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This article presents the preliminary results of a mentoring program developed by the Mount
Pleasant Independent School District (MPISD) in the State of Texas with the goal of improving
low-achieving students’ results on the math and reading state mandated tests, Texas Academic
Knowledge and Skills (TAKS). The article describes the level of development of the program at the end
of the first year of implementation and shows what may be the positive impact of youth participation in
mentoring relationships. The apparent impact of the mentoring program is shown through improved
scores of TAKS tests of fifth grade and is illustrated in the experience of a mentor teacher and her group
of students. Although it does not specifically target ethnic and language minorities, their improved
academic performance may have been the result of the mentoring experience.
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Este articulo reporta los resultados preliminares de un programa mentor desarrollado por el distrito
escolar Mount Pleasant Independent School District (MPISD) en el estado de Texas (USA) con el
objetivo de lograr que los estudiantes de bajo rendimiento académico muestren resultados positivos en
los examenes del estado de Texas, Texas Academic Knowledge and Skills (TAKS). El articulo describe el
nivel de desatrollo del programa luego de su primer afio de implementacién y muestra lo que pueden ser
los impactos positivos de la participacion de jévenes en relaciones de mentorfa. El impacto aparente de
la implementacién del programa mentor se ilustra en los resultados de las pruebas estatales de los
estudiantes de quinto grado y en la experiencia de un maestro de este nivel y su grupo de estudiantes.
Aungque el objetivo no son las minorfas étnicas o lingiiisticas, el programa puede haber contribuido a
mejorar el nivel académico de estos estudiantes.
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Introduction

This article presents the results of the first year of implementation of a mentoring
program conducted by the Mount Pleasant Independent School District (MPISD) in
the State of Texas (USA) with the goal of improving the academic performance of
low-achieving students.

Academic performance is measured through results of the Texas Academic
Knowledge and Skills (TAKS), an assessment tool that has to be administered to all
students in the state. The mentoring program was first developed during the 2006 —
2007 academic year in view of the persistent lack of district-wide academic
achievement. This article presents the level of development of the program during
the first year of implementation by means of a comparative analysis of TAKS scores
of fifth grade students and an account of qualitative data obtained from informal
observation and interviews to mentor teachers, including the co-writer of this article,
who reported on the steps of actual project implementation.

The Context of Study

The Mount Pleasant Independent School District (MPISD), lying within the
Region 8 Educational Service Center (ESC) in northeast Texas, has the oldest
bilingual and ESL education programs in the region. This district of 5,341 students
also has the highest number of bilingual and ESL students in the region (TEA, 2008).
Comparative demographic data obtained from the AEIS report for 2006-2007 (2008)
indicate that the districts surpass the state rates of Hispanic student growth, limited
English proficiency, school population poverty, and at-riskl. With a Hispanic
population at 58.1% and a white population at 26.0%, the district has a higher
percentage of Hispanics and lower percentage of Whites than overall state school
population with 46.3% and 35.7%, respectively. The Limited English Proficient
(LEP) population, at 37%, doubles the state rates at 16%. The economically
disadvantaged and at-risk population excels the state rates by nearly 20%. This
population is also characterized by high levels of disciplinary placement and a high
rate of mobility. One reason for this unique situation is the large poultry industry
located within the county.
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In 1993, the Texas Legislature enacted statutes that mandated the creation of the
Texas public school accountability system to rate school districts and evaluate
campuses. The system was effectively developed at the time because the state already
had the necessary supportive infrastructure in place: a pre-existing student-level
data-collection system; a state-mandated curriculum; and a statewide assessment tied
to the curriculum. Beginning in 2003, a new assessment, the Texas Assessment of
Knowledge and Skills (TAKS), was implemented to measure student academic
performance in grades three through eleven in the areas of reading, English language
arts, writing, mathematics, science, and social studies. This criterion-referenced
assessment system must be used by Texas school districts and campuses to measure
student progress in these areas. In Texas, the academic needs of at-risk students
(including low income students) and ethnic and language minority students
(including LEP) can be identified by examining TAKS results. In spite of the
administration’s commitment to the education of their students, district results in the
TAKS tests have continuously fallen behind the state average. An analysis of the
2004-2005 and the 2005-2006 Standard Accountability Indicator (TEA, 2008) shows
that at the overall level the state’s passing rates are higher than the district’s. MPISD
TAKS passing rates have been mainly affected by the test results of at-risk students
and ethnic and language minorities. For instance, of all the students in the state, 58%
met the 2004 standard as opposed to 51% of all the students in the district. Data for
the same year places the Hispanic passing rate at 40% for the district and 7 points
higher for the state at 47%; the scores of the Limited English Proficient students
were 2 points lower at the district than at the state level. While for the year 2005 the
passing scores of the LEP population both at the district and state level had the same
rate at 39%, the state showed an increase of 3% higher than the district in 2006. In
view of the inconsistency in the academic achievement of the school population,
especially ethnic and linguistic minority groups (including LEP students), the MPISD
administration proposed a mentoring project with the goal of improving TAKS
scores throughout the district.

Objective of the Project

The MPISD mentoring project is based on the hypothesis that relationships
between teachers and students are critical to student academic success. Specifically, it
secks to find the extent to which relationships between teachers and students
(through mentoring) have a significant impact on student academic performance as
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demonstrated by TAKS scores. In view of the inconsistency in the academic
achievement throughout the district, especially within the ethnic and language
minority group, a mentoring program that aimed at improving TAKS scores was
designed by the MPISD administration. The focus of the program was not on
academic intervention, but on building relationships between teachers and students
to improve student self-assurance and self-esteem and to increase the level of
motivation towards academic success, which would ultimately have a positive effect
on TAKS scores (MPISD Administration, personal information, 2008).

Although further data are needed to validate the hypothesis, the study claims that
academic intervention alone did not suffice to assist low-achieving students in
attaining academic success, but that after mentoring intervention was implemented,
scores on the state’s standardized test TAKS had a significant improvement. Data
from two years prior to implementation and data at the end of the first year were
compared showing that an effective mentoring program based on building
connections with the students may have been at the center of academic achievement.

Theoretical Framework

Two basic assumptions are presented here. The first one is that student
participation in mentoring relationships may have positive outcomes at the academic
level as the result of improved attitude, level of motivation, level of self-esteem, and
self-assurance (among other affective factors). The second assumption is that even if
the right conditions for academic support and academic interventions are provided,
the child may not be successful if the socio-cultural component is neglected. The
socio-cultural component is made up of a series of variables such as self-esteem,
self-assurance, self-identification, issues of personality, anxiety, or motivation, as well
as the issue of extroversion versus introversion, or other affective factors affecting
the learner’s emotional state and attitude toward learning. The component also
includes all the surrounding social and cultural processes occurring through everyday
life at home, the community and the broader society. This component becomes
crucial if the target child is ethnic and language minority and becomes highly critical if
the child is Limited English Proficient. Collier (1995) has attempted to identify key
variables that have a major impact on the acquisition of a second language for
academic purposes. Her contextual model, summarized in her pyramid of Language
Acquisition for School (Fig. 1), has the following four major components:
socio-cultural, linguistic, academic, and cognitive processes. Collier suggests that
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language minority students in the process of acquiring a second language for school
must grow linguistically, cognitively, and academically in order for them to become
successful and that development in all three of these areas is influenced by social and
cultural processes. This model is applicable to any learner, not just LEP children
learning a second language, and it becomes highly relevant if the target children are
low achieving students.

Language
Development

]

Social and
Cultural Processes

=

Cognitive { ) Academic

Development Development

Figure 1. Collier’s model of language development for school.

Along the same lines, research on the education of language minorities has
identified the aspects that are crucial in developing children’s human potential,
including linguistic, socio-cultural, cognitive, and pedagogical factors (Collier, 1992;
Cummins, 1981, 1991, 1992, 1998). Likewise, Freeman and Freeman (1996) argue
that factors that are at the heart of the child’s integral development involve intrinsic
factors such as anxiety, self-esteem, dignity, self-assurance, and extrinsic factors
including societal patterns such as the subordinate status of a minority group or
acculturation vs. assimilation, community or regional social patterns such as
discrimination and poverty vs. equality, and a dissonant vs. consonant home-school
connection. These may negatively or positively influence the child’s overall
development. A negative social, community, and school atmosphere, as well as lack
of administrative supportt, lead to the creation of a social and psychological bartrier
that deters the child’s growth. In his study of minority students, including American
working class children, Bernstein (1972) argues that student failure in city schools is
the result of the mismatch between teachers’ expectations and students’
backgrounds, thus demonstrating that these theoretical perspectives can be applied
to any minority group. The mentoring model analyzed here targeted low-achieving
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students, mainly language minority, ethnic minority, and at-risk, including students in
households below the poverty line, the most representative groups at the Mount
Pleasant Independent School District.

Mentoring studies have traditionally examined the impact of mentoring on
adults, mainly principals and teachers in educational settings. However, little work
has been done on the impact of non-academic mentoring programs on children’s
academic performance in public schools. Mentoring on adults has revealed the
importance of developing relationships and their effect on encouragement,
self-assurance and identification, professional achievement, and sense of well-being
(Bonner & Jennings, 2007; Mendez, Young, Mihalas, Cusumano & Hoffmann, 2006;
Oplatka & Eizenberg, 2007; Portner, 2005; Young, Sheets & Knight, 2005).
Crasborn, Hennissen, Brouwer, Korthagen, and Bergen (2008) show the important
role of mentors of student teachers in stimulating reflection and encouragement.
They also show that training has a positive effect on supervisory skills for stimulating
reflection in student teachers. Oplatka and Eizenberg (2007) explore career issues
and experiences at the induction stage of beginning school teachers and highlight
personal and contextual determinants affecting their identification with the new
profession. The authors argue that the establishment of mentoring-like relationships
and collaboration with the assistant, the supervisor and the group of parents help the
new teachers to discover whether their new profession is compatible with their
persona and can have a negative or positive influence on the accomplishment of
teaching functions, success and well-being. Providing a description of developmental
processes and philosophical underpinnings of exemplary programs and focusing on
mentoring constructs and best practices, Portner (2005) argues that exemplary
mentoring programs reduce teacher attrition rates by half and can dramatically
accelerate the professional development of new teachers.

Although little data have been reported on the relationship between academic
achievement and mentoring interventions in educational contexts, articles on
mentoring relationships have observed improved school behavior and better
attitudes of participatory children. For instance, Jekielek, Moore, and Hair (2002)
argue that mentoring helped young teenagers develop healthier behaviors, improved
social outcomes, and better relationships with parents and peers. MetLife (2005)
shows that students who reported connections with their teachers also reported
better attitudes toward education and school as well as better school experiences. In
their study, Mendez et al. (2006) observe that developing trusting relationships
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involving listening to students’ ideas, opinions, and concerns, making oneself
available, and creating an atmosphere of respect and fairness helped female
adolescents in their sample improve their academic performance and their
perceptions of themselves and their worth. A supportive mentor is essential in
helping children to succeed via the development of relationships in which emotional
support, positive feedback, and a steady presence are provided (Jucovy, 2002). The
mentoring model developed by MPISD is supported by theory consistent with the
assumption that a well-developed mentoring relationship is a positive outcome for a
young person, especially at-risk. Indeed, the case for mentoring is that the experience
of a quality mentoring relationship in itself is a positive outcome for a young person
at-risk (ARTD, 2002; Ferronato, 2001).

Program Implementation

The project was created with the financial support of the MPISD Board in an
effort to help low-achieving students meet the required Texas academic standards;
thus, participatory mentors would receive a stipend of $250.00 per student who
passed the assigned TAKS test. A set of mentoring rules were created and had to be
followed to ensure consistency amongst mentors. Rules were very simple and
basically asked the mentor to participate by choice and to be persistent. Mentors were
to “play” with students encouraging them, building their self-esteem, and showing
themselves as trustful partners who cared about students’ success. They had to
commit themselves to building meaningful tasks for students outside the school
routine, engaging parents, maintaining students at the vanguard of the “mind” of the
school. Additionally, academic interventions and tutoring were to continue as usual
by staff in charge of this academic component. The mentor had to coordinate student
academic performance with the target student, teachers, academic tutors, and
parents. However, the focus was on the personal relationship educator-student rather
than on the academic component of this relationship.

Participatory students were chosen on the grounds of the following academic
criteria: students who had failed either the math or reading TAKS test the previous
year and those who had been consistently failing the tests in previous years. As
expected, and in accordance with the demographic population of the district, student
participants were mostly ethnic and language minorities; that is, African American
students but mainly Hispanic students, including those who were Limited English
Proficient.
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The project implementation and its apparent impact on improving the student’s
attitude and academic performance are illustrated in the experience of a fifth grade
teacher and her mentored students, a sample group that represents the success of the
project. This section is evidence of the qualitative dimension of the program. It
shows how the teacher built rapport with her students in such a way that that led
them to attain the academic standards as shown by state test results. It includes a
report of the non-academic factors that contributed to the change in students’
academic performance.

The first step involved informing teachers about the objectives of the project and
how it was expected to be implemented, as well as the stipend that teachers were to
receive if their students were successful. Following voluntary agreement to
participate, mentors had to choose their grade level students based on the criteria
described above. After she heard about the project, the mentor teacher in this sample
felt very skeptical as she was already spending every free minute at school offering
academic tutoring without any success. She credits one particular child with her
“change of heart.” He was just symbolic of many. She realized that his educational
success depended a great deal on how she chose to interact with him. Thus, she
accepted to become a mentor and participate in the district’s innovative program. She
chose nine fifth grade students who had been struggling with success in the TAKS
tests since the third grade; six of them had been retained in either third grade or fifth
grade. All of her students, except one who was African American, were Hispanic.
Seven were English Language Learners (ELLs). As she looked for more similarities
among these children, she found that most of them had no unique learning
disabilities and no obvious economic issues. They came from two parent families and
had captivating personalities when interacting with peers and adults alike. She
questioned why these students were not able to succeed consistently on the required
tests in spite of the academic interventions already in practice. So, she gathered a
group of students with dismal TAKS scores and started to create a bond with her
students. They went to the movies, Little Dribblers, her house for pizza and a movie,
soccer games, and roller skating. Girls gave each other manicures and make-overs.
Soccer was everything to these children. The boys taught their mentor teacher about
soccer and how to position players on the soccer field for the best defense and
offense, how to warm-up before a game, and what needed to be accomplished during
after school soccer practice. They explained to her what a “shoot-out” was, and why
the goalie always wore a shirt different from those of the others on the team. They

120 HOW, A Colombian Journal for Teachers of English



Meeting the Academic Needs of Minority Students
through a Non-academic Mentoring Program

also had an extra incentive because the school principal agreed to referee a school
wide soccer tournament if the school’s fifth graders were successful on TAKS. As the
school year progressed, her targeted children began changing in the hallways and
classroom. The same children that seemed indifferent, apathetic, and even annoying
started to change. They stopped getting in trouble and started being pleasant to the
others. They started doing their homework and wanted to stay in at recess and
complete class assignments and study for tests, something they had never considered
before.

Mentoring relationships seems to have brought about change in students’
attitudes and behavior as shown in this account of the mentor teacher’s experience.
From the standpoint of the teacher, learning more about her students helped her to
develop close ties with them. Taking into account her children’s background
experiences helped her to develop a smooth transition between home and school
experiences. She learned that family was very important to them —most of her
children lived with or near their extended families. She learned that their children’s
education was very important to Hispanic parents, even if they were not seen often at
school. Most of her students’ parents worked and were unable to come to the school
for conferences or other events. She learned that her kids had a lot of issues at home
which they had to take to school each day. She learned that she provided a safe place
for the kids to be themselves. The children learned to trust her. They felt they had
someone in addition to their families who understood them and believed in their
abilities to succeed. They knew that failure was never a consideration for her and they
were resolved to succeed.

The considerations presented here mirror the theoretical framework discussed in
the previous section of the article, and, at the same time, that is a reflection of the
well-known need for human connection. Kohn’s comment (1999) that “all of us
yearn for a sense of relatedness or belonging, a feeling of being connected to
others...” (p. 21) may be evidenced by the qualitative description and the results of
the quantitative analysis presented in the next section.

Data Source and Methodology

Quantitative data were drawn from an analysis of the 2006 and 2007 scores on
the state’s standardized test (TAKS) of fifth grade students who participated in the
study. TAKS results of students who had failed either reading or math TAKS in 2006
were used to verify the effects of the mentoring program. All participating fifth grade
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students received at least 10 hours of mentoring during the school year 2006-2007,
according to the guidelines described above. Academic gain as a result of the initial
implementation of the program is shown in more detail in the description of
individual student’s academic improvement in the section that follows. Students
described here are those in the sample group whose experiences were described in
the previous section. For the purpose of anonymity, students are assigned a code.

MM is a Hispanic gitl who had passed the third grade reading and math TAKS, but
who had failed both tests in 4th grade with a scale score of 1953 and 2047,
respectively (Note that the passing score is 2100). The year of the mentoring
program, she failed the first administration of the fifth grade reading test with a scale
score of 1917, but passed the second administration with 2280, a significant gain of
369 points. She also passed the math test with a higher difference of 86 than on her
prior test. The second outstanding case is given by EM, a Hispanic boy who had
passed the reading test in third grade but failed it in fourth grade. In fifth grade, the
student was retained after failing all three administrations of the test with scale scores
of 1943, 1890 and 1949 points. During his participation in the program, he passed the
first administration of the reading TAKS with 2151, a significant increase in scale
score of 202. After failing the first administration, in fifth grade of 2006, EM passed
the second administration of math TAKS with a scale score of 2143. In 2007, the year
of the mentoring, he passed the first math administration with a scale score 153
points higher than the previous passing score. ER, a male Hispanic and fifth grade
retainee, passed the first administration of the reading test with 2109 after failing all
three administrations the previous year and the fourth grade test in 2005. Another
exemplary performance is ME’s, a Hispanic female who had failed the fourth grade
administration of reading and all three administrations of the test in fifth grade. A
retainee in 5th grade of 2007, she passed the first administration with a scale score
gain of 110 points. Data in this section were taken from the AEIS report for
2004-2005, 2005-20006, 2006-2007 (TEA, 2008).

As individual student data shown above, preliminary data of the sample group
show important academic gains at the end of this specific time frame. The data
presented in this section were provided by MPISD (Deputy Superintendent of the
MPISD, personal communication, 2007). Scale scores on the TAKS test were
compared from 4% Grade (2006) to 5% Grade (2007) using a Paired Samples t-test.
The effect size was computed using Cohen’s d. The mean scale score of all fifth grade
participants on the 2006 Reading TAKS was 2007.55 and on the 2007 Reading TAKS
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it was 2122.96, a significant gain of 115.400 in the first year of the project. A Paired
Samples t-test revealed that this is a significant difference [t(58) =4.264 , p<.001];
confidence intervals revealed that the true difference between the 2006 and 2007
means was between 89.423 and 141.389. The passing rate of the 2007 reading TAKS
of fifth grade students was 83%, showing an equal passing rate at the state level.
These scores had an impact at the district level and, while the state showed an
increase of 2% from the prior year, the district showed an increase of 13%. Although
math TAKS scores of mentored students did not impact overall scores at the district
level, results are very promising and support the value of the project (2007).

Fifth grade Limited English Proficient students also had an outstanding
performance in reading, with a passing rate of 72% the year of the project, up 40%
from the prior year. Similar increase rates are displayed in the math results of the
fifth grade students and LEP students who show a significant improvement from
a 56% passing rate in 2006 to 74% in 2007. Table 1 is a comparative data graphic
for the years 2006 and 2007 showing the improved performance in reading and
math of all fifth grade students, particularly LEP, as a result of the project (TEA,
2008).

Table 1. State/ 5th grade MPISD comparative passing rates for math and reading
for 2006 and 2007.

5th grade students (English 5th grade LEPs (English

o e version of test, 1st Adm.) version of test, 1st Adm.)
State District State District

Reading
2007 83% 83% 52% 72%
2006 81% 70% 48% 40%
Mathematics
2007 86% 83% 69% 74%
2006 82% 74% 63% 56%

(Standard Acconntability Indicator. Adapted from Academic Excellence Indicator System AELS, TEA 2007)
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The program seems to have also impacted scale scores on the state’s standardized
test (TAKS) at the district level. Significant gains were made in both reading and
mathematics. According to an analysis of prior TAKS scores, the district had shown
lower rates of performance than the state. In the 2005 administration, 62% of state
students met the standard as opposed to 57% of all the students in the district.
Although both the state and the district had an increased the following year, the
district’s passing rates at 63% were behind the state’s at 67%. With a 70% passing rate
at the end of Year 1 of the project implementation, MPISD’s scores were at the same
level as the state’s (2007—Sum of all grades tested in 2007, excluding science and
TAKS-I). The same pattern is displayed by the LEP students. The state passing rate
increased from 39% in 2005 to 49% in 2007, while the district LEP students excelled
state LEPs from 39% in 2005 to 58% in 2007. Table 2 displays comparative data for
the state and the district for the years 2005-2007 (TEA, 2008).

Table 2. State/MPISD comparative passing rates for math and reading for 2006 and 2007.

All students All LEP students
Indicator
State District State District

Reading

2007 89% 88% 67% 75%
2006 87% 83% 63% 61%
2005 83% 79% 58% 58%
Mathematics

2007 77% 79% 62% 72%
2006 75% 72% 58% 60%
2005 71% 67% 53% 56%

Qualitative data were collected by means of informal observation and interviews
with mentor teachers at the end of the first academic year and through direct
observation of student performance. Change is shown not only in students’ attitudes;
parents and teachers were also positively affected by the project. The role of the
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teacher in the mentoring process was of utmost importance, especially in supporting
students’ affective domain in order to achieve better TAKS results. Once they saw
that mentoring was changing students’ attitudes and work characteristics, teachers
took a personal as well as educational interest in students previously considered
“low” and at risk of failing. The teacher became more of an educational partner or
student advocate instead of the authority figure that simply judges or evaluates
students and points out their weaknesses or failures. Students, on the other hand, did
not want to disappoint their mentoring teacher; they acknowledged having the
responsibility to demonstrate their knowledge on important evaluations such as
TAKS. Teachers from next grade commented favorably on students’ work initiative
and behavior; they expressed that students appeared to enjoy the experiences of
learning. Compared to previous years, discipline referrals were less in the fifth and
sixth grade class. Students came to understand the importance of success in school
and that success was attainable even if they had other factors such as home life,
poverty, or a language barrier. As reported, with the teacher as a role model, they
came to realize that education was attainable. Mentoring resulted in increased
teacher-parent contact, which positively impacted the parental attitude towards the
teacher and the school. Parents became more active in students’ academic
performance. As parents expressed, they started to become aware that students
mattered to their teachers and school did not seem as threatening to families.

Conclusion

This article described the achievement of the mentoring program developed by
the Mount Pleasant Independent School District (MPISD) in the State of Texas (USA)
with the goal of improving low-achieving students’ results on the math and reading
state mandated tests, Texas Academic Knowledge and Skills (TAKS). The basic
assumption presented is that a positive relationship between the mentor teacher and
the student is important in academic achievement and that neglect of the
socio-cultural component (including affective factors) may be part of the explanation
for academic failure. The article highlights what seems to be the positive effect of
accounting for affective factors on educational achievement as shown in the district
TAKS scores at the end of the first year of program implementation. Overall, student
participation in the non-academic mentoring program showed improvement in the
affective component including better attitude and interpersonal relationships,
disposition to school work and behavior, yet attributing academic achievement to
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mentoring relationships alone must be thoroughly demonstrated. Thus, in order to
show the effect size of the project, an ongoing qualitative analysis will be needed to
determine more precisely which mentor actions had the most influence on student
achievement. Likewise, longitudinal data must be used to determine with more
precision the extent to which mentoring relationships that are non-academic in
nature have an impact on sustained student performance.

Educators of ethnic and language minorities and at-risk students must keep abreast
of theoretical research in this area as it offers a promising path for devising non-academic
strategies that may be used to complement remediation programs of an academic nature.
Mentor teachers as role models encourage positive academic outcomes by
communicating their belief in the student’s abilities to succeed, by providing emotional
support and a trustworthy and reliable presence in the life of the student.

End Notes

For educational purposes, at-risks are students who are not experiencing success
in school, who are low-achievers, and potential dropouts. At-risk students exhibit
low self-esteem, behavioral problems, and problems adapting to the mainstream
educational system. They generally belong to houscholds below the poverty line and
whose parents have limited educational and literacy background as well as who
usually have no high educational expectations for their children. Disproportionate
numbers of them are males, language and ethnic minorities who exhibit high rates of
pregnancy and drug addiction.
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