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Abstract Despite higher risk for school failure, few
school-based mentoring (SBM) studies have focused on
low-income at-risk Latino children. We describe the
development and evaluation of the Youth Empowerment
Program (YEP), a sustainable, high-quality, SBM program
among urban Latino students. Based on evidence from
work in other communities, YEP was created as a part-
nership between the 4th and 5th grades at a Los Angeles
Title 1 elementary school and university undergraduates.
We tested the feasibility of applying a previously validated
relationship quality assessment tool in this population.
Since 2008, 61 mentor and mentee pairs have participated
in YEP, with an average relationship length of 1.5 years.
Through 2010, over 95 % of pairs had relationships lasting
at least 1 year, while 47 % lasted 2 or more years. Sev-
enty-percent of mentees and 85 % of mentors were female,
and an increased trend for early relationship termination
was observed among male mentees. Through 2011, rela-
tionships lasted under 1 year among 29 % of male mentees
compared to 7 % of female mentees (p = 0.15). A previ-
ously validated relationship quality assessment tool was
easily incorporated into YEP, with relationships exhibiting
youth-centeredness, emotional engagement and low
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dissatisfaction. After 5 years, YEP has become a feasible
and sustainable SBM program providing long-term rela-
tionships for low-income Latino children. These relation-
ships may improve youth health through fewer risky
behaviors and attitude improvements. Future work should
focus on supporting male mentors and mentees.

Keywords Mentoring - School-based intervention -
Latino - Youth development

Background

High-quality mentoring relationships have promoted child
health through improvements in academic performance,
positive feelings of self-worth, perceived social accep-
tance, relationships with others, and decreases in high-risk
behaviors like alcohol/tobacco use and violence [1-8].
Directors of mentoring programs, however, frequently face
challenges successfully pairing mentors with mentees as
well as monitoring the activities of the relationships. Dis-
advantaged or vulnerable youths tend to benefit the most
from mentorship [4, 7], but defining a mentor—mentee pair
as “successful” can be difficult [9]. Several factors are
associated with successful relationships, including setting
clear visit expectations, focusing on building trust and
friendship, recruiting mentors with experience working
with children, providing adequate mentor orientation and
ongoing training, and facilitating mentors’ feelings of
effectiveness [2-5, 10]. Relationship length also appears to
be a critical component to successful mentoring outcomes
[11].

To date, most mentoring research has focused on com-
munity-based mentor (CBM) programs modeled similarly
to big brothers/big sisters (BBBS). School-based mentor
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(SBM) programs, however, are the fastest growing form of
mentorship [7, 12]. These SBMs reach a unique population
of children since referrals come from teachers rather than
parents, and because they provide a unique mentor pool of
typically younger adults and college students [7]. Out-
comes of SBM programs could be similar to those seen in
CBM programs [7-9, 11, 13-15], though much of the
evidence for SBM programs has been extrapolated from
CBM programs.

Thus far, very little mentoring work has focused spe-
cifically on low-income Latino children, while this popu-
lation is at very high risk for underachievement and drop-
out [8]. Work with this community could provide important
insights into mentoring amongst a population with signif-
icantly different demographics, cultural practices, and
social capital, and therefore likely distinct outcomes from
populations that have been studied in the past.

Previous work in our community [12] identified a desire
among the youth for formal mentorship programs. As a
response in 2008, the youth empowerment program (YEP),
a partnership between 4th and Sth grade students at a Los
Angeles Title I elementary school and a university under-
graduate student-run service-learning organization, Stu-
dents for Community Outreach, Promotion, and Education
(SCOPE), was created.

This paper describes YEP’s development and evaluation
as a sustainable, high-quality, school-based mentorship
program among urban Latino students. Program design was
based on evidence from other communities, with a focus on
creating long-term relationships. We hypothesized that a
previously validated tool for assessing relationship quality
[13] could be used in this population to monitor program
success.

Methods
Participants

Stoner Avenue Elementary School is a Title I funded
school of 376 students (K-5) in Los Angeles. The student
body is 91 % Latino, with about 55 % classified as English
learners [14]. The entire student body (100 %) receives
free and reduced lunch, and is classified as economically
disadvantaged [15], with 21 % living in poverty [16, 17].
The school uses the Open Court Reading System, a phonics
and phonemic awareness approach to teach reading, which
assigns children a standardized proficiency score. In
2010-2011, only 37 % of students were proficient in
reading, and 60 % were proficient in mathematics [18, 19].

Eligible mentees were 4th grade students identified by
their teacher as likely to benefit from mentorship after
parent permission was obtained. At the request of school
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administration, students just below (but near) reading
proficiency were prioritized for the program with the hope
of improving their scores to proficiency. Teachers identi-
fied children expected to remain at the school for the next
1-2 years.

Eligible mentors were UCLA undergraduates, estab-
lished volunteers in SCOPE, with an interest in mentorship
and a commitment to participate for at least 1 year. Men-
tors with accepted applications were paired with mentees
according to shared interests, as well as language and
gender where possible.

Approach

Development of the conceptual framework shown in
Fig. 1, based on previous mentoring research [2, 4, 7] was
the initial step. This model served as the foundation for
designing program-specific activities, training, and evalu-
ation. Students, mentors, teachers, and parents are equal
partners in program development.

A mandatory 3-h training program using previously
developed tool kits [18, 19] was expanded in 2010, to a
one-quarter undergraduate course taught by program fac-
ulty, elementary school teachers, and other expert guest
lecturers. This course, required prior to YEP participation,
serves several functions: (1) to provide a formal didactic
education on topics related to youth mentorship, (2) to train
the prospective mentors in program expectations and
logistics; and (3) to select truly motivated undergraduate
mentors. For example, the course reviews tips for success,
skills for working with children who have ADHD, an
introduction to juvenile justice, troubleshooting role plays,
as well as how to communicate with teachers, mentees and
their families, and YEP leadership.

The program curriculum shown in Fig. 2 demonstrates
the dual focus of academics and socializing. Each week,
mentors are expected to spend 1-h with their mentees over
at least 1, and preferably 2 academic years. Mentors are
asked to spend half of their time reading with the mentee
and addressing one of seven revolving health topics, cho-
sen because previous mentoring research has highlighted
the potential for mentoring relationships to influence youth
behaviors in these areas [1, 35, 7-9]. The other half of the
time is spent on recreational activities determined by the
mentor/mentee. A critical component, however, is letting
relationships and conversations develop at their own pace,
so mentors and mentees are given substantial latitude to
modify the curriculum and activities as needed for their
specific relationship. To make YEP sustainable, a subset of
UCLA undergraduate students formed a leadership com-
mittee and assumed management responsibility for the
program after 2 years, with continued faculty supervision.
Institutional Review Board approvals from UCLA and the
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Fig. 1 Conceptual framework |
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Los Angeles Unified School District were obtained prior to
piloting YEP and its evaluation.

Evaluation

Relationship success was defined based on previously
identified factors [1, 13], including relationship length,
degree of youth centeredness, emotional engagement and
youth dissatisfaction. A full description of the development
and validation of the relationship quality assessment tool
used by YEP is available elsewhere [1, 17]. Though this
tool was originally developed in children aged 10-14 years
involved in BBBS programs, it was adapted for use with

Fig. 2 Youth empowerment
program curriculum
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YEP, where children are aged 9-10 years old. Scores in
each domain—youth centeredness, emotional engagement
and youth dissatisfaction—range from 1 to 4. The ques-
tionnaires were given to children by their teacher to be
completed independently. Results of the relationship
quality assessment tool pilot are reported here.

Data Analysis

The primary evaluation outcomes were (1) number of
mentor/mentee pairs, (2) average relationship length, (3)
percent of relationships lasting at least 1 year, and (4)
relationship quality assessment scores. Summary program
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data and descriptive statistics were collected. Fisher’s exact
test was used to look for gender-based differences in the
proportion of relationships failing prior to 1 year. School
volunteer sign-in sheets and group activity rosters were
reviewed to confirm an individual’s participation. Mentor
and mentee grade reports and test scores were unavailable
to YEP.

Results

Since 2008, 61 mentor and mentee pairs have participated
in YEP. The average relationship length through 2010 was
1.5 years, with 95 % of relationships lasting at least 1 year.
Over 47 % of completed relationships have lasted 2 years
or more. In total, 70 % of mentees and 85 % of mentors
have been female. Program trends suggest an increasing
proportion of relationships are 2 or more years, and an
increasing proportion of mentees are male. Annual and
cumulative recruitment/retention data is summarized in
Table 1.

For completed mentor/mentee experiences, increased
early relationship termination was observed for some male
mentors and mentees. Among male mentors, 20 % of
relationships (1 of 5) lasted less than 1 year, while for
female mentors only 9 % (3 of 32) lasted under 1-year.
Among male mentees, 29 % of relationships (2 of 7) failed
to last 1 year, while only 7 % (2 of 30) of female mentees
failed to last at least 1 year (p = 0.15, Fisher’s Exact).

Two mentor—mentee relationships did not succeed
despite persistent mentor dedication and intensive support
from YEP program leadership and the mentees’ teachers.
Both mentees faced difficult social challenges at home, and
one mentee had additional mental health issues.

The relationship quality assessment pilot was successful,
with 100 % of mentees being able to independently fill out
the tool in less than 10 min. As a program, YEP’s average
youth centeredness score was 3.7 (range 3.2—4.0), which is
“very youth-centered” [13]. The average emotional
engagement score was 3.4 (range 3.0-4.0), which is below

“highly engaged” but above the neutral range. Finally, the
average youth dissatisfaction score was 1.9 (range 1.0-3),
which is between neutral and “highly satisfied” (4 repre-
senting dissatisfaction).

Initial challenges faced by YEP in the first 5 years
included securing transportation for the mentors to get to
the school, organizing group-wide activities, and recruiting
and retaining male mentors. Transportation limitations
have been overcome by organizing a carpool schedule
among mentors who own vehicles, as well as utilizing the
UCLA rideshare program. Group-wide activity attendance
has been improved through inviting families, organizing
bus transportation for children and their parents, and
hosting activities at popular locations around Los Angeles
and UCLA. Recruiting and retaining male mentors remains
a program challenge.

Discussion

Based on 5 years of experience, the UCLA YEP program
represents a successful, high-quality and sustainable
school-based mentorship program for low-income Latino
elementary school children in Los Angeles. The program is
based on principles from mentoring research, and is only
the second report we have found exclusively in this
important population [8].

Since a minimum of 1 year appears to be required
before previously described mentoring benefits are
observed, and since relationships under 3—6 months might
actually be harmful to children [1, 5, 7], the initial program
goal was to achieve relationships of 1 year or more for at
least 75 % of mentor pairs. With 95 % of YEP’s pairs
lasting at least 1 year, YEP has achieved a high degree of
success, and each year has demonstrated a higher per-
centage of relationships lasting at least 2 years. The rate
observed by our program is substantially higher than other
reported programs [1, 8] in which as many as 50 % of
youth mentoring relationships dissolve within a few
months. Previous research has identified an average length

Table 1 Summary of youth empowerment program recruitment and retention

Relationships starting 2008 2009 2010 2011 Total
New mentee—mentor pairs 23 8 9 21 61

New female mentees (%) 19 (82.3) 8 (100) 5 (55.6) 11 (52.4) 43 (70.5)
New female mentors (%) 20 (87.0) 8 (100) 7 (77.8) 17 (80.9) 52 (85.2)
Completing at least 1-year (%) 23 (100) 7 (87.5) 8 (88.9) - 38 (95.0)°
Completing 2-years or more (%)* 10 (43.5) 4 (50.0) 5 (55.6) - 19 (47.5)b
Average relationship length (years)® 1.5 1.4 - - 1.5

 Five of the 9 relationships starting in 2010 and 19 of the 21 relationships starting in 2011 are ongoing

" Excluding mentees starting in 2011
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of SBM matches to be about 5 months [20]. Our experi-
ence keeping pairs together for at least 1 year is particu-
larly interesting since recent work has suggested that
college student mentors may be associated with increased
premature relationship termination [11]. We attribute our
success to the clear expectations set at the time of mentor
recruitment, ongoing mentor support and selection for
motivated participants due to the rigorous upfront training
requirements.

The observation that male mentors and mentees may
have a higher level of early relationship termination,
together with the difficulty in recruiting male mentors, is
important. Though the differences in these failure rates by
gender were not statistically significant in our evaluation,
this could be due to the small sample sizes and inadequate
power. Notably, Karcher [8] found that males in elemen-
tary school actually benefit more than females from SBM
relationships and suggests that boys at this age could be
more receptive to school-based mentorship. These trends
should continue to be followed with larger studies, since
research in this area is mixed and other well-designed
studies have not identified gender-specific differences in
relationship length [20].

Comparable mentoring outcomes have often been
observed irrespective of mentee demographics including
age, gender, race/ethnicity, and family structures [4].
Mentoring may, however, impact different communities
differently. For example, one study found that in a large
ethnically diverse population, mentoring resources only led
to decreased delinquency and aggressive behavior in the
presence of other neighborhood resources [21]. One large
randomized study in Latino children did observe different
mentoring outcomes by gender and age [8]. Another study
found that SBM had differential effects depending on the
mentees’ relational profile [22]. To further understand what
defines successful mentoring relationships among urban
Latino children, qualitative research to expand the cur-
rently accepted definitions of mentoring relationship qual-
ity and its impact would be helpful.

With YEP, the relationship quality assessment tool was
sought to identify relationships at risk for termination, and
provide targeted programmatic and individual-level sup-
port. Piloting this tool demonstrated feasibility in our
population. The quality scores for YEP were comparable to
the tool developers’ experience with big brother/big sister
programs, which had an average relationship length of
12.8 months. Their youth centeredness score was 3.69,
emotional engagement score was 3.55, and youth dissat-
isfaction score was 1.61 [13]. Overall, YEP demonstrated a
high degree of youth centeredness and adequate emotional
engagement.

The utility of using this tool was particularly evident
from the dissatisfaction scores. Despite an average score

between neutral and satisfied, we identified a respondent
with a score in the dissatisfied range, suggesting an
opportunity for program leadership to support that specific
mentor—mentee pair. These data will be highly valuable to
follow over time. Since YEP’s population was different
from the original validation population, a larger validation
study involving Latino children in SBM programs would
be useful.

Limitations

Limitations to the YEP evaluation include the small size
and low statistical power, as well as the lack of mentee
outcomes and a control group to demonstrate the programs’
impact. Previous well-designed studies have shown sig-
nificant but modest effect sizes from SBM programs [4, 8,
23]. Though YEP relationships are lasting for a relatively
long time period and the relationship quality appears to be
adequate, it is difficult to know if YEP modifies mentee
outcomes such as self-concept, academic outcomes or risk
behaviors. Based on qualitative comments, the teachers,
mentees and mentors have all reported very positive effects
of the program including improvements in school atten-
dance, attitudes, classroom behavior, and reading skills.
YEP leaders are working to collect data to assess academic
and behavioral indicators quantitatively.

Future steps for YEP leadership are to continue program
expansion and increasing male participation through tar-
geted recruitment. We plan to perform relationship quality
assessments quarterly in order to collect time-series data
for program improvement. Finally, we will begin investi-
gating why males might be having higher rates of early
relationship termination. We will provide focused support
to these pairs as well as those with low quality assessment
scores.

Conclusions

The development and evaluation of YEP has demonstrated
the feasibility of creating a viable and successful SBM
program among low-income Latino children. Based on
qualitative feedback, YEP has also translated into personal
and educational improvement among both mentor and
mentee participants. After only 5 years, this program has
established a reliable presence at its partner elementary
school, producing longer than usual relationship lengths,
and evidence of high relationship quality. Long-term, high-
quality SBM relationships can be successfully accom-
plished between young adults and low-income Latino
children. Validated assessment tools can feasibly be used to
monitor program success or identify relationships which
are succeeding and at-risk for failing. Qualitative findings
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suggest improvements in attitudes, classroom behavior and
attendance. These programs may be an effective and low-
cost strategy for schools to support vulnerable and at-risk
children.
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