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ABSTRACT 

Education matters. Yet disparities among racial and ethnic groups’ matriculation into post-

secondary education has plagued both young people and admissions personnel. Over the years, 

scholars have spent considerable effort documenting the educational achievement gap between 

whites, Latinos, and African Americans. Little effort is dedicated to identifying “what works” in 

improving application and enrollment rates for Latinos and African Americans specifically. This 

paper offers a review of post-secondary enrollment activity for minority students and presents a 

multicultural mentoring program that shows promise in closing the achievement gap by matching 

current college students with minority high school students at risk of not attending college.  
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Introduction 

Education is a key determinant to long-term positive occupational and financial outcomes. The 

US labor market increasingly demands college-educated workers and graduates with skills that 

meet high demand occupations, especially those that rely on technical skill.  Community colleges 

and four year institutions serve both of these purposes in unique ways. Community colleges 

serve forty-four percent of the total undergraduate college population, with the vast majority of 

those students classified as either minority students, first generation college students, or both 

(American Association of Community Colleges, 2012).  The community college system is 

uniquely situated for educating students for whom a traditional four year degree may not be the 

immediate post-high school option, perhaps because they have not been exposed to national 

college visits by their parents, they must work while attending school, or they are interested in 

cost-effective college options.  Despite the role that community colleges in particular have 

played in granting access to higher education for these students, many are still not taking 

advantage of these programs.  Given the importance of educational attainment for advancement, 

social policy in the US remains conflicted in how to address issues surrounding both post-

secondary enrollment and subsequent retention of minority students, who generally do not 
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advance as far as their majority counterparts when transitioning from high school or going on to 

earn advanced degrees (Brindis, 2002).  

 

The Pew Research Center reports that Latinos could comprise one-third of the US population by 

2050 (Passell & Cohn, 2008). The percentage of Latinos in the US is currently close to seventeen 

percent, while African Americans comprise thirteen percent of the total US population (United 

States Census Bureau, 2012). This represents a major demographic shift over the last one 

hundred years (Gratman & Gutman, 2000).  Latino youth have, historically, been less likely than 

their White or African American counterparts to attend college (Brindis, 2002). In recent years, 

however, these numbers are changing rapidly, as post-secondary institutions are beginning to see 

a steady increase in Latino enrollment. At present, 46 % of Latino/high school completers attend 

college, in comparison to 45% of African Americans, 51% of Whites, and 67% of Asians (Fry & 

Lopez, 2012). This upward trend has been positive over the last two years for both Latinos and 

whites, but is decreasing for African Americans, where college enrollments have dropped three 

percent over the last two years (Fry & Lopez, 2012).  

 

The “educational gap” noted by scholars continues, but community colleges and four year 

institutions are poised to ameliorate this trend. Although the upward trajectory in college 

enrollment generally reflects considerable progress, the benefits that come from this 

advancement realized by Latino youth may be less than expected. When the numbers are 

disaggregated, it becomes clear that Latinos are enrolling in community college at much higher 

rates than at four year colleges, but enrollment rates do not appear to correspond to graduation 

rates. Fry, 2011 confirms this trend:  

 

Much of [the] growth in college enrollment among young Hispanics has been at 

community colleges. Of all young Hispanics who were attending college last October, 

some 46% were at a two-year college and 54% were at a four-year college. By contrast, 

among young white college students, 73% were enrolled in a four-year college, as were 

78% of young Asian college students and 63% of young black college students. (p. 3.)  

 

As a result of continued concern for minority youth achievement, knowledge of the enrollment 

and persistence literature is becoming increasingly more important and both factors require 

careful consideration for students, families, institutions of education, and policymakers alike.  

Ultimately, the completion of either an associate’s or a bachelor’s degree is paramount to life 

success in the world of work. However, Latinos and African American students fall well below 

their White peers in degrees actually earned.  While 57 percent of Asians and 44 percent of 

whites have earned an associate’s or bachelor’s degree, only 21 percent of Latinos and 30 

percent of African Americans have done the same (Santiago & Soliz, 2012).  

 

 Rather than continuing to document the educational gap, it is time for scholars and policy 

makers to address “what works” in improving college enrollment and retention among minority 

youth.  This paper examines three fundamental themes found in the mentoring, educational, 

social policy, and community psychology literature which have been additionally associated with 

post-secondary matriculation for Latinos and African Americans: cultural competence; student 

engagement; and, structured mentoring programs.  Following an analysis of these three 
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influences on academic success, we offer a review of an emerging and promising college-based 

mentoring program for at-risk high school youth.  
 

 

Literature Review: 

What Works in Post-Secondary Matriculation for Minority Youth? 

Support for education as a means to upward mobility is gaining solid ground in US public policy.   

The last four years have witnessed considerable attempts at improving federal initiatives 

designed to increase minority educational attainment.  These include approving more funding for 

Head Start, minorities in STEM fields, and initiatives aimed at increasing the number of minority 

teachers in the US. Presumably, increasing the number of both minority educators and 

multicultural educational settings could improve attainment through modeling minority success 

as well as increasing engagement of minority students; this concept of cultural competence runs 

deep in social policy practice. Indeed, many educators and policy makers cite cultural 

competence as a factor that is presumed likely to improve educational attainment outcomes for 

minority youth, particularly Latinos (Koebler, 2011).  Student engagement is another factor 

showing promising results for minority students, but student engagement activities are not often 

offered prior to college enrollment. Some evidence supports student engagement as a successful 

indicator of enrollment of minority youth into post-secondary education institutions, suggesting 

its importance for student retention both in practice and theory (Kuh, Cruce, Shoupe, Kinsie, & 

Gonyea, 2008).  Finally, structured mentoring of minority youth by currently enrolled college 

students is a programmatic approach in its infancy, but showing potential in helping youth 

overcome basic barriers to enrollment. Cultural competence, student engagement, and structured 

mentoring are reviewed as promising practices in the literature related to postsecondary 

matriculation for minority students.  

 

Cultural Competence 

Cultural competency is not simply an acknowledgement of race and ethnicity, but rather a 

framework or lenses from which people view the world.  This framework might include 

behaviors, attitudes, or policies “that enable effective work in cross-cultural situations” (Office 

of Minority Health, 2005). The ongoing question, yet to be resolved in the literature, is whether 

race or ethnicity is important in the mentoring relationship or as a variable that promotes 

academic achievement and success. Must youth be paired with mentors of their own race or 

ethnicity to fully benefit from the relationship?  Similarly, do the components of the mentoring 

relationship determine whether same race pairs are more or less desirable with regards to 

success?  Mentoring relationships vary in their formality, length, structure and content; an 

understanding of how these variations interact with both mentor and mentee ethnic identities is 

an important piece of this puzzle. 

 

Mentors are often selected as a result of individual belief systems (McGoldrick, Giordno, & 

Pearce, 1996). Mentees also tend to self-select mentors who are in the same race or ethnic groups 

(Bryant & Zimmerman, 2003).  However, extant research is sparse in this area, and the results of 
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the success of self-selected mentoring relationships have yet to offer concrete conclusions. Ogbu 

(1990) is best associated with the similarity attraction paradigm, which states that those mentees 

and mentors coming from similar ethnic or racial backgrounds are most likely to have successful 

mentoring relationships. Flaxman (1992) however, suggests that cross-race relationships can 

work just as well. Rhodes (2002) also found benefits of cross-race matches between mentee and 

mentor.  In a study of the success of Big Brothers-Big Sisters, Rhodes finds that youth in same 

race matches were actually more likely to report alcohol use than were their peers in cross-race 

matches. Additionally, parents of minority youth also reported positive interactions among 

mixed race mentoring groups (Rhodes, 2002).  

 

Within mentoring programs, cultural sensitivity is paramount to a quality relationship, but the 

debate is beginning to lean positively toward cross-cultural relationships as a form of cultural 

competency and as beneficial practice. In fact, the term cultural competency does not necessarily 

imply that mentor-mentee must be of the same race or ethnicity, but rather a mutual 

understanding and appreciation for language, beliefs, immigration status, and level of 

acculturation, among other factors develop out of the relationship (Armstrong, 2011). Sánchez 

and Colón (2005) state: “an important further consideration is that the similarity attraction 

paradigm suggests that similarity in experiences and interests may be equally or even more 

important matching criteria” (p. 193).    

 

One important study (Ensher & Murphy, 1997) demonstrates that satisfaction ratings of the 

mentor-mentee relationship were based on perceived similarity between individuals, rather than 

directly related to race or ethnicity per se.  Cultural competence is a valuable concept that 

requires significantly more exploration. Recent literature in the field of school psychology 

summarizing Tracking Theory, or the placement of students in similar or homogenous groups 

based on a variety of matching characteristics (e.g., parental involvement, or racial makeup of 

teachers), suggests that such policies may actually have negative outcomes for students. 

Although cultural competence as a programmatic principle, combined with a school’s need to 

group students for practical purposes, is often embraced as a meaningful exercise, Clauss-Ehlers 

(2010) purports that “Tracking has become the new method of in-school segregation for 

students” (p. 997). This points to the potential downfall of such practices and emphasizes a need 

for further exploration. 

 

The literature is mixed regarding cultural competence and best practices of matching mentee 

with mentor. However, the emerging picture produces criticism that cultural competence 

working in practice means matching strictly by race or ethnicity.  Cultural competence 

encompasses much more than a shared ethnicity; indeed, to assume that two people will be able 

to forge a successful relationship out of such a limited component of identity is antithetical to the 

idea that any individual can become well-versed in cultural competency.  Furthermore, little 

research to date can demonstratively point to a clear link between a relationship based on shared 

ethnicity and improved academic success. We must be careful not to confound competency with 

similarity.  So while elements of cultural competence do appear to be linked to mentee 

satisfaction with the relationship (Frels & Onwuegbuzie, 2012)
 

 the concept requires 

considerable more thought in assessing its meaning, operationalization, and unintended 

consequences in practice. Also of note is the role that such competence can have in increasing 

http://www.tandfonline.com/action/doSearch?action=runSearch&type=advanced&result=true&prevSearch=%2Bauthorsfield%3A%28Onwuegbuzie%2C+Anthony+J.%29
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student engagement across the academic sphere, thereby causing gains in achievement and other 

educational outcomes.  We next examine the role that student engagement has on student 

success. 

 

Student Engagement 

Student engagement is a multifaceted term, encompassing cognitive, behavioral, and emotional 

commitments to school (Fredericks, Blumfield, & Paris, 2004). Whereas behavioral engagement 

implies attachment to school through school-directed activities, cognitive engagement adheres to 

a stricter definition encompassing a dedication to learning (Finn, 1993; Fredericks, et. al, 2004). 

Emotional engagement is operationalized in a myriad of ways in the literature, but generally 

refers to an emotional attachment, or “feelings of belonging” to the school (Fredericks, et. al, 

2004). Others point to a general definition that encompasses educationally “purposeful” 

activities, focusing more on process than affective relationships (Green, Marti, & McClenny, 

2008, p. 514). This underscores the problem of the chicken and egg debate that remains rampart 

in the student engagement literature. While scholars assert a connection between active 

participation in school activities and a sense of belonging, others posit that low academic 

achievement may cause students to withdraw from school, regardless of the quality or 

accessibility of activities (Wark & Tittle, 1994; Willms, 2003).  Poverty and other risk factors 

may also place some children at early risk of low achievement and eventual school withdrawal, 

which can confound the effects of programming (Van der Klaauw, 2008).  

 

Greene, Marti, & McClenny (2008), in their research on the Effort-Outcome Gap for minority 

youth state that their findings “reflect the possibility that African American students are working 

harder to persist and achieve educational goals than their peers, who generally are less 

academically ‘at-risk’” (p. 529).  In this study, African Americans reported being more engaged 

than their white counterparts, but their higher level of engagement did not translate into higher 

academic achievement. Thus, high levels of student engagement may not be enough in and of 

itself to facilitate educational success and subsequent post-secondary enrollment for minority 

students.  These findings point to the importance of further research and understanding of the 

causal processes underlying the relationship between engagement and achievement. 

 

Because student engagement as a practice consists of such a wide variety of operational 

definitions, pinpointing the most effective practice becomes a challenge for educators and 

researchers alike. Sports, after school activities, mentoring by a teacher that leads to a sense of 

belonging, or simply activities designed to improve educational attainment are all considered 

student engagement practices. Researchers generally use constructs tapping into both a sense of 

belonging and those targeting as participation in school activities as measurable variables related 

to student engagement. Disengagement by students, therefore, is operationalized as the opposite: 

lower school or class attendance; reduced likelihood to completing homework or being prepared; 

or, participating in sports or extracurricular activities (Willms, 2003). This convention, however, 

leaves room for debate about the ways in which achievement and engagement are related; 

certainly, students can be engaged and but still have poor school performance.  Conversely, 

students with good school performance do not necessarily have to be actively engaged outside of 

traditional classroom activities.  To date, scholars have actively documented the negative effects 

of disaffected or disengaged students, but the interaction between engagement and academic 
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outcomes is less understood. Criminologists, for example, have known for a long time that social 

bonds in the form of attachment to school are key determinants in preventing delinquency, but 

these findings can be confounded by including academic success as a measure of attachment 

(Hirschi, 1969; Sampson and Laub, 1993).   

 

Student engagement activities, such as mentoring, are often viewed as protective factors that can 

help ameliorate the risk associated with disengagement and presumably, increase student 

achievement.  Previous research supports this assertion.  In relation to academic achievement, 

student engagement is generally related to positive outcomes. Typically, student engagement 

practices with the stated purpose of improving academic achievement are shown to work well in 

actually improving academic outcomes. Kuh (2003) demonstrates that the more students engage 

in learning activities, coupled with feedback responses and continued practice, the more they 

learn more and benefit from those interactions. These findings suggest that academic mentoring 

as an afterschool activity could potentially improve outcomes for lower income youth, both 

minority and not.  

 

Mentoring is thus just one factor in a wide variety of influences that comprise the 

implementation of “student engagement.” In this sense, mentoring may be most applicable to 

emotional or behavioral engagement, and is often described in these terms. For example, Mmeje, 

Newman, Kramer, and Pearson (2009) note that “Ethnic organizations may indirectly give 

Latino/ students a sense of belonging to an institution, but engaging Latino/a students through 

educational role models is arguably the most effective strategy to realize success in the academy” 

(p. 300). Yet the combined effects of the role that mentoring can have in increasing cultural 

competence and student engagement has yet to be fully explored in the literature.   Next, we 

examine the ways in which mentoring has been successfully implemented in school settings. 

 

Mentoring 

Mentoring is a potentially powerful tool for improving long-term outcomes for low income and 

minority youth. Perhaps the best known mentoring program in the US, Big Brothers Big Sisters, 

is often lauded for its one-to-one mentoring, where children facing adversity are paired with an 

adult mentor (Big Brother Big Sisters). Although Tierny and colleagues (Tierny, Gorssman, & 

Resch, 2000), among others, point to the positive outcomes associated with Big Brothers Big 

Sisters, an inescapable factor in one-to-one mentoring programs is that they are generally very 

time consuming and resource intensive for staff and volunteers alike.  Finding matches, pairing 

appropriately, and ensuring continuation of the mentee-mentor match requires multiple full-time 

staff, a strong understanding of logistics and organization, and the willingness to devote full time 

resources to the program.  

 

We contend that mentoring as a practice; however, is still quite fluid, with both the structure and 

quality of relationships varying in many meaningful ways. Crisp and Cruz (2009) point out that 

mentoring has now been defined in more than fifty different ways, underscoring the lack of 

consensus that currently exists.  Researchers agree that in general, the activities of the program 

essentially define what type of mentoring is happening. Those activities may include age 

appropriate developmental and emotional support from a teacher or educational guidance and 
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advice from a community member. Both models have seen gains in achievement and point to 

effective outcomes. 

 

In one study of students whose parents have not attended college, the simple activity of 

discussing college with mentors who have attended college was shown to be positive (Dubois, 

Holloway, Valentine, & Cooper, 2002).  Ashtiani and Feliciano (2012) found  “for both 

outcomes—enrollment and degree completion—the effect of mentorship on the postsecondary 

experiences of low-income youth is surprisingly more pronounced than the effects of high school 

GPA, expectations of attending college, and even parents’ level of education” (p. 3).  Their 

findings point to the importance of meaningful relationships, ones often developed through 

sports or other levels of student engagement. Of interest is that fact that both family members as 

“mentors” and religious leader mentors had no effect on academic achievement or post-

secondary matriculation.  In-school mentors related to student engagement activities were 

impressively important.  In one study (Ahstaini & Felciciano 2012), 74 % of youth who were 

mentored by a coach or athletic director matriculated into postsecondary education. Those youth, 

who did not have mentors, in comparison, matriculated at only 39 percent (p. 2). Additionally, 

the authors conclude that employer-mentors make a significant difference as well. Students who 

were mentored by either an athletic coach or an employer were more likely to attend college than 

were their middle and upper income counterparts (Ashtiani & Feliciano, 2012).  

 

A growing number of mentoring programs between college and high school students offer 

promise in continuing the encouraging trends in Latino and African American enrollment in 

postsecondary education. Latinos in particular perceive barriers to post-secondary enrollment as 

a result of family pressure or desire for the student to stay near home and care for siblings.  

Concerns about immigration status are also paramount (Valladares & Romas, 2011).  Both 

Latinos and African American students also report multiple process related barriers to 

enrollment, such as finding and receiving financial aid (Akerhielm, Berger, Hooker, & Wise, 

1998). Structured relationships that focus on the college application process, expectations, and 

realistic goals from existing college students appear to show promise in overcoming these types 

of barriers.  

 

To date, many of the promising practices associated with mentoring high school youth around 

academic achievement and college preparation occur at the four-year post-secondary level. 

Mentoring programs are often viewed as promising, but the efficacy of programmatic 

components is still under review. It is our premise that federal policy could adopt further 

standards for mentoring-related programs for minority and first generation college youth, using 

structured and research-based practices to better prepare students for both two year and four year 

degrees. Below, we describe one such model and ongoing successes. 

 

The College Mentoring Model at the University of Texas at Dallas 

The Home Builders Institute (HBI), a DC based nonprofit organization, was awarded a grant 

from the US Department of Justice to provide mentoring for youth. Originally conceived as a 

mentoring model for youth entering the construction trades in more than twenty-five sites 

nationally, the model slowly changed and developed into promising programs in various 
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locations. One of those was in Dallas, where a partnership developed between HBI and the 

University of Texas at Dallas (UTD). In light of the role that UTD plays in the area community, 

this partnership allowed both organizations to work off each other’s strengths in order to develop 

and implement quality, evidence based programming. 

 

UTD has become a leader over the last few years in diversity and community engagement. With 

the launch of an office to oversee and develop diversity initiatives across all facets of the 

university, and with the support of the UTD administration, minority recruitment is a focal area 

for UTD. With that support in mind, two professors were able to launch a new mentoring 

program for local high school students who participated in the AVID program at a local high 

school.  Advancement Via Individual Determination, or AVID, is a national nonprofit serving 

students whose parents did not attend college, and who are in need of additional college 

preparedness instruction.  AVID serves youth who are primarily Latino (50 percent nationally), 

with African American students comprising about 20 percent of all youth served. In the HBI-

UTD program, the participants tend to be mostly Latino, although the students do hail from a 

variety of backgrounds, including Africa- American, Asian, and White. 

 

The model is unique in the world of mentoring. Unlike the traditional one-to-one mentoring 

model focused on building relationships, the HBI-UTD model employs structured group 

mentoring, with one college student paired with up to five AVID mentees in ninth and tenth 

grades.  Another nontraditional component is the structured curriculum designed to enhance 

AVID’s success with college readiness planning.  HBI-UTD college students and their faculty 

advisors take the program one step further: the mentees are welcomed onto campus and 

participate in campus life with their college mentor.  From an afternoon in the residence halls 

and student union, to a attending a faculty lecture, and watching student a capella performers, 

AVID students form bonds with their mentors, who offer academic and college application 

coaching. Furthermore, high school students are given unprecedented access to the college 

campus as a way for them to better see themselves belonging there.  Meanwhile, university 

faculty and staff are also available for the mentors, allowing them to be the recipient of more 

informal mentoring as well. 

 

Cultural Competence 

An important part of the UTD model is cultural competence, applied as a cross-cultural practice 

with UTD’s unique student population. College mentors range in diversity unlike almost any 

other program in the country, whether it be based on race/ethnicity, age, or life experiences. 

UTD mentors represent students who have faced just as many, if not more, life challenges as the 

high school mentees. Indeed, UTD student mentor have overcome barriers to enrollment and 

persistence that include extreme physical handicaps, returning to school after active service in 

the military, undocumented status, and poverty. The diversity of the mentor volunteers has 

contributed to the overall success of the program, as the wide range or races, ethnicities, and 

family socioeconomic status are at least as varied than the mentee youth they coach. UTD 

mentors are able to share their challenges, but more importantly, they are able to offer concrete 

solutions for overcoming life’s barriers.  Of special note is that because mentors represent all of 

the ethnic backgrounds of the high school mentees, AVID students get to meet and interact with 

others like them who have worked for and attained academic and life success. 
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Student Engagement 

Mentor-mentee structured events are scheduled by UTD faculty in held in a variety of settings, 

including the university campus, the high school engaged in the program, and local sites of note, 

such as the Dallas Zoo.  As a result, the AVID students, who are already working in a program 

that supports student engagement, are immersed in ongoing discussions about academic success, 

achievement, and college preparation. The mentoring program provides yet another avenue for 

the high school youth to ask one-on-one and group questions about the intricacies of applying, 

securing scholarship funds, and balancing school with work. Structured curriculum also focuses 

on career exploration and the partnership with the university allows students to access 

information about a wide range of fields and experiences, including personal interaction with 

experts from around that globe that would most likely not be available in other settings. 
 

Mentoring 

The key to the UTD model is structured, academic-curriculum based mentoring. Unlike one-to-

one mentoring programs, this model employs small group mentoring, pairing one mentor with up 

to five mentees.  Requiring fewer resources and less staff time, group mentoring in the UTD 

model is proving to be operationally effective and cost conscious.  Furthermore, the structured 

curriculum allows for the academic focus while still giving groups the opportunity to form strong 

personal relationships within a controlled setting.  Big Brothers Big Sisters estimates operating 

costs at approximately $1000 per match (Childtrends, 2011). We estimate costs to UTD to be 

approximately $500 per year.  

 

Following the research, which points to academic mentoring as a promising approach to college 

enrollment (Dubois, Holloway, Valentine, & Cooper, 2002), UTD offers a structured curriculum 

built around academic coaching and mentoring by those who have succeeded in enrolling and 

persisting in college.  It allows high school students to explore an environment previously 

blocked off to them due to structural factors outside of their control, gaining access and social 

capital when their own circumstances do not allow it.  Furthermore, it offers the opportunity for 

college students to act in an expert capacity, increasing their interpersonal skills and offering 

them otherwise difficult access to faculty and staff within the institution, giving them another 

doorway to advancement after graduation.  

 

Conclusion 

Three variables present in the literature point to promising developments in mentoring research 

and practice as related to postsecondary enrollment for minority youth. Cultural competence, 

student engagement, and mentoring programs that include an academic component are 

programmatic practices and concepts that deserve continuing attention by researchers and 

policymakers alike. The UTD mentoring program introduces these three promising practices 

through a diverse group of mentors, structured activities, and a focus on education and academic 

related outcomes. This model, while in its infancy, demonstrates that a considerable number of 
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youth can be reached with a reasonable outlay of resources, and college students may be an 

effective, but previously largely untapped, resource for mentoring programs nationally.  
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