Natural Helpers® is a peer-

helping program sponsored by
Michigan State University Extension
4-H Youth Development.

Natural Helpers® is based on the premise that
when young people have problems, they often
turn to their friends or other adults whom they
trust for help and that within every school an
informal “helping network” exists. The program
seeks to identify this informal network and pro-
vide training and support to young people and
adults who are already serving as helpers. The
program was developed for use with middle, ju-
nior high and high school communities.

Goals

The program has three goals:

e To teach Natural Helpers effective ways to help
their friends

e To teach Natural Helpers positive ways of tak-
ing good care of themselves

e To teach Natural Helpers ways to contribute to
a safe and supportive school environment

Natural Helpers develop the
following skills:

Listening

Communicating

Recognizing when friends need help

Utilizing the “Helping Skill”

Understanding, empathizing with others, ac-

cepting others

e Having the ability to refer serious problems to
professional helping resources

e Exploring alternatives

e Exercising self-care

e Expressing helping limits
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Natural Helpers® in Michigan

The Michigan 4-H Youth Development Program
has professionals trained in the Natural Helpers®
program. 4-H is part of Michigan State University
Extension, and has staff persons in each county
who provide educational opportunities for Natural
Helpers and other youth. By becoming part of the
local 4-H program, Natural Helpers will have ac-
cess to educational and recreational materials and
programs that support their Initial Retreat Train-
ing and Ongoing Training.

Each year Michigan 4-H conducts a one-day
Natural Helpers® Leader Training Workshop. This
workshop is designed to prepare adults who plan
to conduct their own Natural Helpers® retreats for
their schools or communities.

Michigan contact information

Monica Borgman, State Coordinator
Isabella County MSU Extension

200 North Main Street

Mt. Pleasant, MI 48858

Phone: (989)772-0911 Ext.302
Email: borgman5@msu.edu

Joyce Belonga, State Coordinator
Mackinac County MSU Extension
100 Marley

St. Ignace, MI 49781

Phone: (906)643-7307

Email: belonga@msu.edu

MSU is an affirmative-action, equal-opportunity employer. Michigan State
University Extension programs and materials are open to all without regard
to race, color, national origin, gender, gender identity, religion, age, height,
weight, disability, political beliefs, sexual orientation, marital status, family
status or veteran status. Issued in furtherance of MSU Extension work,
acts of May 8 and June 30, 1914, in cooperation with the U.S. Department
of Agriculture. Thomas G. Coon, Director, MSU Extension, East Lansing,

MI 48824. This information is for educational purposes only. Reference

to commercial products or trade names does not imply endorsement by
MSU Extension or bias against those not mentioned. The name “4-H"” and
the emblem consisting of a four-leaf clover with stem and the “H” on each
leaflet are protected under Title 18 U.S.C. 707.
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Natural Helpers®: A Peer Helping Program

What do Natural Helpers do?

Natural Helpers are people who help their friends.
They are “natural” helpers because friends come
to them for help and they reach out to friends
who may need help. Natural Helpers assist with a
range of issues, from everyday problems such as
difficulties with a boyfriend or girlfriend, to more
serious issues such as drug use or depression.
Natural Helpers are not professionally trained
counselors or therapists. The Natural Helpers®
training emphasizes recognizing limits as helpers
and making referrals to other adults or profes-
sionals when appropriate. Natural Helpers are
people who students trust and who seem to have
a natural affinity for helping. The program is de-
signed to enhance the helping skills that they are
already using.

Natural Helpers might be thought of as a link
between young people and professional helpers.
They are taught listening and problem-solving
skills, as well as how and when to make referrals
to professionals or other school adults.

Natural Helpers are identified by
their peers.

e An anonymous school-wide survey identifies
the young people that others go to for help,
resulting in a team of students representing
different subgroups within the school.

¢ Individuals are chosen based on the number
of times they are mentioned in the schoolwide
survey, their ability to represent a school sub-
group, and their willingness to participate.

Natural Helpers are trained.

e Selected young people attend an Initial Training
(requires about 25 hours to complete). Initial
Training can be carried out as Retreat Training
(often held away from the school in a camp
setting) or as a Series Training, (three separate
day sessions — no overnight stay involved).
Both training methods are effective in introduc-
ing the Natural Helpers program to both adults
and students and teaching skills to the participants.

o Natural Helpers learn listening skills.

e Natural Helpers learn the Helping Skill-a com-
munication tool they can use to help people.
The goals of the Helping Skill are to help pre-
vent problems, to help friends work through
problems, and to help them support their
friends.

e Natural Helpers learn to express their limits
and learn when to refer a problem or situation
to an adult or community resource agency.

e Natural Helpers get to know themselves and
others, forming a cohesive group from what
was a collection of very diverse individuals.

e Natural Helpers explore serious issues (prob-
lems or situations that are beyond their ability
to handle) and learn the importance of involv-
ing adults in these extreme situations.

Natural Helpers participate in train-
ing throughout the school year.

Ongoing Training:

e Consists of monitoring progress of the Natural
Helpers and attending support meetings, ses-
sions from the curriculum, customized sessions
to meet the needs/issues identified by the
Natural Helpers, and guest speakers from local
community resource agencies

e Strengthens the “helping team”.

e Enables young people to understand how to
take care of themselves.

Program benefits and results

In 2005, Michigan 4-H Youth Development
completed a program evaluation in six Michigan
schools. In the 2005 evaluation of the Natural
Helpers® program, Over 90% of the student
respondents reported that the Natural Helper
they spoke to about a concern had good listening
skills, understood their problem and was able to
help them make their own decision about how to
proceed with the situation.

68% of the Natural Helpers surveyed have
referred a student at one time or another for as-
sistance while 53% of the students who sought
the help of a Natural Helper reported to being
referred to someone else for assistance. The

findings revealed that Natural Helpers are knowl-
edgeable of the different helping resources that
are available to students within and without the
school community. 90% of the students who
sought the help of a Natural Helper reported that
the Natural Helper they spoke to was knowledge-
able about additional referral resources where the
student could get additional assistance.

School staff members surveyed

e 70% report that Natural Helpers are able to ef-
fectively help students.

e 74% report that the Natural Helpers® program
has made a positive difference in the school.

e 80% report that they would recommend the
program continue at the school.

e 74% would recommend the program to other
schools.

School staff members feedback

e “It develops positive self-esteem and leader-
ship in those trained to be Natural Helpers; it
provides help to those in need and consequent-
ly helps them to do well in school.”

e “"They have helped new and existing students
feel at ease in the building.”

e “Valuable life skills are taught through Natural
Helpers®.”

e “Natural Helpers are often involved in making
referrals to my office (counselor); also I have a
reduction in the ‘minor’ issues often brought to
my attention; the Natural Helpers are able to
help young people deal with those issues.”

Peer Feedback

e "I think it is an excellent program because it
changes a lot of people’s minds from doing
something bad to not doing it at all.”

Natural Helpers feedback

e “I've learned a lot about looking objectively at
issues in my and other’s lives and ways of deal-
ing with them.”

e “It has helped me know how to help others and
still keep myself healthy.”

e "It helps me in my relationships with others
and how to deal with conflict.”



