natural Helpers is committed to identify, train and empower adolescents who will listen, offer support and reference materials, or, when necessary, refer their peers to adults they trust. The overvall objective is to steer their peers and themselves toward healthy living in an emotionally supportive environment for both school and community.

Steve Walker, CPPE and Program Manager of PACES, states that “the broad goal of the program is to identify the ‘natural helpers’ within a school and then train them to be prepared to help their peers with a variety of issues and concerns.”

“Under that umbrella, we equip our helpers with the ability to assess whether or not problems are beyond the scope of their skill level and, if so, how to refer. Each school we operate in utilizes their helpers in a variety of ways, from new student orientation, mentoring of 9th graders, and/or facilitating workshops on bullying and other issues.”

As a way of documenting specific goal attainment and through the support of in-school Peer Sponsors who manage the groups at each school, helpers fill out “Helper Logs” on a monthly or quarterly basis that document  how many times they use their peer helping skills and in what areas (i.e. academic achievement, relationships, drugs or alcohol, etc.). NAPPP Programmatic Standards and Ethics are used to monitor compliance.

University of Kansas interns undergo the same Helper training as the adolescents to prepare for their role as training assistants. For the selection criteria, Walker interviews KU Social work interns for their BSW or MSW practicum. Peer Helpers are selected by a survey administered by in-school Peer Sponsors to the various schools’ students. Most of the Helper programs are operated through the guidance counseling department. Where they aren’t, they are staffed by faculty peer sponsors who do it because of their commitment to the students and the program.
Student bodies select their Peer Helpers only on the criteria of whom they can talk to and trust when troubled. Walker and his team of interns from the KU School of Social Welfare train the Peer Helpers for each high school at a comprehensive retreat where they cover helping skills, limits, referral skills, self-awareness, and tolerance. “We help the kids learn how to focus the discussions,” Walker said

