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Hughes: University Students’ Expectations

Students in service–learning
courses represent a source
of quality mentors for youth.
Pre- and post-mentoring
measures confirm high initial
expectations.

University Students’ Expectations
For Mentoring High-Poverty Youth

Carolyn Hughes and Sara J. Dykstra
Abstract
What are the motivations of college students who mentor youth from high-poverty
backgrounds? Our team surveyed university students before and after an elective service-learning course that included voluntary mentoring
of high-poverty youth. Mentors were motivated
primarily by the opportunity to have a positive
impact on youth through (a) being a role model,
friend, source of support, and caring adult, and
(b) increasing their own understanding of innercity schools and culture in order to serve youth
better. Following the experience, mentors reported having largely achieved these aims. In addition, their responses reﬂected greater conﬁdence
in themselves as mentors, better understanding
of the challenges and contexts of high-poverty
environments, and a higher level of cross-cultural comfort. Based on these ﬁndings, we propose
strategies for future mentoring efforts in the context of service learning.
Introduction
entoring programs addressing the healthy
development of U.S. youth have burgeoned during the past decade (Rhodes
and DuBois, 2006). Their popularity has grown
because mentoring is viewed as an inexpensive
and effective means of positively inﬂuencing atrisk youth (Portwood, Ayers, Kinnison, Warris,
and Wise, 2005). At-risk youth — particularly from
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high-poverty backgrounds — may experience substantial beneﬁts from mentoring (DuBois, Holloway, Valentine, and Cooper, 2002).
Although mentoring at-risk youth has been
studied considerably, little is known about why
mentors engage in and sustain mentoring relationships. This research gap coincides with the
ﬁnding that, although an estimated 3 million
U.S. youth currently are being mentored, 15
million more are in need of a caring, supportive adult (MENTOR, 2006). Indeed, recruiting
and retaining mentors is a prevailing national
problem (Wandersman et al., 2006). More information is needed regarding what motivates
people to volunteer to mentor and their mentoring expectations and assumptions — particularly with the growing number of at-risk youth
(Larson, 2006). The primary goal of mentoring
is to address the needs of youth, but if mentors’
expectations of and motivation for mentoring
are not addressed, we are unlikely to close the
mentoring gap. Because mentoring is a reciprocal, potentially mutually beneﬁcial relationship,
it is critical to know mentors’ assumptions and
expected beneﬁts.
University students in service-learning courses represent a potential source of quality mentors for youth. Service learning is designed as a
reciprocal relationship in which students address
a community need and increase their civic engagement and social awareness by reﬂecting on
21
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their service activity (Schmidt, Marks, and Derrico, 2004). Service-learning students are likely
to be trained and receive ongoing support in
class. Further, there is evidence that the reciprocal beneﬁts experienced through community involvement promote students’ civic engagement
and long-term involvement in mentoring after a
course terminates (McClam, Diambra, Burton,
Fuss, and Fudge, 2008).
Few studies exist of university-based servicelearning mentoring programs for at-risk youth
(see DuBois et al., 2002; Rhodes and DuBois,
2006). DuBois and Neville (1997) examined the
relation between characteristics of mentor-mentee
relationships and mentors’ ratings of perceived
beneﬁts for youth. However, this study did not
give details of the related service-learning course
or where or what mentoring activities occurred.
Further, despite growing U.S. school dropout
rates, particularly in high-poverty high schools
(Orﬁeld, 2004), and the potential for university
students as mentors, we found no published
study of a university-based service-learning program in which mentoring of high-poverty youth
occurred in a high school setting. If we intend to
increase enrollment is such programs, it is critical to determine why university students may
choose to engage in mentoring.
Noting the growing need for mentors of atrisk youth and the lack of research on servicelearning mentoring programs for high school
students, we conducted an exploratory examination of the assumptions and expectations of
university students voluntarily enrolled in a service-learning course designed to mentor youth
attending high-poverty high schools. We speciﬁcally wanted students who were mentoring voluntarily, not as a course requirement, in order to
determine why people may choose to engage in
mentoring.
We used a survey to answer the following
questions:
1. What are the expected beneﬁts of the
mentoring process for mentors and
mentees?
2. Do rankings of mentors’ priorities for
mentoring change over time?
3. What assumptions do mentors have
regarding the mentoring process itself,
particularly with respect to interacting with
youth from high-poverty backgrounds?
https://digitalcommons.northgeorgia.edu/jces/vol1/iss1/6
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4. What is the mentors’ comfort level in
high-poverty environments?
5. To what extent do mentors’ assumptions
relate to their racial, ethnic, or
socioeconomic background?
Responses to a questionnaire were compared
before and after the mentoring experience to determine if expectations were met. In addition, we
collected and examined qualitative data.
Method
Service-Learning Class
This study was conducted at a private urban
university in the southeastern United States serving approximately 12,000 students of whom 69%
were white, 8% black, 6% Asian, 5% Hispanic,
and 12% unreported. Most (99%) undergraduates lived on campus.
Participants in the study were enrolled in an
elective service-learning class entitled “High-Poverty Youth: Improving Outcomes.” The purpose
of the course was to improve outcomes for youth
attending high-poverty high schools through
mentoring and to increase participating students’
awareness of (a) the effects of poverty on youth,
and (b) economic disparities across neighborhoods, schools, races, and ethnicities. Students
met in class twice weekly in the 16-week course.
The instructor facilitated discussions on mentor
training, racial segregation, white privilege, unemployment, the working poor, high school
dropout rates, and related topics, augmented by
readings, videos, and guest speakers.
Each student mentored a high school student
once or twice per week at the mentee’s school.
The course required participants to complete ongoing reﬂective journals and to share their mentoring experiences in classroom discussions and
focus groups. The instructor graded the journals
based on activities, feelings, and experiences in
relation to class content and awareness of the
effects of poverty on youth and their families.
Although the course required 22 hours of mentoring, over half completed 5 to 10 hours more,
as reﬂected in their journals.
Each university student was matched oneon-one with a mentee based on similar interests
and class schedules. Mentoring was conducted
during class study time when mentees were allowed to work individually on class assignments. Mentor and mentee typically interacted
JOURNAL OF COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT AND SCHOLARSHIP–Vol. 1, No. 1
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in a quiet corner of the mentee’s classroom, the
school library, or computer center, as directed by
the teacher. As identiﬁed in mentor journals, activities included befriending, tutoring, supporting mentee class performance, and assisting in
the college application process. In addition, pairs
spent time attending sporting events, going to
the mall, seeing movies, or eating out. Mentors
and mentees also communicated with each other
via e-mailing, phoning, and text-messaging. Approximately one-third of mentors reported to
the class instructor or mentees’ teachers that
they maintained their mentoring relationships
one year or more beyond the semester either by
spending time with their mentees (if continuing
to live nearby) or electronically (if having left the
area).
Participants
All 29 students in the class consented to
participate in the study. The class consisted of 4
sophomores, 11 juniors, 13 seniors, and 1 graduate student; 26 were female (18 white, 7 black,
and 1 Asian), and 3 were white males; 14 reported having attended a public high school, 13 a
private high school, and 2 did not specify. High
schools attended were 16 suburban, 7 inner city,
5 urban not inner city, and 1 unspeciﬁed. Family
income during high school was reported as upper
income (15), middle income (11), lower income
(2), unspeciﬁed (1). Students were not asked to
quantify income levels. All but four students reported prior experience with high-poverty youth,
typically tutoring. None reported previously
serving as a mentor to youth.
Setting
Mentees attended one of two comprehensive
high schools in the local metropolitan school
district of 73,000 students. Both schools offered
courses in academic and career preparation and
served students from high-poverty neighborhoods. High school A had a graduation rate of
42% and enrolled 1,267 students, of which 78%
were black, 19% white, and 3% other ethnicities (Hispanic, Asian, Native American). High
school B had a graduation rate of 50% and an
enrollment of 1,407 — 70% black, 23% white,
5% Hispanic, and 2% Asian. Both schools were
identiﬁed as “needing improvement” based on
graduation rates and test scores prescribed by No
Child Left Behind. Eighty percent of residents
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in the students’ neighborhoods were black, 40%
unemployed, and 44% of families lived below
the poverty level. Typically, the head of household was a single female receiving or previously
receiving public assistance (U.S. Census Bureau,
2006).
Procedures
Questionnaire development. We developed
a questionnaire to assess expectations and assumptions about mentoring youth from highpoverty backgrounds. First, we chose items from
questionnaires used in previous investigations
of mentoring relationships (e.g., MENTOR,
2006; Rhodes, 2002). Second, we drew additional items from end-of-semester reﬂection papers
written by former students in the same servicelearning mentoring class to ensure relevance of
content. Third, we ﬁeld-tested items by asking
undergraduates not in the class to complete the
questionnaire and provide feedback, which we
incorporated into the ﬁnal version of the survey.
Fourth, we constructed a second survey changing
wording to the past tense for the post-mentoring
survey.
There were two parts to the questionnaire.
In the ﬁrst part, we asked mentors to provide
gender, ethnicity, year in school, major, type of
high school attended, type of community lived
in during high school, and family income level.
The second part contained four sections relating to the mentoring experience. Section 1 addressed mentor assumptions regarding expected
beneﬁts to themselves, such as building friendships, experiencing personal growth, and applying knowledge from class to real life experiences.
In the pre-survey (11 items on a 1-5 scale where
1 = “not at all important” and 5 = “very important”), we asked mentors to rate, “How important are the following potential beneﬁts to YOU,
the mentor?” In the post-survey, we asked, “How
important have the following beneﬁts been to
YOU, the mentor, during your mentoring experience?” (Table 1).
The second section queried mentors regarding the expectations they held for beneﬁts their
mentees might experience, including having a
consistent, caring adult, improving academic
performance, and completing the college application process. Section 2 asked, “How much
do you expect your MENTEE(S) to gain in the
following areas?” on the pre-survey, and, “How
23
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much did your MENTEE(S) gain in the following areas?” on the post-survey on nine items
using a 1-5 scale where 1 = “No gain at all” and
5 = “Gain a lot” (Table 2). Section 3 questioned
mentors’ assumptions with respect to the mentoring process, the role of a mentee’s cultural
background in the mentoring relationship, and
challenges facing inner-city city youth. Mentors
were asked, “Do you agree/disagree with the following statements?” for both the pre- and postsurvey using a 5-point scale marked “Strongly
disagree” (1) and “Strongly agree” (5) in response
to 11 items (Table 3). The ﬁnal section asked
mentors to report their level of comfort serving
in a mentoring role, interacting with people with
different backgrounds, and discussing race-related issues. Mentors were asked, “What is your
level of comfort?” on ﬁve items on both the preand post-survey using a 5-point scale where 1 =
“Very uncomfortable” and 5 = “Very comfortable” (Table 4).
Questionnaire administration. We administered
the questionnaires to mentors at the beginning
of a regularly scheduled class on the university
campus. Students ﬁlled out the pre-survey during
https://digitalcommons.northgeorgia.edu/jces/vol1/iss1/6
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the second week and the post-survey during the
last week of class. Surveys were coded to allow a
comparison of all students’ pre- and post-surveys,
while maintaining mentors’ anonymity. During
administration, each student was given a copy of
the questionnaire by the course instructor and
asked to complete it independently. Questionnaire administration took about 20 minutes.
Data Analysis
We calculated frequencies, means, and standard deviations for all items for both pre- and
post-mentoring and for demographics. We conducted independent samples t-tests to determine
signiﬁcant changes across time. We then rankordered items on Sections 1 and 2 (expected
mentor and mentee beneﬁts) according to mean
scores and compared pre- and post-survey results
to identify changes in mentor priorities. Frequency of responses and mean scores were calculated for items in Sections 3 and 4 (assumptions
about mentoring process and level of comfort)
pre- and post-mentoring. In addition, we tabulated these responses per level of response (i.e.,
1-5) for each item rather than by rank order to
JOURNAL OF COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT AND SCHOLARSHIP–Vol. 1, No. 1
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determine agreement among mentors. Finally,
ratings of demographic subgroups (e.g., ethnicity, type of high school attended, family income)
were analyzed for response patterns.

Results
T-tests revealed no changes from pre- to postsurvey across items, indicating that expected
outcomes closely matched achieved outcomes.
Findings related to (a) rankings of beneﬁts to
mentors and mentees, and (b) assumptions about
the mentoring process and level of comfort are
discussed below. Finally, we bring in qualitative
data from journals and interviews.
Expected Beneﬁts to Mentors
Table 1 shows mean pre- and post-mentoring ratings of potential beneﬁts to mentors
rank-ordered according to pre-mentoring scores.
Prior to mentoring, mentors rated all potential
beneﬁts listed as important to them. Mean ratings of all 11 beneﬁts ranged from 3.10 to 4.66
(5 = “very important”). Beneﬁts rated as most
important to mentors were those that addressed
positive gains to their mentees, either directly or
indirectly: “learn the value of positive supports
and resources for youth from high-poverty backgrounds” (mean = 4.66), “learn to be a positive
role model” (mean = 4.66), “gain an understandPublished by Nighthawks
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ing of inner-city schools or community centers”
(mean = 4.34), and “gain an understanding of the
experience of a different cultural group” (mean =
4.21). Beneﬁts rated as least important to mentors were those that focused directly on beneﬁts
to the mentors themselves: “reevaluate my own
priorities” (mean = 3.83), “increase self-conﬁdence” (mean = 3.52), and “explore a potential
career choice” (mean = 3.10). Despite receiving
lower rankings, however, these beneﬁts were still
rated as “somewhat important” or higher.
Few changes in ratings on items were found
from pre- to post-mentoring. The three highestrated beneﬁts in the pre-survey, all mentee-focused, retained their ranking in the post-survey
(i.e., learning the value of positive supports and
resources for youth, being a positive role model,
understanding inner-city city schools/community centers).
The beneﬁts valued least post-mentoring
(i.e., increase self-conﬁdence and explore a potential career choice), which focused directly on
the mentors themselves, remained at the bottom
of the rankings post-mentoring. Ratings for all
items were examined for differences based on demographic subgroups (e.g., black vs. white, inner
city vs. suburban school background, prior experience with high-poverty youth, family income
level). No response patterns were found across
groups.
25
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Expected Beneﬁts to Mentees
Mentors’ pre- and post-mentoring ratings of
expected gains to mentees are displayed in Table
2 as ranked by pre-mentoring ratings. When
questioned regarding their assumptions about
mentees’ gains from mentoring, mentors had
high expectations for the anticipated beneﬁts.
Prior to mentoring, mean ratings of potential
gains ranged from 3.07 to 4.34 where 5 = “gain
a lot.” The top-ranked area in which gain was expected was “improve goal setting and attainment”
(mean = 4.34). The next highest-ranked areas of
expected gain all focused on beneﬁts to mentees via the mentoring relationship itself: “build a
friendship with a mentor” (mean = 4.31), “have
a positive role model” (mean = 4.28), and “have
a consistent, caring adult to interact with” (mean
= 4.07). The areas in which mentors expected
mentees to make the least gain were related less
directly to the mentoring relationship itself: “increase self-conﬁdence” (mean = 3.62), “improve
academics” (mean = 3.34), and “improve social
relationships with their peers” (mean = 3.07).
Little change in ratings of mentors’ perceptions of mentee gains occurred from the pre- to
post-survey. The three lowest-ranked areas of
expected gain, which focused less on mentoring
itself (i.e., increasing self-conﬁdence, improving
academics, improving peer relationships), maintained their rankings post-mentoring. Mentee
beneﬁts ratings were analyzed for demographic
subgroup trends, but none emerged.
Assumptions About Mentoring
High-Poverty Youth
Table 3 displays responses to items investigating mentors’ assumptions about mentoring high-poverty youth, grouped according to
(1) the mentoring process itself, (2) the role of
cultural background, and (3) the inner-city environment. Prior to mentoring, responses indicated that mentors assumed that the mentoring
process would be reciprocal between mentor and
mentee. Speciﬁcally, mentors strongly agreed
that they could learn as much from their mentees as mentees could learn from them (item 7,
mean = 4.76) and that mentoring beneﬁts mentors and mentees equally (item 3, mean = 4.24).
Responses also suggested that mentors believed
they had the skills to mentor, as indicated by
item 9 (“I feel conﬁdent that I can be an effective
mentor,” mean = 4.62) and item 2 (“the most imhttps://digitalcommons.northgeorgia.edu/jces/vol1/iss1/6
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portant part of mentoring is just to be yourself,”
mean = 4.48). Mentors were in less agreement
that the success of mentoring primarily depends
on the willingness of the mentee (item 5, mean =
3.86), that mentoring is a difﬁcult process (item
6, mean = 3.69), and that there are certain skills
and training needed to be an effective mentor
(item 4, mean = 3.41).
Responses indicated strong agreement that
peoples’ cultural backgrounds are an important
part of who they are (item 8, mean = 4.72). At the
same time, only two mentors “somewhat agreed”
and 25 “strongly” or “somewhat” disagreed that
to be an effective mentor it is important to be of
the same cultural background as a mentee (item
10, mean = 1.59). Mentors also indicated that
they felt safe working in an inner-city school
(item 11, mean = 4.28) and that they were familiar with the challenges facing inner-city youth
(item 1, mean = 4.03).
Few changes in ratings occurred from preto post-survey (see Table 3). Some patterns did
emerge, however, relative to demographic subgroup responses. Black mentors and white mentors who had attended inner-city schools (n = 9)
indicated greater familiarity with the challenges
facing the inner city (item 1, mean = 4.78) compared to white (and one Asian) mentors who had
not attended school in the inner city (n = 20,
mean = 3.70). In addition, black mentors (n =
7) disagreed less strongly with the importance of
being the same cultural background as a mentee
(item 10, mean = 2.29) than did other mentors
(n = 22, mean = 1.36).
Level of Comfort
Mentors’ reported levels of comfort in serving as a mentor and in relation to race and social
class issues were notably high prior to mentoring, as shown in Table 4. No mentor reported
feeling uncomfortable working with people of a
different culture or race (item 4, mean = 4.69)
or acting in a mentoring role (item 2, mean =
4.59). Only one mentor indicated feeling “somewhat uncomfortable” working with people from
a different socioeconomic class (item 3, mean =
4.62) or understanding the needs of youth from
high-poverty backgrounds (item 1, mean = 4.17).
Only three mentors indicated some degree of
discomfort in discussing issues related to race
and race relations (item 5, mean = 4.14).
Few changes were reported in ratings from
JOURNAL OF COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT AND SCHOLARSHIP–Vol. 1, No. 1
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pre- to post-mentoring. Notably, however, although eight mentors indicated being either
“neutral” or “somewhat uncomfortable” in understanding the needs of high-poverty youth
(item 1) on the pre-survey, all 29 mentors reported
feeling comfortable in this area post-mentoring.
Level of comfort in discussing race-related issues
decreased slightly to a mean of 4.0 (“somewhat
comfortable”) from pre- to post-survey. Demographic subgroup analysis revealed that all seven
black mentors and two white mentors who had
attended inner-city schools reported being either
“somewhat” or “very comfortable” on all ﬁve
items. Only 1 Asian mentor and 9 of the remaining 20 white mentors responded with a similarly
high level of comfort. All mentors who reported
“neutral” or lower levels of comfort discussing
race and race relations pre- and post-survey were
white.
Qualitative Findings
Comments made by mentors during focus
groups and in their journals supported the positive mentoring experiences indicated in questionhttps://digitalcommons.northgeorgia.edu/jces/vol1/iss1/6
28

naire responses. For example, one mentor shared,
“The main way I beneﬁted from my mentoring
experience is the sense of fulﬁllment that has resulted from it, because I actually feel as though I
have had a positive impact on D.’s life. Reading
articles and hearing people say that mentors and
positive role models can really make a difference
in the lives of high-poverty youth is not nearly
as compelling as actually experiencing the difference ﬁrsthand.”
And a mentee shared, “Mentoring is a new
part of my life now. I encourage all students to
do this if someone hasn’t been there for them or
if they never had much attention.”
Another offered, “It is not what I expected.
When I ﬁrst started, I thought my mentor would
be mean — a person standing over me. But when
we met, we just clicked. We joked and laughed
and we were serious too. The best thing was
when I said I felt stupid and she said, ‘No, you’re
awesome. You’re not stupid — you’re my mentee.
Just study, and if you need me to come make
you, I will!’ Now my chemistry grade went from
failing to around a C because of her.”
JOURNAL OF COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT AND SCHOLARSHIP–Vol. 1, No. 1
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A teacher said: “V. was just doing what he
had to to get by and now that’s all changed since
the mentoring. This is very important for so
many students — they need pointed in the right
direction and shown that they can do more.”
Another teacher added: “People don’t realize how much time the mentors put in. They
go beyond the call of duty, helping the students
with ﬁnancial aid, taking them on trips and out
to eat, and things like that. What a huge thing it
is for the mentees just to get taken out to eat!”
Informal interviews with mentees, mentors, and teachers supported these positive comments.
Discussion
In this study, students in a university-based
service-learning class had high expectations for a
semester-long mentoring experience prior to the
actual mentoring in high-poverty high schools.
Post-mentoring measurements of these expectations conﬁrmed these expectations, as reﬂected
in the nonsigniﬁcant differences in mean scores
from pre- to post-survey. Qualitative comments
in journals and focus groups supported these
measurements. These ﬁndings are especially important because we found no published study
that measured perceptions of service-learning
college students mentoring youth in high-poverty high schools before and after the mentoring
experience. There is also very little research that
examines the assumptions volunteers have about
what beneﬁts they might gain from the process
for themselves and their mentees (DuBois and
Rhodes, 2006).
This research, among other results, helps us
understand what motivates people to volunteer
to mentor youth and how to retain mentors (e.g.,
Grossman and Rhodes, 2002; Parra, DuBois,
Neville, Pugh-Lilly, and Povinelli, 2002; Wandersman et al., 2006).
University students who voluntarily enrolled
in an elective service-learning mentoring course
indicated being motivated primarily by having
a positive impact on youth by (1) being a role
model, friend, source of support, and caring
adult, and (2) increasing their understanding of
inner-city schools and culture in order to serve
youth better. Importantly, mentors also felt after
the experience that they had achieved these
aims.
Other lessons. In recruiting mentors it may be
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important to emphasize the expected outcomes
our mentors valued highly, such as friendship,
rather than lower-ranked ones, such as improving mentees’ academic performance or exploring
their career options (see Tables 1 and 2). Further,
considering that an estimated one-half of mentoring relationships end prematurely (Rhodes,
2002), it is critical to seek mentors’ views regarding whether they achieved their identiﬁed aims.
Our ﬁndings also support previous research that
shows that matching mentor/mentee race and
ethnicity are not critical factors in successful
mentoring (DuBois et al., 2002). No differences
were found with respect to perceived mentoring
outcomes based on race or ethnicity of mentors. Blacks were slightly more likely to report
greater familiarity with inner-city environments
and higher levels of comfort across cultures than
whites; however, white mentors from inner-city
high schools had ratings similar to blacks on
these items. Interestingly, mentors across all demographic groups (white, black, low- to upperincome families) had similar ratings across beneﬁts achieved for mentors and mentees despite
mismatches in class and race across the majority
of mentor pairs. Most mentees were low-income
blacks, and most mentors were higher income
whites.
These ﬁndings held true despite white mentors’ slightly lower familiarity and comfort levels
in inner-city environments. Therefore, from the
mentors’ perspective, cross- and same-race pairing was equally effective. In fact, the only item
on which the overwhelming majority answered
“strongly disagree” was, “It is important to be of
the same cultural background as your mentee in
order to be an effective mentor” (Table 3, item
10).
Our ﬁnding that mentoring programs should
recruit from all races and socioeconomic classes
is especially encouraging because whites tend
to volunteer as mentors more often than other
races and because youth most in need of mentoring tend to be minorities (Rhodes, 2002). Still, a
perception persists that pairs should be matched
by race, class, and other factors (e.g., Diversi and
Mecham, 2005). Our ﬁndings do suggest, however, that some mentors unfamiliar with predominantly black inner-city environments initially
may need additional training.
The most highly ranked pre- and post-survey
ratings of beneﬁts focused on beneﬁts for men29
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tees versus beneﬁts to the mentors (see Table 1).
Previous research suggests that mentoring relationships are of higher quality, more effective,
and longer lasting if mentors do not have their
own self-interest as a primary motivator in entering into the relationship but rather the interests
and needs of the mentee (Karcher, Nakkula, and
Harris, 2005).
However, Rhodes and DuBois (2006) suggested college mentors may be more motivated
to fulﬁll their service-learning requirements than
to serve their mentee’s needs. In contrast, mentors in our study place mentee well-being above
their own, as suggested by higher ratings on
“being a caring adult” and “being a role model”
than on reevaluating personal priorities. Qualitative comments also supported this distinction:
“Mentoring was a way for me to respond and do
something to change the outcome of a student,
rather than just study the problems.” Mentors
also believed that the beneﬁts of mentoring were
reciprocal (Table 3, items 7 and 3). As indicated in
post-survey ratings, service-learning effects in our
ﬁndings are seen in enhanced civic engagement,
promotion of positive mentoring relationships,
and satisfaction with beneﬁts experienced.
Although black mentors’ ratings of level of
comfort and sense of familiarity with inner-city
environments were slightly higher than those of
whites, mentors’ pre- and post-survey ratings of
their own ability to mentor and their level of
comfort in cross-cultural environments in general were quite high. For example, no mentor
disagreed with the statement, “I feel conﬁdent
that I can be an effective mentor” (Table 3, item
9) in either the pre- or post-survey, and only one
mentor prior to and only one mentor after mentoring “somewhat” disagreed that the most important part of mentoring was to be oneself (item
2). Studies have associated high self-efﬁcacy with
effectiveness of mentoring (Parra et al., 2002),
suggesting that students who chose to be in the
elective service-learning class were those who felt
conﬁdent about mentoring. Also, the majority of
mentors had prior experience with youth from
high-poverty backgrounds, a factor that relates to
effectiveness of mentoring (DuBois et al., 2002).
It may be advisable in future service-learning
mentoring programs to assess mentors’ level of
conﬁdence in engaging in high-poverty environments and to provide extra support where
https://digitalcommons.northgeorgia.edu/jces/vol1/iss1/6
30

needed.
A university-based service-learning class may
be an ideal setting for promoting effective mentoring relationships with high-poverty youth.
Speciﬁcally, the class incorporated recommended practices found in the mentoring literature,
such as ongoing monitoring, structure, clear
expectations, and support (DuBois et al., 2002;
Rhodes and DuBois, 2006). In this class, observation of mentoring activities was provided on site
by the class instructor’s biweekly supervision, as
well as examination of mentors’ journals. Mentoring contact and duration expectations were
established and tied to class grades. Class discussions and focus groups addressed mentor support needs, and the instructor provided written
feedback to journal entries. Organized mentor/
mentee activities like campus tours and trips to
sports events were scheduled periodically.
Academic content covered the effects of
poverty on youth and their families, as well as
race, class, and gender. That may account for
mentors’ reported increases in knowledge of the
needs of high-poverty youth and the challenges
they face. (Tables 3 and 4, item 1). Post-mentoring reﬂections submitted for class also indicated
that mentors better understood the context in
which negative outcomes for low-poverty youth
may occur. The academic content of the class in
combination with daily reﬂections on the mentoring experience appears to have addressed the
issue raised by Rhodes and DeBois (2006) of the
“fundamental attribution error,” or locating the
problem within the individual rather than considering the context in which a behavior occurs.
Mentoring activities, reﬂective journals, and academic activities may have combined to educate
mentors about racial and class disparities beyond
book learning alone. In supporting mentors,
moving beyond a “blame the victim” perspective
may be critical to the success of mentoring relationships, particularly because most potential
mentors are white middle-class persons likely
to be paired with low-income black or Hispanic
youth. A combined academic and service-learning experience may also increase social justice
awareness (Eyler, 2002) among students, an explicit goal of service-learning pedagogy, as well as
their mentoring beyond the duration of a college
class.
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Study Limitations and Recommendations
for Future Research
A tip-off that research is exploratory is the
number of suggestions at the end for followup study. Ours is no exception. Here are our
thoughts about further study and research design
considerations:
s 4O VALIDATE SELF REPORTS MORE THOROUGHLY
include direct observation of mentoring as it
occurs.
s #ONDUCT INFORMAL INTERVIEWS SEVERAL TIMES
in the study instead of just at the end.
s -AKE THE SERVICE LEARNING COURSE TWO SEmesters in length.
s 2ECRUIT MORE REPRESENTATIVE VOLUNTEER MENtors; ours were primarily white females attending a private university.
s #OMPARE ATTITUDES ON RACE AND POVERTY OF
students enrolled in general university classes
with service-learning students.
s /UR STUDY SUGGESTS SELF EFlCACY IS AN IMportant concept in mentoring dynamics. Future
studies might make this a central concept.
s ,EAVE SOME JOURNAL ENTRIES UNGRADED AS
grading them may have affected content.
Conclusions
According to the literature, mentoring has a
positive impact on America’s youth. Moreover,
mentoring is gaining in popularity. But there is
a gap between the number of available mentors
and students in need of mentoring. Although
a primary goal of mentoring is to address the
needs of youth, mentors’ expectations of and
motivation for mentoring are also important.
Failing to assess them will further contribute to
the mentoring gap. Mentoring programs joined
with research-based service learning can stimulate lifetime social issue awareness and community participation by students, mentees, their
teachers, and university faculty, adding to our
understanding of both mentoring dynamics and
cross-cultural issues.
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