We feature NAPP members in our monthly email updates, and this has familiarized members with other professional peer programs. We are expanding this feature by introducing you to NAPP members who embody NAPP’s vision of “establishing a culture of people helping people.”

Brian Fox, San Francisco, CA, recently retired as director of the Peer Resources Program, which he held starting in 2001. The path leading to Peer Resources’ directorship included serving as coordinator of Peer Resources programs at two San Francisco high schools. In 1994, Brian founded the Peer Resources program at Lowell High School  (the oldest public high school west of the Mississippi) and in 1998, he became the Peer Resources coordinator at Mission High School. While a student at Williams College, Williamstown, MA, Brian first gained respect and appreciation for youth empowerment.

“My professors instilled in me a spirit of coalition building and community service,” Brian noted. While in college, he was involved in designing student-led workshops, which focused on non-violence and prejudice reduction. From an early age, Brian indicates he has believed in the importance of networks where youth inspire each other. It was these early perspectives that enriched his career leadership roles. “Given support and resources, students can build new models and be resources for each other.”
Peer helping programs began gaining popularity in the United States in the 1970s, when a series of research studies found that young people consistently reported they were most likely to turn to their peers in times of need. In 1979, a survey at Galileo High School in San Francisco revealed an overwhelming need for student counseling services. In response to this growing need, and in partnership with the San Francisco Unified School District, the San Francisco Education Fund founded the first Peer Resources Center and the Center for Institutional Change at San Francisco State University in 1980. Co-directors Ira Sachnoff and Marilyn Hoffman helped the program expand to other schools, and in 1989 Sachnoff established an umbrella organization known today as the San Francisco Peer Resources program. 

“Brian has done a magnificent job in taking over the reins of the San Francisco Peer Resource Programs over the last four years. The program has continued to grow in terms of numbers and quality, while showing EVERYONE how to stabilize and institutionalize a program and its funding. Part of the reason Brian has done such a great job in directing this 27-year old program is that Brian spent many years in the trenches running two very successful high school Peer Programs himself for close to 10 years. Brian leaves the SF Peer Resource Programs stronger than when he took it over, and that is saying a lot. While I must admit when we hired Brian over 13 years ago, I had my doubts, but it was the best hire I have ever made. The programs will sorely miss him,” said Ira Sachnoff, Founding Director, San Francisco Peer Resource Programs.
Peer Resources offers a variety of programs for San Francisco Unified School District students, from conflict mediation to peer counseling. Peer Resources operates in 19 sites – 13 high schools and 6 middle schools. More than 1,200 students were trained as peer helpers, and nearly 14,834 students benefited by participating in the programs. In addition to core programs, an estimated 8,500 youth participate each year in recreation activities, advising sessions, and one-time projects such as assemblies.

One of the Peer Resources’ programs that has brought much satisfaction to Brian is peer-led research. At the beginning of each school year, peer leaders design and deliver peer-led research tools that address critical issues in their schools. Peer Resources believes that students are well informed on the issues that affect them. Peer leaders may incorporate surveys, focus groups, and interviews into research of these issues, whether it be nutrition in the school cafeteria, 9th grade transition, hiring an additional counselor, or looking at gang violence. Peer helpers evaluate their own needs by compiling these findings and set priorities with the assistance of their coordinators. Once the results of the research have been collected and assessed, peer helpers are able to advocate and design programs that are implemented throughout the school year. 

Brian emphasizes the importance of peer programs addressing issues of racial prejudice and tensions that prevent building supportive relationships. “Peer programs can start by having students research barriers to students not succeeding and what can be done to resolve the problem.” Brian challenges NAPP members to continue to carve out space for peer programming. When pressures mount, lateral relationships tend to inspire and protect the students. Brian also points out the importance of addressing issues of racial prejudice and lessons that prevent building supportive relationships. “I think it is important that those involved in peer programs talk openly about racial disparities.”

Brian sees funding as a major obstacle to establishing or nurturing peer programs. “Peer Resources was fortunate to have its partnership with the non-profit San Francisco Education Fund which has taken up the cause of peer resources.” Other challenges to peer programs are requirements of state mandates making it difficult for programming to be flexible and reach each student. Another obstacle to adequately sustaining peer programs that Brian sees is making sure the school climate or culture takes into consideration the time needed to create opportunities for young people to be involved. Trends toward more competitiveness and pressures to prepare for life make it harder to build community bonding as students feel more isolated.

“Brian Fox has helped Peer Resources continually grow and maintain its leadership in California as THE peer program to pay attention to,” said Donna Brinton, NAPP Board member. Donna started Aragon High School's Peer Helping Program in 1991 in the California Bay Area and coordinated the peer programs in the district. She retired as the teacher/coordinator of this program in June 2002.
No single moment working in the field stands out with Brian, but he has consistently heard from students that they would not have stayed in school without relationships developed through peer programs or the environment of community, caring and support. “At annual conferences, I remember the pride I felt when students addressed the attendees confidently and openly and told how grateful they were to be part of our programs.”

Brian is open-minded as to what his future may hold. “I would like to travel, and possibly I will go back to school. I am interested in environmental justice issues, so that might be an area I pursue.”

