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Introduction

Mentoring relationships are crucial in helping marginalized students of color navigate the

complexities of applying, attending, and graduating from selective colleges and universities.

There is a lot of unspoken knowledge and information about higher education that is passed on

from generation to generation in households where more than one generation has attended

college. This lack of information puts first-generation students of color at a major disadvantage.

These disadvantaged positions make it difficult for students of color to navigate different spaces

and make their inclusion in selective high-education institutions more difficult. There is plenty of

research that highlights differences in college degree attainment by race, intergenerational degree

attainment, and the social capital that mentoring programs share with student mentees of color

(United States Census Bureau, 2022; Rivera et al., 2019; Cavendish et al., 2023).

An aspect that needs further exploring is the experiences that students of color have once

they have made it into selective institutions and how they are making meaning of their situations.

It is important to highlight and listen to the perspectives of the students who have been admitted

to these selective institutions; simply looking at the GPAs or degree attainment rates fails to take

a holistic approach that takes into account the nuances in the experiences of the marginalized

students.

This research seeks to understand the important role of college mentoring programs for

BIPOC and FGLI students.1 It is also important to note that while being first-generation is an

1 In this study, I refer to racially marginalized communities as BIPOC which stands for Black,
Indigenous, People of Color. It is important to note that marginalized groups undergo their own
individual struggles and in no way is the term BIPOC trying to conflate their experiences and
identities as one. It is more of a unifying title to build coalition and strength for those
communities who often have their identity lost in liberation movements. The term FGLI stand
for first-generation low-income and it is used to describe college-level students who are from
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identity separate from other labels like race, ethnicity, gender, and ability it is still influenced by

these aspects. The combination of not having a network to familiarize yourself with navigating

college as well as lacking economic resources makes higher education less accessible for people

in these communities. This study will highlight the experiences of twenty-one BIPOC and/or

FGLI students who have experience with formal or informal mentoring programs and relate it to

their experiences at Hill College, a pseudonym for a selective predominately white liberal arts

college in the northeast.

This qualitative study was conducted with the goal of understanding the following

research questions. First, how do students who participated in first-generation or low-income

focused mentoring programs experience selective private liberal arts colleges? Second, what are

the collective experiences of students who participated in formal mentoring programs at these

private liberal arts colleges? This study finds that mentoring programs are a significant support

mechanism for BIPOC and FGLI students. Social capital through mentorship programs grants

students opportunities that they otherwise might not have.

Literature Review

What follows is a review of literature of the experiences of BIPOC and FGLI students in the

college application and admissions process as well as in their overall college experience.

Access and Disparities by Race

According to work done by Teranishi et al. (2004) high school students who attend

schools with fewer resources and less rigorous academic preparation are more likely to

unprivileged backgrounds and are also the first in their family to attend a higher education
institution.
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experience inequalities associated with higher education and racial segregation. In turn, this

would limit access to four-year colleges and universities. Buckmann’s (2021) work makes claims

of how higher education has been constantly seen as the driving force that allows common folk

to achieve both upward mobility and economic success. By following that logic, if marginalized

groups are being excluded from these spaces then the economic gaps between racial groups will

remain unchanged. An important factor to consider is that the likelihood of graduation for

students is not reliant solely on the admission of students to college but on what colleges they are

enrolling in (Baker et al., 2018). Baker (2018) found that the gap in enrollment of Black and

White and Hispanic and White students is diminishing but the enrollment of white students in

selective universities is still much higher. The reality though is that Black and Hispanic students

are enrolling in postsecondary non-degree granting programs which are technically still

considered higher education but are not as selective. Simply accepting these numbers as an

indicator of a more equal playing field for students of color will continue to uphold the current

economic gap between racial groups.

As a means to counter this exclusion of marginalized students, there have been sets of

policies, such as affirmative action, which attempt to equalize the admission rates of historically

underrepresented groups on the basis of race and gender. As of June 29, 2023, the Supreme

Court ruled against allowing colleges and universities to continue using race in their admissions

processes. The suspension of this policy will affect the goals of institutions to diversify their

student body. After the ban of affirmative action policies in six states including Texas,

California, Washington, Florida, Georgia, and Michigan,   the enrollment of Black and Hispanic

students has fallen at more selective institutions but there has been limited evidence that shows

that enrollment of Black students has fallen in public institutions (Backes, 2012). Backes' study
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can serve as an indicator as to what can be reflected at the national level. Without much

introspection, the selectivity of a school may be seen as a mere marker of prestige or to serve as

an ego booster. The reality is that more selective institutions are appealing to students due to

their higher financial aid packages, resources, and stronger alumni networks that facilitate the

networking needed for the job market they have to encounter upon graduation. When students of

color come from marginalized and economically disadvantaged backgrounds they usually do not

have access to these opportunities and resources. Selective colleges and universities are essential

to serve as a direct door to upward mobility. Attending selective colleges and universities can

give disadvantaged students access to networks, resources, opportunities, and communities that

they otherwise would have difficulty reaching and belonging to in non-selective universities.

The disparities and gaps in the admissions and degree attainment for students of color go

beyond the schools that the students are applying to, these differences can be seen earlier in the

academic careers of the students. (Holzman et al., 2020) not only how completing a college

preparatory curriculum, taking the SAT or ACT, and applying for college are the sources of

differences in degree attainment but they also look at the intersection of all of these factors along

with race and income-based differences that are present in college enrollment rates. As pointed

out by Holzman, et al., the differences in college readiness are seen to have a direct correlation

with race and socioeconomic status. This research highlights that there is a gap in the steps that

students are taking in order to get to college. A key solution that Holzman, et al. (2020) highlight

is advocating for policies that affect earlier educational factors such as   academic qualifications,

preparations for college entrance exams, and many other factors that take place even before

students graduate high school specifically for students in disadvantaged communities. A key

factor to take into consideration is that if state or nationwide policies are instituted instead of
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helping students of color they can widen the gap between students of color and their white

counterparts if there is no special consideration or assistance that is specifically targeted for

students of color. Students of color and overall disadvantaged students need closer assistance that

can be better brought in the way of mentoring and direct guidance whether it is through formal or

informal means. Without it, any policies will simply reproduce our current state in regards to

application, admission, retainment, and graduation rates from selective colleges and universities.

As Cavendish et al. (2023) state, the way to ensure more direct assistance to marginalized

students would be to encourage mentor-mentee relationships between students and

well-informed adults who can provide them with guidance for college readiness and preparation.

These relationships can be either formal or informal mentoring. Formal mentoring relates to the

kinds of relationships that are more structured likely coming from a program or foundation with

clear objectives, and time frames. Hagler and Rhodes (2018) note that an informal mentoring

relationship happens when there is a more organic and natural relationship that arises on its own

without being structured or relying on a time frame or objectives. Both of these can serve as the

specialized help needed to increase the chances of success for marginalized students of color.

This research highlights the role that informal mentoring plays in the educational outcomes of

marginalized students. With more formal mentoring students are likely to hear more precise

information that will be relevant to them in regards to colleges and universities. With proper

guidance, this information and knowledge can turn into actionable items that create elevated

student profiles that will make marginalized students more attractive candidates for selective

colleges and universities.

In relation to Latine students, Hurtado et al. (2020) found that “differences in college

readiness (high school GPA, AP credits) and material resources (Pell grants, student belief in
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parents' ability to afford selective colleges) are the main predictors of not only being strategic in

the college application process but also result in more selective college enrollment where

students' chances of college completion are higher” (paras. 1). This means that marginalized

students need interventions that specifically target these factors as soon as possible. Informal

mentoring can have the possibility of covering these topics that the students can benefit from

achieving or being aware of. Formal mentoring programs with the goal of post-secondary

education tend to have a specific curriculum that can cover these topics in more precise ways that

can ensure the students are reaching the milestones that can elevate their applicant profiles.

Having someone who understands the complexities related to the college application process can

make students more comfortable also embarking on this complicated journey. Schwartz (2018)

argues that social capital is not equally distributed and first-generation college students face

many challenges and having a mentor to help them throughout the process can help alleviate

some of the stress and bridge that knowledge gap that more privileged individuals do not face.

Intergenerational College Educational Attainment

Another crucial factor to consider is whether the students are going to be the first in their

families to attend institutions of higher education. According to Schwartz (2018) when a student

is the first to attend college they are faced with unexpected challenges in an unknown territory

and very likely cannot rely on their parental support as they have never been in that position.

Research by Fomby and Cross (2018) indicates that by extension, when a parent has attended

college or university they have knowledge and tips that they can pass on to their children

therefore lessening the burden that the students will have. In regards to burdens, Ma and She

(2021) found that there is an association between the perceived barriers that first-generation

college students have and their outcome expectations. What is meant by this is that if students

https://go.gale.com/ps/retrieve.do?tabID=T002&resultListType=RESULT_LIST&searchResultsType=SingleTab&retrievalId=f34a888a-69e9-46cb-8a18-f8e2959e00a8&hitCount=1&searchType=AdvancedSearchForm&currentPosition=1&docId=GALE%7CA630408736&docType=Report&sort=RELEVANCE&contentSegment=ZONE-MOD1&prodId=AONE&pageNum=1&contentSet=GALE%7CA630408736&searchId=R1&userGroupName=connc_main&inPS=true#
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have higher levels of barriers they are more associated with negative career outcomes. Some of

the barriers that first-generation students face include social support from their families and

social networks. The researchers found no association between their levels of community

belonging and career outcome expectations. Ma and She (2021) claim that this is an aspect that

should be explored further as many students of color express that they feel “uncomfortable

approaching faculty members and instead would prefer to rely on peer network for assistance and

advisement”(p. 99). Keeping this in mind, it is a possibility that if students do not have a sense of

belonging and connection to their campus community then they are less likely to reach out for

help therefore reduce their chances of completing their degree from a selective college or

university.

Niu’s work (2015) finds that the sense of belonging that students seek in a college or

university may have an impact on how comfortable a student is going to college or university

outside of their home state. Students of racial and ethnic minorities show trends of attending

college wherever they see themselves reflected in the student body, and white students have

higher rates of attending colleges and universities that are outside of their home states. Another

important fact highlighted by this body of research is that the students who did end up leaving

their home states attended more private four-year selective colleges and universities. Financial

aspects and economic disparities in the households of students of color also have an association

to whether or not they find themselves in the liberty of attending institutions that are located

outside of their home states. On top of race and socioeconomic status, whether a parent went to

college or not also has an association with the likelihood of the students attending college outside

of their home state.
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Further research conducted by Garza & Fullerton (2018) found “that first-generation

students who attend colleges at a greater distance from home are more likely to graduate from

college with a bachelor’s degree” (p. 164). This information would point to the fact that students

may have an easier time assimilating into their new environments when they are further away

from home since they do not have to reconcile the differences between their home environment

and their new selective or elite college or university. With the additional costs of out-of-state

tuition and housing, financial barriers once again will pose a challenge for first-generation

students of color in a way that is not presented for non-first-generation white students.

Fomby and Cross (2018) found that whenever a parent attended and completed a degree

from a four-year institution the children’s educational degree attainment also increased. In the

same study, Fomby and Cross found that students whose parents did attend college had the

economic and cultural resources that were needed in order to not only attend college and

university but also graduate from these institutions. In their study, Ford and Thompson (2016)

found that when individuals attend selective colleges and universities then their children are also

more likely to attend selective institutions as well. This cycle will continue to reproduce the

admission of students from the same background into selective institutions. By the same token if

students from more diverse backgrounds are admitted into these institutions then their future

children are likely to have similar aspirations. This information on selective college attendance

supports that there are relationships between socioeconomic background and overall access to

institutions of higher education. Again, with this understanding in mind, first-generation college

students find themselves at a disadvantage when compared to their white counterparts whose

parents have been more likely to attend these types of institutions.
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On top of there being an association between parents who went to college, there is also an

association found between siblings who attended college or university. According to Smith

(2020), when youth attend college they are not only benefiting themselves but they are also

increasing the probability of their siblings also attending college. Smith further finds that this

effect is strongest among youths whose parents do not have college degrees. This study shows

that the transmission of knowledge is not limited just to parent-child relationships but also

sibling-to-sibling relationships. This information could potentially mean that siblings take on the

role that college-educated parents would have taken in regards to orienting and guiding their

college applicant. Overall, this once more points to the importance of knowledge sharing. The

question is where do students who do not have parents or siblings who attended college receive

this information from? More research should be conducted that explores the transmission of

crucial knowledge of the college application process to first-generation college students.

Socioeconomic Status and Social Capital

A person’s socioeconomic status and social capital are intertwined as they both relate to

gains that are tied to resources and access to privileges. Ashtiani and Feliciano (2018) suggest

“that developing enduring mentoring relationships and new social resources rooted in the higher

education context may be especially important in facilitating degree attainment for young adults

from low-income backgrounds” (p. 439). Once again this shows the importance of social capital

in the college application process for students of color from economically disadvantaged

backgrounds. Dufur et al. (2018) refers to social capital as the connections and resources that

facilitate any positive outcomes. In relation to college access, this social capital can manifest

through things like networks, access to rigorous classes and activities that are appealing to

college admissions offices, and most importantly, untaught knowledge about the college
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application process that is transmitted from the parents, counselors or anyone the students seek

guidance from. The messaging that the students receive about applying and attending college has

an impact on how the students not only view themselves in relation to higher education but also

on their chances of getting into college. According to results by Bryan et al. (2018), “college

expectations and college-related interactions with their school counselors, teachers, and coaches

had a modest impact on students' odds of enrolling in college” (p. 95).

This data touches on what is commonly known as teacher regard which refers to the level

of expectations, trust, and aspirations that teachers have and express for their students. Pinchak’s

work (2018) shows that when Hispanic or Latine individuals are compared to other racial and

ethnic groups they demonstrate higher expectations for themselves as the teacher regard that

their educators demonstrate increases. These expectations that teachers set for their students have

a positive impact on the way in which students view themselves and their capabilities to apply

and get accepted into a selective college or university. If teachers or parents are not able to

present this positive regard to their students due to time constraints or other limitations, the

positive regard could be supplemented by formal or informal mentors who can encourage the

students to reach their full potential and elevate their applicant profile.

Mentoring Programs Foster Social Capital

As noted in previous literature, social capital and the regard that teachers or mentors have

on students is very important to continue to foster. Cavendish et al. (2023) note that there are five

central themes that assist in the building of social capital and these include: program expectations

and experiences, sustaining relationships, near-peer network support, connecting through

symbiotic roles, and keeping the legacy going. These factors are important as they continue to
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build the necessary tools for students to be successful in not only applying to selective colleges

and universities but also receiving a degree from these institutions. The work done by Glass

(2023) highlights that there is an association between successful college enrollment and the

length of meetings for mentoring programs, mentoring curriculum, and connection with mentors.

The current research establishes that mentoring has an effect on the college application and

admission rates of first-generation and students of color but there is not much information on

how the mentoring experiences affect the lived experiences of the students once they have been

able to make it to selective colleges or universities. Additionally, Rivera et al. (2019) states that

fostering resilience is another valuable factor that mentoring programs can promote. In order to

successfully do this mentoring programs have to focus on the direct needs that the students have,

additionally, when the students are able to see themselves reflected in their mentors they increase

the confidence that they have in themselves. With a major lack of representation, first-generation

college students of color can feel discouraged in their own abilities and rely on others

recognizing their potential before they do it themselves. This aforementioned phenomenon

should be looked into more.

Methodology

This qualitative study was conducted with the goal of understanding the following

research questions: How do students who participated in first-generation or low-income focused

mentoring programs experience selective private liberal arts colleges? What are the collective

experiences of students who participated in formal mentoring programs at these private liberal

arts colleges?



MENTORING BIPOC AND FGLI STUDENTS 14

Qualitative interviews were an appropriate method of inquiry into this question because

the purpose was to understand the experiences of the participants (Merriam & Tisdale, 2015). All

interviews were conducted with students at Hill College (pseudonym), a selective predominantly

white liberal arts college in the Northeast.

There were a total of twenty-one interviewees. The interviews lasted on average between

forty-five minutes to one hour and thirty minutes. All participants were interviewed once and the

questions were broken down into sections that went in chronological order from early and middle

school education, high school experiences, high school experiences after involvement in the

mentoring program, college application process and mentoring program, college experience and

mentoring program, and concluding thoughts where they got to share advice to other BIPOC

and/or FGLI students. The questions in the interviews were a collective effort between the

researcher and peers from a research methods class in sociology. All participants chose their own

pseudonyms.

Participant Selection

The initial participants were identified as part of a campus-wide quantitative survey that

had a total of one hundred fifty-five respondents.This survey collected data to understand

student’s progress towards degree completion at Hill College. The survey collected data on

various items, including student characteristics. At the end of the survey the respondents who

met specific requirements were asked if they agreed to be contacted to participate in an

interview. The qualifying features that marked a survey respondent as eligible included:

first-generation status, self identification as BIPOC or low-income individual, and if they

participated in any formal or informal mentoring programs. Upon completion of the interview,

the participants were asked if they had any recommendations of people in their social circle who
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also met the criteria of being part of mentoring programs and identifying as BIPOC or FGLI.

Snowball sampling led to additional participants who were a part of Posse, EMERGE and other

informal and formal mentoring programs.

Table 1. Information on interview participants.
Pseudonym Gender Race/Ethnicity First-Generation Mentoring Program

Daphne Female Latina Yes Matthew Gaffney Foundation
Kimberly Female Latina Yes EMERGE
Lucia Female Iranian No Private for Pay Mentor
Heidy Questioning Hispanic No Posse Chicago
Julia Female Hispanic Yes Big Brother Big Sister of LA

College Match
Marcos Male Latino Yes Posse Chicago

Chicago Scholars
Marcia Female Black No Posse New York

Gateway Program
Alex Female Hispanic Yes Posse Chicago

College Prep School
Aurora Female Black No Posse Chicago
Roxana Female Hispanic Yes Posse Chicago
Victoria Female Hispanic Yes EMERGE
Linda Female Latina Yes MS Alumni Network
Ofelia Female Hispanic Yes EMERGE
Bryan Male Hispanic Yes EMERGE
Teresa Female Hispanic Yes YesPrep School System
Jospehine Female Black Yes Posse New York
Diana Female Black Yes Posse New York

Teen Activist Program
Kenny Male Black Yes Posse New York
Marlen Female Hispanic Yes EMERGE
Alexandra Female Black No Big Brother Big Sister of NY
Lola Female Hisp./Latino Yes Posse New York

South Bronx United



MENTORING BIPOC AND FGLI STUDENTS 16

Data Analysis

Following Merriam & Tisdell (2015), upon completing the data collection period, all

interview transcripts were analyzed. The twenty-one interviews were analyzed and thematically

coded as a means to highlight commonalities between all of the interviewees. The analysis of

transcripts and identification of emergent themes was guided by the research questions and the

concept of social capital (Coleman, 1988). The following themes were most present in the

transcripts: family, uncertainty, teacher regard, teacher mentor relationships, parental school

involvement, early exposure to college, community building, meritocracy, discovering potential,

seeking support, and access to resources. These themes were then grouped into larger umbrella

themes, as noted in the Findings.

Social Capital as a Theoretical Framework

The major theoretical approach that was used when analyzing data was the concept of

social capital. Coleman (1988)

Social capital is defined by its function. It is not a single entity but a variety of different

entities, with two elements in common: they all consist of some aspect of social

structures, and they facilitate certain actions of actors-whether persons or corporate

actors-within the structure. Like other forms of capital, social capital is productive,

making possible the achievement of certain ends that in its absence would not be

possible. (p. 98)

The data was looked at with a careful approach to highlight networks, support systems,

resources, and communities that the participants mentioned or lacked a mention of. Social capital
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and mentoring are very closely connected in relation to each other. When formal mentoring takes

place the relationship will foster social capital in different ways. For example, a mentor will have

the possibility to pass down experiential knowledge to their mentee who’s knowledge on topics

on higher education can be very limited especially if they are a BIPOC and/or FGLI individual.

Additionally, in these relationships, students can learn what it is that they need to be doing in

order to elevate their student profiles in order to be the most attractive candidates that they can

be for admissions offices of selective colleges and universities. Another social capital factor that

mentoring can bring about is access to exclusive networks that can facilitate the navigation of

career development. By sharing professional networks mentees can have more access to

internships and fellowships that will further elevate their professional and academic profiles and

open new doors that can bring them new possibilities that have been exclusionary to people of

color or people of other marginalized identities. By fostering these relationships, mentoring

serves as door openers for marginalized individuals who normally would not have the same

access to resources and opportunities.

Taking this into consideration can provide a valuable approach that helps understand the

benefits and functions of social capital in not only the college application process but also

enrollment and overall experiences at selective predominantly white institutions. Taking this

specific approach allows the research findings to highlight and observe the participant's

meaning-making experiences.

Positionality

My positionality as a Latina first-generation college student granted me the possibility to

directly connect with the participants. I was afforded the opportunity to ask personal questions

regarding their educational experience and the fears and challenges they may have experienced
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before and while attending Hill College. The answers and reactions I got to my questions were

received without the participants feeling like I was intruding their spaces and instead could be

reflected and resonate with me. As a Hill College student myself, I was also knowledgeable in

understanding their current experiences as underrepresented students at this institution and found

ways to keep the conversation flowing naturally.

I am also an EMERGE fellow. Emerge is a non-profit mentoring program that pushed me

to apply to selective schools outside of my home state of Texas. I have had experience going

through their curriculum and program, and admire the value that a formal college readiness

mentoring program has brought to me. One challenge as a researcher of mentoring programs and

also being a participant in one is not allowing my positive feelings and experiences with the

organization to affect how I interpret and analyze the statements and emotions that the

participants shared on their respective mentoring programs and experiences.

Findings

There were various themes that arose in the interviews. Three major themes will be

explored. The first highlighted theme is networking and making connections, as the participants

expressed that they participated in multiple extracurricular activities that allowed them to make

connections with teachers and counselors that connected them to more opportunities related to

college applications and admission.

The second theme relates to a deficit mentality that students had either before or during

their time as mentees during their respective programs. The participants shared their previous

thoughts on their abilities to apply and get admitted to college or university and how their

programs helped change that mentality. Related to this is the participants' moments or feelings
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where they have been encouraged to achieve more as well as been exposed to diverse

opportunities that if it wasn’t for their mentoring programs they would have not had. For the

purpose of this study the diverse opportunities show up as considering out of state school or

exclusive programming.

The last theme included is the community building aspect that the mentoring programs

had. The participants talked about their experiences with their mentoring groups, if they had any.

This theme has two subsections: (1) organic community building where the programs had

minimal intervention in how the participants interacted with one another and (2) structured

where the program had specific goals and expectations of the relationship they want the mentees

to have with one another.

Networking and Making Connections

The majority of the participants were very active students in their high schools. Their

participation ranged from sports, recreational activities, academic clubs, clubs related to

activism, and many others. If the participants already were not involved their mentoring

programs encouraged them to become more involved students. For example, participant

Kimberly who is an EMERGE fellow stated “I have always been academics, academics,

academics, and now I am kind of forced to be social. I do not mind it because I am a social

person, but the fact that I had to in order for me to get the stuff that I want or need, I have to put

myself out there.” Kimberly also shared that the activities she participated in she mostly did

because counselors or teachers recommended her to get involved. When it was time for

Kimberly to apply for EMERGE the mentoring program she recalls that she was not sure what

the program was but everyone kept telling her that it would look good on her resume so she

applied. Kimberly states that she was hesitant to apply because she thinks she is “good but [she]
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does not think she is that good to the level as some peers who were also invited to apply”.

Throughout the interview Kimberly repeats these sentiments of not feeling enough and is

grateful that EMERGE allowed her to be in a higher education institution where she “can focus

on [herself] and [her] academics. Because [she] would be home trying to care of everyone and

not [herself].”

Participant Julia is from California and she was a mentee for Big Brothers Big Sisters, a

college match program and a college prep school. Julia notes that she was always involved in

school from an early age as her mother needed her to be taken care of while she was working.

This trend of being active in school followed her. Julia's high school was focused on college

preparation so she constantly heard messages about having to be a competitive applicant because

she is from a marginalized background. Julia states the following: “You don’t have all of the

resources so you need to do a bunch of stuff after school, extracurriculars, Do great in your

academics, be in all the honors, be in all the APs so that you can be competitive for college”.

Julia attributes her nomination to a very selective program called College Match because her

counselor recommended her because of how active she was in her high school. She notes that her

counselor told her that she would be the perfect fit for the cohort and she applied, got selected,

and was able to receive private SAT preparation for free. Julia notes that she is glad “[she] took

advantage of the resources and opportunities that they’ve given [her].”

Posse Chicago scholar Marcos noted that even though his school was underfunded when

compared to the neighboring schools that were not located in immigrant communities he still

tried to remain as active as possible. Marcos was heavily involved in the arts, and in band and

also did a program in Chicago where he got paid $5 an hour to participate in extracurriculars as

well as the National Honor Society and many other volunteering opportunities. An interesting
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observation that he brings up is that the students who were in the AP classes and had similar

high-scoring GPAs had similar involvements and similar resumes. He caught the attention of a

counselor in his school who called him over the summer in order to get ready to apply for the

Posse program even though he saw the scholarship as something that was completely out of his

reach. Marcos also states that he really enjoyed the extensive interviews that he had to go

through because he feels they prepared him to take on more challenges now that he is in college.

While in Posse he says that he feels “like a little kid that messes up and has to have his parents

help him.” In this case he is comparing Posse to the parents who could have been able to help

him when he makes a mistake. He was fearful of applying to a cultural program and

self-sabotaged and intentionally missed the deadline out of fear, someone who works for Posse

was able to vouch for him and his character and was allowed to be considered even though he

had to submit his application after the deadline. Marcos also says that since Posse encourages its

scholars to be leaders on campus he was able to interview and land two on-campus jobs in his

freshman year.

Marcia is a New York Posse scholar who is also a mentee from a separate program called

the Gateway Program. Her main involvement when she was in high school included the stunt and

dance team where she was able to build a relationship with her coach. Her coach was the person

who ended up nominating her for Posse. Marcia says that to be in the Gateway Program the

students had to reach a certain GPA and not drop below that threshold or else they were at risk of

not being welcomed back into the program. Additionally, if anyone form the stunt or dance team

were at risk of dropping their grades then they would all help each other out. In this program,

they also had assigned days where they were to Dress for Success where they got the opportunity

to dress professionally and practice their networking and professionalism while still in school.
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Marcia says that they got the chance to participate in workshops to work on their resumes, and

how to apply to college and she even recalls one of her friends leading a workshop where they

discussed harmful stereotypes in Black and Hispanic communities. Her participation in Gateway

and the cheer and stunt teams made it so that her coach considered her for a Posse nomination.

Heidy was a participant and a Chicago Posse scholar who also attended a college

preparation school. She comes from a single-parent household where she says she “got a good

structure and was able to set her head on good shoulders.” She attributes her good standing and

behavior as the facilitators that allowed her to have mentor-mentee relationships with some of

her teachers. She is currently in the process of transferring out of Hill College and while at first

was scared to tell her mentor of the application she wanted to submit, she ended up having

support from them even though she would be missing out on the scholarship and network that

Posse provides.

Aurora is a senior scholar from Chicago Posse, like many of the other participants she

was always involved in something and kept herself busy while elevating her resume and student

profile. She did track and volleyball all throughout high school and she did most of her school’s

dual enrollment classes and AP classes that brought up her GPA to be very high. Aurora had a

History teacher with whom she fostered a mentoring relationship where she went to this teacher

for things beyond just her academics. When it was time to apply for posse she had the support of

her counselor and her history teacher. Prior to the extensive Posse interviews, she was able to

connect with an alumni from her high school who got accepted into Posse and Hill College. She

shared that “at the end of winter break and at the end of summer, there is always like this career

networking opportunity that [she] would try to go to”. When asked what was her biggest

takeaway from being in Posse she said the following: “Posse really taught me to like put myself
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out there and like do things I wouldn’t necessarily on my own and being more extroverted or

more open-minded to opportunities that like I wouldn’t necessarily see for myself”.

Participant Linda was the only one who did not participate in a formal mentorship

program. She went to a relatively new middle school that took place from 5th to 8th grade and

they had a college-focused approach from that early stage. While at this school, she “really

started getting introduced to what was next… not just high school, but after high school”. Since

this school was very new they started putting a lot of effort into building a strong alumni network

of students who would come back and connect with the teachers. She said she had her middle

school teachers reach out after high school and she keeps in contact with them now that she is in

college. She says that all the students were not only willing but also excited to go back. Even

though she was in high school her middle school opened up sessions on the weekends to help

them prepare for the state exams and once they got the stage of taking the SAT her middle school

also hosted free SAT prep classes for their alumni. Linda states that upon graduation “it wasn’t a

matter of whether or not they would reach out to you.” She attributes her strong support system

for her confidence in feeling ready to go to college.

Another EMERGE scholar interviewed was Bryan who from very early in his academic

career was concerned with attending academically rigorous schools and he “took it upon

[himself] to apply and figure out the process” when he was looking for high schools to apply for.

He researched, applied, and eventually got accepted into an early college high school where the

students got the opportunity to graduate high school with both their high school diploma and an

associate's degree. During high school, he was involved in many things including advanced

choir, National Honor Society, and an organization that was a brotherhood focused on

community involvement and volunteering. In this brotherhood, he was able to look up to his



MENTORING BIPOC AND FGLI STUDENTS 24

advisor and principal for mentorship and guidance. At his high school he heard that EMERGE

was taking applications and decided to “apply and see what happens.” Now that he is in college

he remains connected to EMERGE mostly just as an email recipient and they are able to provide

support for internships and jobs with a website they have for their followers to look at job and

internship postings.

Josephine is a Posse scholar from New York and mentions that she would initially be

involved in after-school clubs just as a way to be social with her friends. By the time she got to

high school she states “From [her] freshman year [she] was just doing things in school… to put

on [her] resume… cause it’s that college prep mentality.” When asked if she had someone she

could look up to for advice and guidance, she said that she had her counselor to look up to and an

English teacher who she viewed even as a second mom in school. Her English teacher would

check on her to make sure her grades were fine and since she was also a professor at a college

near by Josephine always asked her things about college. Her counselor nominated her along

with eleven other students for Posse. She recalls feeling very excited and felt good about being

nominated since students are only able to apply for Posse if they have been nominated. Josephine

states that it felt “nice because it’s someone else kind of advocating for you on your behalf.” She

also expressed being even more excited to apply for Posse for the scholarship that would allow

her to afford going to college and also wanted to tap into their vast alumni network.

Doubt, Broadened Horizons and Realized Potential

One of the common themes found in the interviews was a deficit mentality that several of

the participants had. As Valencia et al. (2002) note, deficit mentality is the perspective that

characterizes people’s and in this case students’, shortcomings and failures as their own rather

than acknowledging or attributing any of the failures to larger oppressive systems such as
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inequitable school systems and curriculums. This sort of thinking showed up when the

participants expressed fears about getting into college and limiting themselves to only a few

institutions. Additionally, once the participants got involved in their respective mentoring

programs they started having more college and career exposure as well as gained more

confidence in themselves and their own abilities to get into college.

Daphne is a participant who was involved with a foundation called the Matthew Gaffney

Foundation. In this program, she had a mentor who commended her for doing all the activities

she was participating in and taking all the classes that she was taking. Daphne states that being in

this program helped her realize that “[she] was a bit more well-rounded for college than she

thought.” She also stated that by having conversations with her mentor from that foundation, she

was able to realize what she was looking for in a school. After being in the program, she also

felt comfortable filling out important paperwork like FAFSA and stated that her school just

expected her to know how to fill out these foreign documents. Concerning filling out

applications and navigating processes Daphne states, “If I hadn’t had this program, it would have

been impossible.” Daphne also feels very lucky that before joining her program she already had a

lot of credentials and a strong resume but she did not do this with the intention of thinking about

college and they were just things she had done out of enjoyment of being involved in something.

When asked if she had any advice for her high school self she stated that she wishes she could

tell herself that she could do it because at the time she remembers being “anxious and thinking, is

this going to work out, am I going to be good enough to do this? I don’t know what I am doing.”

This illustrates deficit thinking as Daphne was having doubts about herself and her abilities to

apply and attend college.
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Kimberly, who was mentioned earlier, described EMERGE as being a very beneficial

program because she knew she wanted to go to college. She initially had plans of going to her

local college but EMERGE exposed her to so many colleges across the country. Before she even

got the chance to start looking at even applying to EMERGE she was daunting her own abilities

to be accepted, she stated “I don’t think I am good to the level as other peers that also got

selected to apply.” In her interviews, Kimberly feels that “[she] could have tried harder in her

application so they could see who [she] really was and not just be chosen out of pityness.” Once

she got accepted her mentors in EMERGE insisted on her trying harder in school as she would

initially conform to just passing her classes but their mentors told her that she needed to do more

than just pass them and affirmed her that she was capable. When asked about her reasoning to

have joined EMERGE Kimberly said that it was because she felt like she had no guidance in her

school since her counselor was there but could not help her one-on-one like EMERGE could.

Julia and the College Match program she was a part of allowed her to have even more

one-on-one support that her school was already offering. In her school, they had a class solely

focused on applying to college and they mostly focused on the California schools, but the

program that she was a part of was able to fly her out to the East Coast and learn more about

colleges and universities in this area. After joining she started viewing colleges differently since

she also had just thought about colleges in California and College Match showed her the

possibilities that were available to her.

Marcos, who was mentioned before, said “I was too scared to apply to bigger, better

schools” when asked if he was involved in choosing the high school that he went to. He also

shares that he was very close to not applying to Posse but his high school mentor would

constantly call him and check on the progress of his application over the summer. He shared that
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once he got accepted into Posse and Hill College “he was afraid to achieve better things but [he]

was reinforced [and told] you deserve to take up space… you deserve every bit of resource and

deserve to be there just as much as anybody else.”

Marcia recalls that her parents always encouraged her to go to college but was not told

how she would accomplish this so he often felt alone before joining any of her programs. Once

she joined the Gateway Program they would take her cohort to annual trips to visit colleges and

universities outside of New York. She also attended panels where alumni from her program got

to share their experiences in college and she got the chance to hear about more schools.

Alex is a Chicago Posse scholar who also attended a college preparatory school that was

very strict. She stated that the fact that her school was very strict was actually very beneficial to

her because it gave her “a good structure and [she] was able to set [her] head on good shoulders

and that there was so much more than just becoming a nurse practitioner in Chicago.” Her

school’s curriculum and classes pushed her to look deeply into colleges and even had graded

assignments that related to becoming ready to apply for college.

When Aurora was asked if she started viewing college differently after joining Posse she

stated that “Posse opened up the idea of applying to a school that in my head were reaches”. In

her school, most people applied to state schools and she knew she didn't want to stay in state and

did not know where. Before getting into Posse Aurora was “not confident in her ability to go to a

really big school or a really good school so [she] was just applying to schools [she] heard from

other people.” She says that “Posse made it seem like [she] could literally apply anywhere and

like literally go to places like [she] never thought of before.” Hill College used to feel like a

reach for her instead of a possibility.
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EMERGE fellow Marlen mentioned that going to college was always something in the

back of her head and was always mentioned in her household. In her school, she expressed that

her overall academic experience in high school felt repetitive and that some teacher's efforts were

just not there. Marlen says “The most influential thing I got out of high school was EMERGE”.

When asked if there was something that impacted her the most about EMERGE she said “I think

that they made me believe in myself. I always knew I wanted to go to college but I never knew

where to begin, where to look.” Marlen never pictured herself or never thought about where she

would end up in college and her confidence got better when she applied to a summer program at

Duke University where she had the opportunity to stay on campus. Having had this opportunity

and being at EMERGE Marlen “started actually sewing and visualizing [herself] in the position

of being a college student and potentially being away from home.” Marlen also recognizes that

her previous ideas of self are not her fault and that “society sometimes teaches you that you are

not worth it and that because you are a person of color or do not come from money you think

certain things about yourself or you see yourself as not good enough.”

Similar to Marlen, Victoria is also an EMERGE Fellow and states that it “raised her

confidence a lot in who [she is] and opened her eyes to things she didn’t know.” She applied to

EMERGE without having a clear understanding of what it was except that it served the purpose

to help with college and she wanted that because she “did not know anything about applying to

college.” The more time she spent at EMERGE the more she got to learn about herself, what she

was looking for in a school, and getting a clearer picture of everything related to college.

Organic Vs. Structured Community Building

A common theme that arose in the interviews was that of community building. Most of

the mentorship programs that were mentioned in the interviews operated with their students
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being in cohorts whether from the same schools or similar communities. Some programs allowed

for their community building to take place more naturally with minimal intervention and for

some the community building was a specific part of their curriculum and goals. Community

building in these mentorship areas served to create a bigger support network of students from

similar backgrounds to facilitate their support, networking and inclusion goals.

Kimberly felt a moderate connection to her EMERGE cohort. She felt comfortable

enough asking her cohort for notes but she refused to study with them “because she felt inferior

to them.” Similarly, Marlen says that there were minimal similarities between them and they did

not seek each other out outside of the EMERGE-sponsored meetings that they had to attend.

Even though Bryan was also in EMERGE his experience with community building was different.

He recalls doing several activities that build the foundation of teamwork to help understand

better what they wanted to find in a school and such. He also said that the information that he

learned in EMERGE he shared with other friends that were not in EMERGE and this “helped

[him] build a relationship with other people in [his] high school.”

Chicago Posse scholar Heidy had previous experience with being in a predominantly

white high school so she mentioned that she was not surprised by Posse’s emphasis on

community building among their scholars. She shared that while in high school the students of

color “really stuck together.” In one of her Posse meetings, they discussed the experiences of

students of color in predominantly white institutions and she appreciated having these kinds of

talks before getting to Hill College. When asked about her experiences with her Posse cohort she

said the following: “It was definitely interesting, I say this for the foundation as a whole you can

not force ten people to be the best of friends. Sometimes it works, sometimes it doesn’t.” She

also mentioned that there are many different personalities and some people in her cohort are
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closer than others and others are more distant. She finished her comments by saying “But at the

end of the day, I think if we know someone needs something, we’re going to be there and I think

that is the entire point of it.”

Marcos' experience with his Posse has a more positive tone as he describes his Posse to

be very sweet people and they were a really “good cushion for like the culture shock that you

have going to a white, rich school.” He also mentioned that he knows other cohorts experience

intergroup conflict between some posse scholars and that while it has not personally impacted

him he has seen it impact others. His last mention of community was that “Posse gave [him]

such a sense of security that [he] will be okay… and will have people.”

Marcia’s experience with her Posse was not how she expected. She expressed the

following: “I thought I would come into school thinking that me and my posse would be like

really close and we would just do everything together…that didn’t happen which wasn’t

necessarily a bad thing. I think Posse wanted us to know that we have each other, but you're able

to branch out and meet new people.”

On the other hand, there is Alex and her Posse and she said that during Posse’s

pre-college training, she felt like they emphasized too much that “[they] would be isolated from

everybody else and [their] only people [they] would have is [eachother].” Alex took this in

disbelief and once she made it to Hill College she said it made sense because her Posse is “the

only people [she] knows and is comfortable talking to.”

Discussion

This study seeks to understand how BIPOC and FGLI students experienced their

respective mentorship programs and how that has constructed how they view their lived



MENTORING BIPOC AND FGLI STUDENTS 31

experiences in relation to social capital. Mentoring programs and the communities that they

foster facilitate the entry of marginalized students into higher education institutions. These

programs are able to meet their goals by identifying and being selective on the students they

admit. These programs selected students who are very committed and demonstrated leadership

qualities in their high schools. The interviewees shared that they were very involved in their

schools doing plenty of extracurricular activities and taking as many AP, dual enrollment, and

higher-level classes that they could. It is through these involvements that many of the

participants were able to be noticed by teachers, counselors, and other mentors which pushed

them to apply to selective mentoring programs.

Some participants applied to their mentoring programs without having much

understanding of what they were applying to and followed what their counselors or teachers

suggested. This highlights the importance of students to make connections and put themselves

out there. Counselors and teachers were crucial in connecting their students to more exclusive

resources and programs that had benefits that they alone were not able to provide. The students

had to make themselves known in the respective high schools and this led to recommendations

for posse, EMERGE, and other programs. In a way, it took the students to have some social

capital to have an entryway into programs that would foster even more social capital for them.

This leaves at a disadvantage students that have major commitments like working or

having to take care of other family members. Perhaps students who are just as talented and

capable of taking leadership positions and having many involvements are not able to do so

because of time constraints and are not being noticed in the same ways that students who have

more disposable time. Additionally, some students may not have the same ability to make

connections with their teachers and counselors. Whether this be due to neurodivergence,
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introverted personalities, or general difficulties making connections with people, these students

are more likely to not be considered for these programs.

Additionally, only considering students who have a lot of involvement sets the precedent

that BIPOC and FGLI students need to do the most to be noticed and appreciated by higher

education institutions in a way that their white and affluent counterparts do not have to. This is

not to say that mentoring programs are harmful but they can perpetuate harmful ideologies and

even reproduce the exclusivity that wider educational systems cause. Despite this, mentoring

programs like EMERGE and Posse are helpful in building students' confidence and pushing them

to apply to schools and other opportunities that they initially saw away from their reach. Being

in a community with students alike helps them push themselves and see the possibilities that they

have.

It is also worthy of noticing that mentoring programs should reconsider the purpose of

their community building and assess its efficiency in meeting goals. For programs like

EMERGE, their community building focuses on the students helping each other out and look

over the fact that some students feel left out by this model due to not feeling up par with the

other fellows in their cohort. In the case of Posse, they focus a lot on making a community

among their scholars since they will be attending mostly predominantly white institutions.

Selecting scholars based on personalities also arises as problematic because it will rule out

capable applicants for trivial factors. In the end, some student’s personalities will not align with

the rest of the cohort.
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Implications

This study focuses on the experiences that BIPOC and FGLI students had, future studies

should look into studying the achievements and careers that these individuals have access to after

graduating. To apply and graduate from a selective college or university is one thing, while the

long-term effects and networking that happens in these institutions also vary. This study centers

students’ experiences were affected by social capital from the moment they were accepted into

their mentoring programs and finally being in college. Understanding the long term effects of

mentoring programs post-degree attainment can serve to identify what these programs are doing

successfully, what are areas of improvement and how colleges and universities step in to meet

these students where they are.

Conclusion

Social capital through mentorship programs grants students opportunities that they

otherwise might not have. These mentoring programs allowed for relationships between the

students' mentees that knew how to navigate the college application process and the college

experience itself. The participants characterized their time in the mentoring program as

significant as they navigated through networking and making connections, expanding their

confidence and views on their abilities and recognizing the community building opportunities

they had. This research leads me to conclude that mentoring programs are a significant support

mechanism for BIPOC and FGLI students.
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Appendix B: Interview Questions
How do students that have engaged in mentoring programs experience college life at
Connecticut College?

This first set of questions relates only to your early and middle school experiences, so please try
not to talk about any other levels of education until prompted to do so.

Early and Middle School Education
1. What are some of your earliest memories of school? Did you attend Pre-K or similar

programs?
2. Did you participate in any extracurricular activities in elementary and/or middle school?
3. Did adults around you consider you a good student?
4. Did you consider yourself to be a good student?
5. How would you describe the relationship between your teachers and yourself?
6. How would you describe the involvement of your parental figures in your early

schooling?
7. Did your experiences change throughout the years? Did the level of difficulty in school

change as you progressed?
8. Was college or career exploration ever brought up in elementary or middle school classes

or by teachers/administrators/parental figures?

Thank you for sharing with me your earlier experiences. Now we will be moving forward to
talking about your high school experiences or the equivalent institution you attended.

High School Experiences
1. How would you describe your high school?
2. Were the classes small/large?
3. Could you get individualized help if you needed it?
4. Did your school have a specific focus? Some examples of schools with specific focuses

are Early College, Art School, Medical Science, Law and Justice.
5. How would you describe your overall high school experience?
6. Did you consider yourself an involved student? What things were you involved in?
7. How were your peers involved in high school?
8. Did your peers have similar grades than yours?
9. How would you describe your academic standing and grades?
10. How would you describe your social life?
11. Did you have someone you could look up to for advice and guidance?

High School Experience After Involvement in Mentoring Program
1. How would you describe your mentoring program?
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2. How did you hear about your mentoring program?
3. How was your application process for your mentoring program?
4. Why did you join your mentoring program?
5. Did you have to attend any sessions?

a. If so, how many a week/month/semester?
b. How long were the sessions?

6. How was your experience with your mentor/mentors?
7. How was your experience with your cohort?
8. Did you have any key takeaways from your mentoring program?
9. Was your high school experience different after you joined your mentoring program?

We’re going to move on now to your college experience.

College Application Process and Mentoring Program
1. Did you start viewing colleges differently after joining your mentoring program?
2. Were you familiar with the college application process before joining your mentoring

program?
3. Did your mentoring program help you apply to colleges?
4. How did you feel when applying to colleges?
5. Was Connecticut College your first choice?
6. What motivated you to apply to Connecticut College?
7. What made you commit to Connecticut College?

College Experience and Mentoring Program
1. Are you still involved with your mentoring program?

a. How would you describe this involvement?
2. Did you have any major takeaways from your mentoring program?
3. Do you think your mentoring program prepared you to be in college?
4. Has your college experience been impacted by your mentoring program? If so, how?
5. Did you have any support from your mentoring program when transitioning from your

acceptance letter to finally being at Connecticut College?
6. Have you asked your mentoring program for additional support now that you are on

campus?
7.

Concluding thoughts
1. What would you like to tell your high school self?
2. What advice do you have for other first-gen or BIPOC students?


	Access and Equity in Higher Education: The Social Significance of Mentoring BIPOC and FGLI Students
	Olivares_Wendy_2024

