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Abstract
A local community college was experiencing poor retention rates among African
American students, an issue that has challenged community colleges across the United
States. To improve this group’s retention, college administrators instituted a mentoring
program; however, they later indicated a need to better understand which mentoring
strategies were most effective. The purpose of this qualitative study was to understand
how students in the program perceived the effects of mentoring, which mentoring
strategies they found to be effective, and whether they perceived mentoring as positively
impacting their retention. Tinto’s student integration theory provided the conceptual
framework to show a connection between mentoring and improved retention among
African American students. Two questions guided the study—one related to how African
American students attending the community college mentoring program described their
experiences, and one focused on which elements of the program students perceived as
having the greatest influence on their retention and ability to graduate. A basic qualitative
research design was employed. Ten African American students who participated in the
mentoring program were recruited via social media for interviews, which were
transcribed for thematic analysis. Findings indicated that participants perceived the
mentoring program as supporting their ability to remain in school and graduate. These
findings may give the local college administrators insight into the mentoring methods that
may be most effective in helping African American students succeed. Findings have
social implications for community college administrators seeking a better understanding

of how mentoring impacts African American students’ retention and completion rates.
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Section 1: The Problem
The Local Problem

When a local community college was experiencing poor retention among African
American students, administrators instituted a mentoring program. However, they
indicated that they remained unsure about what type of mentoring program and strategies
were the most effective. This study addresses the need for research into how African
American community college students perceived the effectiveness of different types of
mentoring programs and strategies in supporting their retention. Findings may assist
administrators at this college in designing mentoring programs that positively affect
retention. The implications for positive social change include the potential to provide
administrators at other community colleges with information about which methods might
be successful in helping African American students complete their degree programs.
Effective mentoring could provide positive results including better retention.

This study focused on a 2-year community college in a city in the southeastern
United States where retention was particularly low among African American students. In
Fall 2016, the overall retention rate for full-time students after their first term was 54%,
and the retention rate for part-time students was 33% (Univstats, 2019). However, for
African American men, the retention rate was 31% for 2015-2016 and 28% for 2016-
2017 (Univstats, 2019). Administrators at the college have struggled to determine why
the retention rates for African American men are so low even though they have taken

measures to improve them (college administrator, personal communication, Fall 2017).



One measure that administrators attempted was the institution of a mentoring program.
But administrators stated that although they started a common mentoring program, they
did not fully understand the possible effects of different types of mentoring.

Student retention is also a major concern for institutions of higher education
nationally (Anderson, 2019; Frances, 2019; Kerby, 2015). Since the 1960s, student
retention has been a focus of institutional strategies at colleges and universities in the
United States (White-McNeil, 2016). Most universities perceive retention rates as an
important indicator of student academic success at the college level (Carson & Reed,
2015). Retention rates for African American students have continued to be a problem at
both the local and national levels (Francis, 2019; Owen & Amar, 2018; Smart, 2017).
One study found that retention was problematic among African American graduate
students, with minority students being more likely than their peers to depart from their
programs without degrees (Griffin et al., 2016). The retention rate, particularly among
students of color, has been an ongoing problem (Smart, 2017). One possible way to
address these discrepancies is through effective student mentoring programs targeted at
improving retention (Mertes & Jankovich, 2016). However, more research is needed to
understand which types of mentoring programs would be effective at improving retention
rates among African American students and how much of an impact such programs have
on students’ choice to continue in school.

Rationale

Administrators at the community college in this study have yet to determine



whether the mentoring program they started for African American students at their
institution in Fall 2016 has affected college retention or which specific type of mentoring
has been the most effective. Administrators expressed their need to understand how the
program affected college retention among this group as well as which program
characteristics and student perceptions related to the program may have the greatest
impact. Further, there is a gap in the literature about the connection between mentoring
and retention, especially for minority students (Flores, 2013; Langevine, 2020; Romano,
1995). Therefore, the purpose of this qualitative study was to better understand how
African American students perceived the effects of mentoring, which specific mentoring
strategies they found to be effective, and whether they believed mentoring had a positive
impact on their retention.
Definition of Terms

Several key terms are used throughout this project study. These terms are defined
below to provide a better understanding of the focus of the study and the terminology
used to describe the research and results.

Black or African American: A person having origins in any of the Black racial
groups of Africa (Nichols, 2017).

Mentoring: The process by which a less experienced, less skilled individual is
tutored, counseled, or guided by an individual who possesses a high level of skill and
experience and is willing to act as a mentor or guide (Smart, 2017).

Mentor: An individual who possesses a certain level of knowledge and guides the



direction of another person’s life (Smart, 2017).

Mentee: A person who is currently or was enrolled in a mentoring program
(Smart, 2017).

Student retention: The rate at which students remain enrolled in school until
completion of a degree (Bishop, 2018).

Significance of the Study

Research supports the use of mentoring programs to improve college retention
(Francis, 2019). The results of this study contribute to a better understanding of how
African American students perceive mentoring and the impact it can have on their
retention. The study may also uncover specific mentoring strategies that positively affect
retention among this group of students. This information may assist administrators at the
college being studied in designing mentoring programs that positively affect retention,
benefiting students as well as the college itself. The findings of this study have
implications for positive social change, as they may contribute to the establishment,
restructuring, or enhancement of other college mentoring programs.

Research Questions

A low retention rate among African American students is a concern for
administrators at the community college in this study. Mentoring is one strategy that has
been attempted to address this problem. However, further study is needed to better
understand the perceptions of students who have experienced different types of

mentoring. The purpose of this qualitative study was to better understand how African



American students perceived the effects of mentoring, which specific mentoring
strategies they found to be effective, and whether mentoring had a positive impact on
their retention. The following research questions were used to structure this study:

RQ 1: What are African American students’ perceptions of the mentoring
program at the community college?

RQ 2: Which elements of mentoring do African American students at the
community college perceive as having a positive influence on their retention?

Conceptual Framework

Tinto’s (1993) student integration theory was used as the conceptual framework
for this study, as it can be used to show a connection between mentoring and positive
retention for African American students. Student integration theory demonstrates the
social and academic integration that students need to persist and stay in school. It was
employed here to understand the social and cultural factors that impacted African
American students’ retention at the 2-year community college in the southeastern United
States. Tinto’s student integration model is most frequently cited to explain students’
departure from their degree programs (Beckett, 2015; Walker & Okpala, 2017). Tinto
argued that the stronger the student’s individual level of social and academic integration,
the greater their subsequent commitment to the institution and the goal of college
graduation (Tinto, 1993). Social integration involves an individual’s peer-to-peer
interactions and day-to-day interactions at the institution, and academic integration

includes the full range of an individual’s experiences in the traditional and non-traditional



domains of the academic systems of the university (Griffin, 2018; Tinto, 1993). Faculty
and staff interactions with students are an integral part of the academic system. Student
integration can include mentoring that is designed to improve faculty and staff
interactions (Tinto, 1993).

Tinto’s (1993) student integration theory was useful in understanding how
African American students perceived the impact of mentoring, which specific mentoring
strategies they found to be effective, and whether mentoring was positively correlated
with their persistence to remain in college. The research questions used to structure this
study were informed by Tinto’s theory linking the support systems that help students
integrate into campus life to improved retention and graduation rates. These research
questions were in turn used to develop interview questions, which served as the data-
collection instrument in this study.

Review of the Broader Problem

This section provides a description of the conceptual framework used in this study
as well as an overview of literature relevant to the research questions. Tinto’s (1993)
theories were employed as a framework, as they support a connection between mentoring
and improved retention of African American students. Existing research related to this
topic includes studies addressing student retention at community colleges, low retention
rates among African American community college students, strategies that have been
attempted to improve the retention of minority students, mentoring as a means of

supporting students, and the types and impacts of mentoring programs. This background



information supports the need for the current research study. For instance, according to
the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES, 2018), the percentage of degree-
seeking students retained from year to year at 2-year colleges was only 62% (NCES,
2018). Existing research supports the role of mentoring programs in ameliorating this
problem (Anderson, 2019). But literature on the positive impact mentoring in 2-year
institutions has been minimal, with research on African American students being
particularly limited (Bishop, 2019; Smart, 2017). The research does indicate that African
Americans are entering community colleges at higher rates than in previous years;
however, they continue to leave at even higher rates than their counterparts (Beckett,
2015; Smart, 2017).

The initial literature review was completed by locating peer-reviewed, scholarly
articles from several education journals, which were accessed via the Walden University
databases. The ERIC, ProQuest, SAGE and Educational Research Complete databases
were used to search for the following terms: college student retention, college student
retention rates, African American students’ retention, African American students’
retention rates, college students and mentoring, African American students mentoring,
and higher education and mentoring. This literature review is organized into seven topic
areas: the conceptual framework, student retention, student retention in community
colleges, African American student retention, strategies used to address retention,

mentoring strategies, and the effects of mentoring.



Student Retention in Higher Education

Student retention in higher education is defined as students remaining in college
until they complete their degree programs (Bishop, 2019). College retention has been
viewed as a crucial component of college and later career success. However, research
suggests that student retention in higher education remains a problem, with graduation
rates continuing to decline (Nichols, 2017). Though there may be multiple causes for this
attrition, developing a sense of belonging among these students may be of greatest
importance to their retention (Frances, 2019). Tinto (1993) addressed the importance of
students’ need for socialization and a sense of belonging. Tinto’s research suggested that
students who engaged in formal and informal academic and social integration
experiences were less likely to leave their institutions. Researchers have discovered
several factors that contribute to a student’s decision to remain in college or withdraw
(Griffin, et al., 2016). These factors include the quality of students’ interactions with
faculty, their socialization with peers, and their experiences with the institution, all of
which can increase or decrease their likelihood of remaining in college (Griffin, et al.,
2016). Lack of socialization and institutional support contributed to problems with
student retention in institutions of higher education (Bishop, 2019).
Student Retention in Community Colleges

Retention in community colleges has been viewed as a pressing issue in
education. One measure of success for community colleges is their ability to find ways to

retain students (Hutto, 2017). Community colleges in the United States offer the



opportunity of higher education to students seeking lower costs than those found at 4-
year universities (Anderson, 2019). Research has suggested that retaining students has
remained a major issue for community colleges for several reasons. First, students
attending community colleges tend to be from lower-income households and may have
financial challenges that interfere with their community college matriculation (Nichols,
2017; Wood & Penrose, 2015). Second, first-generation college students often lack the
type of parental or sibling support that might have enabled them to matriculate from their
community college programs (Nevarez et al., 2015; Nichols, 2017). Third, community
college students tend to be from ethnic minority backgrounds, who have lower retention
rates than their non-ethnic minority counterparts (Nichols, 2017; Wood & Penrose,
2015). Finally, for first-generation minority students who come from low-income
households, the challenges of retention were multiplied (Nichols, 2017; Wood & Penrose,
2015).

African American Student Retention

The NCES (2018) indicated that the retention rate for African American students

at 2-year colleges was 42%, lower than the rates for other racial groups. African
American students were less likely to stay enrolled in college; consequently, their
chances of earning a college degree were lower (Nichols, 2017). Multiple researchers
have studied the challenges to retention rates among African American students (Chan,
2014; Griffin, et al., 2016). A lack of preparation and socialization have affected

retention rates for this group (Smart, 2017). Other studies discussed the negative impacts
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of low retention rates on African American students’ likelihood of college success (Chan,
2014; Griffin, 2018; Smart, 2017; Smithers, 2018). In one study, researchers sought to
determine how valuable students’ experiences during their first year in college were in
influencing their success in obtaining a degree (Smithers, 2018). The study found that
students who were engaged, supported, and integrated into their college life were more
likely to persist and remain in school (Smithers, 2018). The following sections discuss
different areas of research on African American student retention in greater detail.
Strategies to Address African American Student Retention

Research has shown that mentoring helps students adjust to the college setting;
this support is critical for African American students, who often feel isolated on college
campuses (Peters, 2018). Student support services are developed to increase students’
integration and improve their chances of persisting to graduation, which is important for
minority students (Smithers, 2018). Based on Tinto’s (1993) theory, it is important for
higher education institutions to provide support for students; students successfully
assimilated into the college setting are less likely to withdraw. Retention intervention
programs have had positive impacts on African American students’ academic
performance (Barra, 2013; Taulbee, 2017). For example, some historically Black colleges
and universities (HBCUSs) have implemented a summer transition program that eventually
became a key factor in improving retention and graduation rates (Harper & Newman,
2016; Slade et al., 2015). Another study introduced an early intervention program to

address challenges to retention before African American students entered an institution of
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higher education, filling learning gaps and providing a foundation for future learning
(Bimper, 2017). The early intervention program positively affected retention and
completion rates. A number of studies have demonstrated how post-secondary remedial
education positively affects retention and degree completion rates for college students by
reteaching concepts that were confused or misunderstood (Bimper, 2017; Orange &
Ramalho, 2013; Slade et al., 2015).

Student Support and Integration

For about 20 years, researchers have been reporting on the importance of social
support and integration to the retention of African Americans students at institutions of
higher education (Anderson, 2019; Carter-Francique et al., 2015; Grier-Reed et al., 2011;
Smithers, 2018; Talbert, 2012). A 2019 study by Anderson evaluated the effectiveness of
implementing student support programs. Anderson determined there was a link between
effective student support programs and student retention, concluding that it was
imperative for African American students to develop peer networks and obtain support
from faculty (Anderson, 2019). Many researchers have demonstrated that when students
are engaged socially and supported to develop cohesive relationships with other students
and faculty, their commitment to their university increases (Anderson, 2019; Lancaster &
Xu, 2017; Roscoe, 2015; Talbert, 2012). A 2017 study by Lancaster and Xu used a
qualitative case study design to examine the experiences of 25 Black students pursuing
majors in STEM. The institution provided a supportive and encouraging atmosphere for

Black students by using the TRIO program, a federal program designed to identify and
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provide services for individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds. The program offered
students formal mentoring from faculty members as well as informal programs such as
peer mentoring by upper classmates. The study found that students who were supported
by the institution successfully adjusted to college life, and their sense of belonging was
positively influenced. Students who are supported and have a sense of belonging to the
academic environment have a greater chance of completing their degrees (Anderson,
2019).

According to a study by Smithers (2018), student retention improved when
community colleges designed the right types of student mentoring programs. The results
of this study indicated that students who participated in a Student Support Services (SSS)
program for low-income and first-generation students had higher retention and graduation
rates compared to students who chose not to participate (Smithers, 2018). The SSS
included tutoring programs, learning communities, and faculty advising interventions and
had a positive impact on student retention (Smithers, 2018). Tinto (1993) has elaborated
on the importance of supportive communities for adult students in college. The 2018
study by Smithers suggested that community colleges that focus on strategies to support
the student may improve their retention rates.

Bridge Programs

Bridge programs are another strategy that has been suggested to enhance

academic readiness and the skills required for college success with the goal of improving

retention and graduation rates for African American students (Harper & Newman, 2016;
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Slade et al., 2015; Zhang & Smith, 2011). Harper and Newman (2016) explained that
summer bridge programs can range from an early intervention model to a comprehensive
summer program designed to close the high school-to-college gap. Noting an ongoing
problem with retention and graduation rates for their students, researchers at one HBCU
implemented a summer bridge program to address the significant number of students who
were unprepared when they entered college (Allen, 2021; Slade et al., 2015). In a similar
effort, the University of North Carolina General Administration (UNCGA, 2013)
recorded the expansion of summer bridge programs in its strategic planning through 2018
as a retention strategy. The long-standing bridge programs at the university have a track
record of improving retention (UNCGA, 2013). Multiple articles have addressed the need
for bridge programs to prepare and strengthen academic success for African American
students (Allen, 2021; Barra, 2013; Slade et al., 2015).
Self-Regulated Learning

There is extensive literature on the value of self-regulated learning (SRL) that
suggests its correlation with academic achievement (Reader, 2018). Self-regulation
“includes such activities as setting goals, applying and adjusting strategies to attain them,
cognitively monitoring performance and progress, maintaining motivation and positive
effects and beliefs about learning, and utilizing social and environmental resources to
help attain goals” (Schunk & Mullen, 2013, p. 369). Self-regulatory processes are critical
in learning, and students who self-regulate by planning and monitoring their learning may

not have as many retention issues (Hassouna, 2017). Students may self-regulate their
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learning by planning and setting goals.

Students who learn how to use appropriate skills and strategies to solve a problem
are self-regulating (Merino & Aucock, 2015; Reader, 2018; Rodicio et al., 2013).
Learners may also self-regulate by soliciting help from faculty and peers. Self-regulated
learning is guided by metacognition and strategic action planning (Hassouna, 2017).
Students learn how to comprehend and be aware of their own thought processes (Reader,
2018). Researchers investigating whether and to what extent students were at risk for
attrition have revealed that students who set personal developmental goals had a lower
risk for attrition (Reader, 2018). Students who have learned to self-regulate by planning
and monitoring may avoid the stress of agonizing about their retention (Reader, 2018).
Mentoring

Historically, there has been a lack of mentors for African Americans in higher
education (Griffin, 2018; Kelch-Oliver et al., 2013; Smart, 2017). The literature suggests
mentoring as an important strategy for addressing retention issues and improving
academic performance (Flores, 2013; Griffin, 2018; Smithers, 2018). Research has also
suggested the specific benefits of mentoring for African American students (Burney,
2018; Field, 2018; Staples, 2017). Mentoring is used as a possible strategy because of its
ability to provide the support students need to persist and remain in school (Smart, 2017).
Mentors help guide students at critical points in their academic and personal
development, an approach that is essential to retaining African American students

(Burney, 2018). Burney (2018) contented that the supportive nature of mentoring can
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assist in meeting both the academic and social needs of these students. Smart (2017)
indicated that mentoring provided African American students the opportunity to bond,
which helps with social integration. The literature supports the use of mentoring
programs to help African American students persevere and continue with their education
(Burney, 2018; Peters, 2018; Smart, 2017).

A 2017 study by Nichols provided an example of one such program. Nichols
created a mentoring program to help increase retention at a community college. The
students were paired with mentors and received weekly support while in the program.
The program encouraged student leadership, engagement in service-learning activities,
and participation in ongoing college activities. The approach was successful, and the
results of the study provided a better understanding of how mentoring contributes to the
behavior required to reach academic goals (Nichol, 2017). Nichols (2017) specifically
analyzed the benefits of a professional mentor program to assist the university in
understanding how best to retain students of color. It was found that the mentor and
mentee were able to benefit from the program because of their interactions and the
positive learning environment created by them. The mentee elaborated that they felt
supported and that the mentoring program created a sense of community. The mentor
stated that the program helped with leadership skills and educational goal setting. Both
mentor and mentee commented on how the program forged strong friendships and helped
them to remain in school (Nichols, 2017).

Research has focused on the efficacy of a number of mentoring program designs.
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One effective approach involves using peer and faculty mentoring to create a setting
where mentees feel safe asking questions and receiving academic help (Wood & Penrose,
2015). The definitions of a successful mentoring program and mentoring relationship
vary. Co-mentoring (or, peer mentoring) has also improved retention rates among African
American college students (Smart, 2017; Peters, 2018), especially first-year college
students (Frances, 2019). Mentoring programs increase academic success and retention
for African American students by instilling a sense of belonging (Walker & Okpala,
2017) Students who felt accepted and were able to connect with other students and
faculty were successful and remained in school (Burney, 2018).

The literature reveals that colleges and universities must find ways to help
students remain in school (Burney, 2018; Peters, 2018; Smart, 2017). Many of the
colleges studied understood that continual interactions among faculty and students
facilitated by a mentoring program could increase retention for African American
students (Peters, 2018). As Tinto (1993) suggested, a sense of belonging and support may
be essential for academic motivation and engagement among African American students.
Effect of Mentoring on Retention

The literature suggests that designing effective student mentoring programs to
improve college retention is critically important (Bishop, 2019; Peters, 2018; Smart,
2017). When community college students lacked opportunities for socialization and
faculty interactions their retention was negatively impacted (Bishop, 2019). Mentoring

programs have been demonstrated to improve retention (Bishop, 2019), particularly for
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African American students (Nichols, 2017). While mentoring has been used to improve
academic performance, retention, and college completion rates, there still appears to be
more to learn about the precise connection between mentoring and retention, such as
which mentoring strategies are most effective (Heaven, 2015; Smart, 2017).
Mentoring Strategies

Numerous studies have identified peer and faculty mentorships as two of the best
tools for improving retention (Bishop, 2019; Hurte, 2002; Walker & Okpala, 2017).
These findings suggest that students who were mentored by other students and faculty did
not leave school.

Peer mentors provide support, encouragement, and motivation to other students.
Academic-centered peer interactions may be a primary element contributing to students’
academic success and retention (Blue, 2018). Peer interactions help students develop
relationships that could shape their learning experiences and encourage their pursuit of
academic success (Blue, 2018). The literature consulted suggests that peer mentorships
may help to improve student’s retention rates (Callahan, 2009; Flores, 2013; Nichols,
2017).

Faculty mentoring programs give students hands-on academic guidance from
professionals. In a study analyzing strategies to retain African American community
college nursing students, faculty members worked with students in the form of “team
coaches,” a strategy that was found to be effective (Taulbee (2017). The “team coach”

model has been suggested throughout the research on college retention (Barra, 2013).
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Coaching has been shown to promote active learning techniques and encourage student
success (Golden, et al., 2017; Stewart-Lord, et al., 2017). Faculty mentoring has been
identified as a factor that can contribute to the academic success of nursing students
(Payton, et al., 2013; Taulbee, 2017). In a study by Payton et al. (2013), students attended
group sessions facilitated by faculty mentors that focused on study skills and stress
management. The mentored students had a passing rate of 87% to 94% and a 100%
retention rate (Payton et al., 2013). Bishop’s (2019) research also supported the idea of
using mentoring programs to increase retention. The purpose of the study was to explore
the perceptions of administrators, faculty, and students regarding the low retention rate.
Bishop (2019) interviewed ten purposefully selected participants comprised of
administrators, faculty, and students from a community college. The strategies used to
improve retention included providing peer mentoring, fostering a sense of belonging, and
creating a counselor-mentor role (Bishop, 2019).

Throughout the literature on college retention, mentoring strategies have been
shown to impact students’ persistence to stay in college (Bishop, 2019; Peters, 2018;
Smart, 2017). Designing effective mentoring strategies is critically important to the
success of community colleges (Mertes & Jankoviak, 2015). The literature review
supports using mentoring strategies to improve student retention at community colleges
(Bishop, 2019; Peters, 2018; Smart, 2017).
Benefits of Mentoring Programs

There are numerous studies on the benefits of mentoring programs for students. In
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one study, researchers evaluated whether a mentoring program could increase self-esteem
in low-income community college students (Hoffman & Wallach, 2005). The results
indicated that the students showed higher self-esteem, academic performance, and
motivation (Hoffman & Wallach, 2005). In another study, researchers in the United
Kingdom provided a controlled evaluation of a peer-mentoring program with first-year
undergraduate students; the results showed that mentees had higher levels of integration
and willingness to stay at the university (Collings et al., 2014).

Many researchers consider adult mentoring to be a learning partnership that
benefits both the mentor and the mentee (Brooms, 2017; Dominguez & Hager, 2013).
Mentorships help students who are at high risk of dropping out of school connect to their
academic surroundings, consequently increasing their graduation rate. Mentoring can be
useful at any level. For example, research has shown that faculty induction and mentoring
models can increase the retention rate of new teachers in K-12 and higher education
institutions (Chan, 2014). For college students, mentors support academic progress and
degree completion (Brooms, 2017). Mentoring may be especially beneficial for African
Americans students. African American students who participated in a college mentoring
program that offered academic and social support were more engaged and less likely to
withdraw from school (Staples, 2017).

Implications
The purpose of this qualitative study was to better understand how African

American students perceived the effects of mentoring, which specific mentoring
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strategies they found to be effective, and whether they perceived mentoring as having a
positive impact on their retention. The goals of the study were to inform community
college administrators about students’ perceptions of their mentoring program and to
provide detailed policy recommendations in hopes of repeating the mentoring program in
the future. The data collected may assist administrators at the college in designing
mentoring programs that positively affect retention.

Findings from this study have several potential implications. First, they may
provide administrators at the college under investigation with a blueprint for constructing
a mentoring program to increase the retention rate of African American students. Second,
this blueprint could then be tested in other areas of the college and at other local
community colleges to evaluate its efficacy across a larger sample of students. Third,
depending on the results of the proposed larger studies, the mentoring program could be
expanded throughout the college and to other community colleges in the area. A final
implication of this study’s potential findings is the ability to refine the proposed blueprint
for African American mentoring in response to qualitative testing with a larger sample
size.

If administrators continue to replicate the mentoring program as a result of this
study, their actions may foster improved relationships among administrators, faculty
members, and students. The positive effects of the program could result in more satisfied
students who are motivated to remain in school and complete their college degrees. The

findings of this study could result in actions that improve rates of retention, and possibly



21
graduation, not just at one college but at colleges and universities nationwide.
Summary

This literature review covered several topics related to the low retention rate of
African American students at the local community college under study. Tinto’s (1993)
student integration theory, which provided the conceptual framework for this research,
was reviewed in detail. The major studies relating to student retention in higher education
and student retention in community colleges were also discussed, followed by studies
specifically related to retention rates among African American students. This part of the
review revealed that retention rates for African American students have continued to be a
problem, both at the local level and nationally (Francis, 2019; Owen & Amar, 2018;
Smart, 2017).

It was not known if or to what extent reinstating a mentoring program for African
American students at a local community college would affect retention rates for this
group, or which specific type(s) of mentoring would be the most effective. The purpose
of this qualitative study was to better understand how African American students
perceived the effects of mentoring, which specific mentoring strategies they found to be
effective, and whether mentoring had a positive impact on their retention.

In Section 2, the methodology used in this study is described in detail, including
an overview of the research design and approach, study participants, data collection and
analysis methods, my role as the researcher, and the study’s limitations. Section 3

outlines how the research questions posed and the correlating themes that emerged from



the data were used to design a policy recommendation. In Section 4, | offer my
reflections on the study, including recommendations for alternative approaches. I then
present the overall conclusions that helped shape the policy recommendation resulting
from this study, which will be presented to college administrators (Appendix A). It is
hoped that the policy recommendation will aid administrators at the local community
college in reenacting a mentoring program to improve retention and graduation rates
among African American students. This policy recommendation is included in the

appendix.
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Section 2: Methodology

The purpose of this qualitative study was to better understand how African
American students perceived the effects of mentoring, which specific mentoring
strategies they found to be effective, and whether mentoring had a positive impact on
their retention. There were two research questions under consideration. The first question
asked how African American students at a local community college described their
mentoring experience. The second question asked which elements of mentoring African
American students at the college perceived as having a positive influence on their
retention. This section reviews several elements of the research methodology, including
the research design and approach, the participants, data collection and analysis methods,
and limitations.

Research Design and Approach

A basic qualitative research design was used to conduct this study. A qualitative
methodology is used to answer how and why questions and is inductive in nature
(Creswell, 2018; Leedy & Omrod, 2018). It is the most appropriate method for this study
because the research questions seek to provide a better understanding of the quality of the
experiences African American students had in their community college’s mentoring
program. Such answers are best sought by asking students open-ended questions that
require them to answer using their own knowledge, experiences, and feelings. A goal of
the study was to record the perceptions African American students had of their mentoring

program and determine which strategies they found most effective. As a general rule, the
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research questions dictate the appropriate design to use in a study (Creswell, 2018;
Lowder-Haastrup, 2015). A qualitative study relies on communication that helps the
researcher understand experiences from the participant’s point of view (Leedy & Omrod,
2018; Smart, 2017). Qualitative research is characterized by its use of interpretation to
explain human beliefs and behaviors within their specific contexts (Frances, 2019).

A guantitative research design was considered for this study but deemed
inappropriate. Quantitative research involves testing hypotheses and identifying
relationships between variables when enough is known about a phenomenon to be able to
identify the variables of interest. The quantitative method is used to measure phenomena
or variables in a numerical way, using large, randomized samples, and statistical analysis,
with the goal of generalizing the results back to the target population (Creswell, 2018;
Leedy & Omrod, 2018). This method takes a deductive approach to problem-solving that
is best used when the researcher is posing what questions (Creswell, 2018; Leedy &
Omrod, 2018). In this study, not enough was known about African American students’
experiences in the mentoring program at the local college to provide the elements needed
for a quantitative study, so the qualitative method was confirmed as the most appropriate
for this study.

The basic qualitative research design focuses on participants’ interpretations of
their experiences. The researcher does not assume that they know what a participant is
feeling or how they interpret things (Creswell, 2018; Leedy & Omrod, 2018). In this

study, the experiences under investigation were those of African Americans in a school-
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based mentoring program. Interviews used to collect data in qualitative studies are
typically conducted in the form of focus groups or one-on-one in-depth interviews
(Frances, 2019; Leedy & Omrod, 2018). The use of in-depth, open-ended interviews and
the emphasis on gathering insights on the lived experiences of individuals makes the
basic qualitative design appropriate for this study.

Other qualitative research design options were considered, including grounded
theory, ethnography, and case studies. Grounded theory involves the researcher
developing a broad, abstract theory of a process, action, or interaction grounded in the
views of participants. The researcher uses an iterative, multi-stage data collection and
refinement process to ultimately arrive at a more concrete, grounded theory (Creswell,
2018; Frances, 2019; Leedy & Omrod, 2018). This approach is not appropriate for this
study for two reasons. First, this study does not begin with a theoretical assumption, nor
does it attempt to build or refine a theoretical understanding around African American
college mentoring programs. Instead, the goal of the study was to better understand how
African American students perceived the effects of mentoring, which specific mentoring
strategies they found to be effective, and whether mentoring had a positive impact on
their retention. Second, the data collection process used in this study did not include
multiple stages but only occurred in one stage.

An ethnographic research design would not be appropriate for the current study
either. In ethnographic research, the emphasis is on studying the shared patterns of

behavior, language, and actions of a cultural group (Frances, 2019; Smart, 2017). This
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was not the objective of the current study, which focused on individuals’ experiences
with mentoring rather than on the whole group as a culture. Additionally, the primary
method of data collection in ethnography is observation of the cultural group (Frances,
2019; Smart, 2017). This data collection approach would not provide the participant-
focused insights and information that are needed to address the research questions for this
study.

Finally, the case study approach was deemed inappropriate for this study, as it
focuses on developing an in-depth analysis of a single case related to an event, program,
activity, or process involving one or more individuals (Creswell, 2018; Leedy & Omrod,
2018; Smart, 2017). In a case study, multiple data collection sources are used, including
observation of individuals and retrieval of archival data. This data collection process is
extended over a period of time. However, the goal of the current study was not analyzing
the African American mentoring program or its participants as cases. Because this study
was focused on perceptions and not on activities, processes, or events, a qualitative
research design was selected as the most appropriate.

Participants
Sample Criteria

The population for which this study may have implications includes all African
American students attending 2-year colleges in the United States, of which there were 2.1
million in 2018 (NEC, 2020). The target population was the subset of African American

students in the local community college mentoring program from which study
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participants were recruited. Participants had to be African American men or women 18
years or older who had spent at least six months in the mentoring program. Identification
and selection of participants was conducted via an advertisement on LinkedIn.
Sample Size and Depth of Inquiry

The purpose of this qualitative study was to better understand how African
American students perceived the effects of mentoring, which specific mentoring
strategies they found to be the most effective, and whether mentoring had a positive
impact on their retention. The target sample size was eight to 10 participants, though 14
was the plan for recruitment to compensate for any withdrawals that might occur. A low
sample size is appropriate for qualitative studies, as the goal is to have longer interviews
with open-ended questions that go into detail about the phenomenon under investigation
(Creswell, 2018; Leedy & Omrod, 2018). If data saturation appeared to occur after eight
participant interviews, no further interviews would take place.
Access and Researcher-Participant Relationships

To gain access to African American participants of the mentoring program under
study, I recruited participants via an advertisement posted to LinkedIn. Prospective
participants were asked to give their name and phone number if they were interested in
being considered for the study. Students were then contacted by me to schedule an
interview time and date.

Interview questions were designed to allow students to describe their mentoring

relationships and discuss the elements of mentoring they perceived as having a positive
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influence on their retention. The initial questions would be basic demographic questions
and questions about how long participants had been associated with the mentoring
program. Such preliminary questions are partly intended to build rapport. Data on student
perceptions were gathered using these semi-structured, face-to-face interviews, with all
communications being recorded and transcribed. One-on-one interviews are extensively
used in qualitative research and are an effective tool for investigating personal
perceptions of an issue (Nichols, 2017).

Once the interviews began, | provided the respondent with an informed consent
form indicating that the identity of the respondent would be kept secret and that the
interview would not be shared with anyone outside of this study. The informed consent
also indicated that the participant would have protection from being subjected to harm or
deception through their participation in the study. In addition, respondents were informed
that they could refuse to answer any questions that made them uncomfortable and that
they retained the right to end the interview at any time.

Data Collection
Data Collection Justification

Data collection in a qualitative study requires in-depth inquiry into the thoughts,
feelings, and perceptions of the target participants. The individual interview format used
in this study allowed participants to discuss their views and experiences in their own
words and without any influence from other participants. Interviews are among the best-

established methods of data collection and are used widely in qualitative research (Smith
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& Sparkes, 2016). A semi structured interview protocol with open-ended questions
allows a researcher to ensure that the main issues being investigated are covered while
also allowing interviewees to discuss their views and experiences (DeVance, 2021; Smith
& Sparkes, 2016).
Data Collection Instruments

One data collection instrument was used in this study, which was an open-ended
interview protocol. The interview protocol contained open-ended interview questions that
were posed to each participant. The interview protocol was created by me, with the initial
questions focusing on demographic information, such as the participants’ major in
college, grade level, age, ethnicity, etc. The other questions focused on the students’
perceptions of the mentoring program, including asking for a description of the type of
mentoring in place, participants’ likes and dislikes, and the aspects of the mentoring
program the students found effective. Finally, students were asked how their academic
and social experiences on campus were different, if at all, after participating in the
mentoring program, and whether they perceived the type of mentoring they received as
either helping or hindering their retention. Probing questions were used to follow up on
scripted guestions and to encourage participants to answer in greater depth and detail.
Probing questions are a critical part of the interview process, as they allow the researcher
to delve deeper into the why of the participants’ initial answer (Creswell, 2018).

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, interviews were scheduled via Skype or

telephone rather than in person. As previously noted, all participants were required to
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read and sign an informed consent form before the interview process began. The
participants were also required to consent to their interview being recorded. After the
informed consent was signed, interviewing and recording began. Each interview took
between 45 minutes and 1 hour to complete. Once the data collection session was
complete, participants were asked if they had any questions and thanked for their
participation in the study. I later transcribed audio recordings into a text document. The
text document was then input into the Dedoose (2016) qualitative software for analysis
and coding of recurring themes.

The Role of the Researcher

The college mentoring program researched in this study was located at an
institution where | had no affiliation and no past or current professional relationship with
the staff, the setting, or the participants. Therefore, personal biases were not expected to
have an adverse effect on data collection or recruitment of participants.

Data Analysis

After the data collection period ended, the entire respondent-researcher interview
was transcribed for each participant and placed in its own document. Both manual and
software-assisted analysis were used to process this data. Manual data processing was
guided by Strauss and Corbin’s (2018) qualitative analytic approach for analyzing
qualitative data using a thematic analysis method.

The second step in this process was coding. In qualitative research, coding is the

inductive process of identifying and organizing themes that surface from the data. This
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process tends to first generate an excessive number of codes, but reviewing the data helps
the researcher refine themes and reveals a better view of the phenomenon being studied.
It is important to review data more than once to ensure the best result (Strauss & Corbin,
2018). Although computer-generated analysis provides the researcher with more methods
of organizing the data, the researcher is still responsible for deciding how to analyze and
interpret the data. In Step 3, | identified any discrepant cases that might necessitate
conducting further interviews until data saturation was achieved. In Step 4, | reported the
findings.

For the fifth step of data analysis, the Dedoose (2016) software program was used
to reorganize data, visually arrange codes, add new codes, and build codes in successive
ranks, integrating structure as the coding system is built. This step allowed me to look at
text documents systematically and organize items of interest into themes (see Dedoose,
2016). In Step 6, | reviewed the document again to identify similar codes and create new
ones to describe emerging themes. Assorted colors were used to separate the codes by
categories and sub-categories. The Dedoose software assisted me in formulating codes
related to the phenomenon, illuminating specific themes in the data. The software
program allowed me to visualize the data, view it from different angles, and create
presentations to communicate results.

Limitations
There are some limitations in a qualitative study that are mostly out of the control

of the researcher. One limitation of this study is the relatively small sample size of eight
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to 10 participants. Studies with smaller sample sizes often have lower reliability than
those with larger sample sizes (Creswell, 2018; Leedy & Omrod, 2018). Another
limitation of this study is the qualitative methodology. Qualitative studies emphasize
obtaining depth of information and not breadth, so the findings may be detailed but may
not be broad in scope. Additionally, the study findings may not be applicable to, or
representative of, the larger population given the sample size and qualitative nature of the
study. Content analysis, the approach used to analyze and interpret the data for this study,
is more subjective than quantitative analysis and therefore less reliable (Creswell, 2018;
Leedy & Omrod, 2018). Also, given the subjective nature of the content analysis
approach, inaccurate interpretation of results is a possibility (Creswell, 2018; Leedy &
Omrod, 2018). To address this limitation, interviews were recorded to ensure that
participants’ comments and beliefs were captured verbatim. The interviews were
transcribed right after the recording and sent to participants to review, edit, and correct.
The goal of following these steps was to provide greater reliability and validity to the
data analysis process. Finally, the participants provided detailed and robust accounts of
their experiences during data collection via audio recordings, which aided in both the
accuracy and transferability of the results (Creswell, 2018).

Data Analysis Results
This qualitative research study examined African American students’ perceptions
and experiences while participating in a mentoring program. Participants included

African American men and women who participated in a mentoring program while
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attending a community college in the southeastern United States. The purpose of this
qualitative study was to better understand how African American students perceived the
effects of mentoring, which specific mentoring strategies they found to be effective, and
whether mentoring had a positive impact on their retention. Two research questions
guided and helped me build the study’s findings. The first research question asked how
African Americans students in the community college mentoring program would describe
their mentoring experience. The second research question asked which elements of the
mentoring students received at the community college they perceived as having a positive
influence on their retention.

The results of the study were derived from interview responses from eight African
American students who participated in the mentoring program at the community college
being researched. Participants were recruited from social media. | posted an ad on
LinkedIn to gain access to African American students who were participating in the
program. A semi-structured interview protocol with open-ended questions was used. The
interview format provided an opportunity to extract meaningful descriptions of how
participants experienced the mentoring program (Smart, 2017). During the interviews,
which were scheduled by appointment, | used audio recording and note-taking to record
responses. All participants gave informed consent to this protocol. The information was
then organized to allow for tracking all data and emerging codes. | noted patterns,
relationships, and themes as findings supported by the data and aligned with the research

questions.
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Data Analysis and Collection Procedures

| began the study after receiving approval from Walden University’s Institutional
Review Board (IRB) 04-14-21-0163358. My first step was to post a flyer on LinkedIn to
recruit participants who attended the southeastern community college under study and
participated in its mentoring program. The volunteers had to be African American
students aged eighteen years or older. A confidential volunteer link to the online consent
form was included in the LinkedIn post. One of the key elements of IRBs is the informed
consent process that is put in place to minimize risks to participants (Francis, 2019). I
developed the informed consent form for this study to ensure the protection of
participant’s rights and to inform them that their participation in the study was voluntary
and that they could withdraw at any time. Participants were also informed that their
responses would be reported using designated pseudonyms. The use of pseudonyms is a
well-established best practice that helps hold researchers accountable for maintaining
study participants’ obscurity and confidentiality (Reader, 2018). After participants signed
and submitted the online Google form, it was emailed back to me, acknowledging
participants’ informed consent to participate in the study.

Interviews were administered via a semi-structured, open-ended protocol using a
list of questions developed to gain insight into the study’s research questions. Because
this research was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, all interviews were
conducted via Skype or telephone, with participants being allowed to choose the medium

of communication they preferred. Participants were required to give consent to allow
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their interviews to be recorded. An audio recording device was used to record the entire
interview, which I later transcribed into a text document. The text document was then
input into the Dedoose (2016) qualitative software, where the interviews could be
analyzed and coded for recurring themes (Francis, 2019).

Review of the Problem and Research Questions

The administration of a local community college has attempted to institute a
mentoring program to improve poor retention rates among their African American
students. The problem addressed by this study is that administrators indicated they were
unsure what type of mentoring and mentoring strategies may be the most effective for
student retention. The findings of the study showed that mentoring had a positive impact
on retention for African American students. All the participants who were interviewed
spoke positively about the mentoring program and expressed that the program was
beneficial to them in remaining in school and completing their college degrees.

The purpose of the qualitative study was to better understand how African
American students perceived the effects of mentoring, which specific mentoring
strategies they found effective, and whether mentoring had a positive impact on retention.
The data collected from the interviews showed that most of the African American
students’ perceptions of the mentoring program were positive and that they found the
peer and faculty mentoring strategies crucial to helping them persist and remain in
school. The findings suggest that mentoring programs may be beneficial for African

American students and that peer and faculty mentoring strategies may have a positive
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impact on retention. It was in this context that this inquiry was conceptualized with
support from Tinto’s (1993) conceptual framework.

Tinto’s (1993) student integration theory proposed a connection between
mentoring and positive retention for African American students. Both Tinto’s social
integration theory and his academic success model support the use of varied learning
environments (e.g., teacher-student relationship and student-peer). Tinto argued that the
stronger the individual level of social and academic integration, the greater the students’
subsequent commitment to the institution and the goal of college graduation. Tinto’s
academic and social models are dominant in education research and are frequently cited
by researchers seeking to identify factors that lead to and predict students’ academic
success and persistence to college completion (Walker & Okpala, 2017).

To investigate the problem at the community college, two research questions were
formulated. The discussion of the findings focused on these research questions. I
summarized the findings of the research questions by identifying five themes from of the
participant’s answers to the interview questions.

The first question was posed as follows: RQ1) What are African American
students’ perceptions of the mentoring program at the community college? This question
was designed to align with the collection of data during interviews. Based on interview
responses collected via audio recording, note-taking, and transcription, | was able to
develop the themes. The five themes identified earlier reflect African American students’

perceptions of mentoring and its positive impact on retention. The first emerging theme
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suggested that some participants viewed the mentoring program as a positive bonding
experience and a network of support. Participants 1, 3, and 4 indicated that the mentoring
program offered an environment where mentors and participants could grow and learn
through positive interactions. The second emerging theme was an atmosphere of
openness that helped participants forge strong friendships. The third theme was that the
mentoring program helped participants navigate through campus life and assisted them
with achieving goals and persisting toward graduation. The fourth theme was that the
mentoring program helped with personal growth and making good decisions. Making
good decisions was paramount to obtaining the goal of graduation, and most of the
participants said that the mentoring program was the reason why they stayed in school.
The final theme that emerged from the data was the participants’ perception that the
mentoring program helped them make an impact on others. “Paying it forward” was a
term that some of the participants used during the interviews. The participants seemed to
propose that the openness and strong friendships that were established in the mentoring
program were factors in them completing their degree.

The findings from the interviews align with research question one. The overall
findings of the study reveal that African American students had a positive perception of
the mentoring program, and the program helped them remain in school and persist.
According to Tinto’s (1993) conceptual model, there is a connection between mentoring
and positive retention for African American students. Individuals who connect and bond

with programs and engage in academic activities are more likely to persist towards
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completion (Tinto, 1993). The data from the interviews conducted for this study
confirmed that African American students at the community college felt positively about
the mentoring program and perceived it as having a beneficial impact on their own
retention. The students discussed how the benefits of the program and their academic
success influenced their perceptions. The themes that emerged from interview responses
by participants provided data relevant to research question one.

The second research question posed for this study was as follows: RQ2) What
elements of mentoring do African American students in a community college perceive as
having a positive influence on their retention? Many of the themes that emerged from the
participants’ interviews provided insight into research question two. When asked to give
examples of elements of the mentoring program that worked well, the participants
seemed to suggest that positive bonding and having a network of support was a key
aspect of good mentoring. Participant 3 stated that she bonded with her mentor, who
“became a network of support” and advised her in her “personal life outside of college.”
Participant 4 added that the program helped her achieve personal goals as well as
academic goals and pushed her to join organizations outside of college.

The participants seemed to propose that the atmosphere of openness and the
friendships that were established in the mentoring program were factors in their ability to
complete their degrees. Participant 6 described the relational nature of her mentoring
experiences and said she enjoyed working with the other participants. She commented on

how other participants and the mentors checked in on her when she was absent from the
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program. She added that the program’s atmosphere of accountability and openness helped
her forge strong friendships and allowed her to remain in school. Most of the
participants’ perceptions of their mentors were positive, and they commented on the role
the mentors played in supporting their retention.

When study participants were asked to explain the role of their mentors in detail,
all of them mentioned how having a mentor helped them to move through their college
programs. Participant 1 stated that the support of the mentoring program was why he
persisted and met the graduation goal on time. Most of the participants stated that the
mentoring program aided them in achieving goals in their personal lives as well. It was
noted in the interview process that several participants felt that their mentors cared deeply
about them and that their relationship was sincere.

The findings from the interviews provide information that aligns with research
question two. The results suggest that there are multiple elements of mentoring that
African American students perceived as having a positive influence on their retention.
African American students felt supported by the program. Their mentors helped them
navigate the entire college process. They also benefited from having a network of support
that included other program participants. Tinto’s (1993) student integration theory
suggested two primary forms of integration that are imperative for student persistence
and retention. The first is social integration, which involves an individual’s peer-to-peer
interactions and day-to-day interactions at the institution (Griffin, 2018; Tinto, 1993).

Academic integration includes the full range of an individual’s experiences that occur in
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the traditional and non-traditional domains of the academic systems of the university
(Griffin, 2018; Tinto, 1993). The importance of these forms of integration is supported by
the results of this study.

Data Coding

In this study, interview transcriptions provided the essential framework for
pinpointing individual statements related to participants’ experiences. Statements that
shared a correlation were coded to reveal emerging themes. Manual coding of each
participant’s transcript helped to identify patterns and develop themes that were
important in writing the results. The findings procured from the interviews are reviewed
in this section in relation to the specific themes they support. The data collected indicated
that African American students perceived their mentoring program to be positive,
supportive, and effective in helping them persist in college and earn their degrees. The
study participants perceived the following elements of the program as having a positive
influence on their retention: a network of support that promoted peer interactions,
positive bonding experiences and the development of lifetime friendships, assistance with
navigating campus life, and help with personal and academic goals that supported their
ability to persist toward graduation.

Participants’ descriptions of their experiences in the mentoring program provided
me with knowledge and insight into the research questions posed for this study. By taking
notes, actively listening to the participants, and examining their responses, valuable

information was attained about the mentoring program at the community college. The
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research questions are addressed with supporting documentation describing the feedback
provided by each participant. Throughout the data collection and analysis process, a
number of themes emerged that provided information connected to the research
questions. These themes were as follows: positive bonding and a network of support,
openness and the establishment of lifetime friendships, help with navigating campus life,
assistance in achieving goals including persistence toward graduation, help with
personal growth and making good decisions, and opportunities to impact others. Each
theme is discussed below with support from participants’ responses.

Positive Bonding and a Network of Support

The first emerging theme suggests that some participants viewed the mentoring
program as offering a positive bonding experience and a network of support. Most of the
participants stated that they had a positive bonding experience with their mentor. When
asked to give examples of what worked in the mentoring program, the participants
seemed to suggest that positive bonding and having a network of support was a key
aspect of good mentoring. Participant 1 said he “felt closeness to the other participants
and to the mentors in the program.” He added that having a social circle with mentors
that look like you are important for African American students. Participant 3 described
how she bonded with her mentor: “At the beginning of the program my mentor
established expectations and followed through. My mentor was respectful of my time and
became a network of support by advising me in my personal life outside of college.”

Participant 4 added that the program helped her achieve personal goals as well as college
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goals, adding that she joined other organizations outside of college to prepare herself for
the real world. Participants 1, 3, and 4 indicated that the mentoring program offered an
environment where mentors and participants grow and learn through positive
interactions.

Openness and a Lifetime of Friendships Were Established

The second theme to emerge from the data was the atmosphere of openness
established in the mentoring program., which encouraged the formation of strong
friendships among participants. When the participants were asked what the best part was
about participating in the mentoring program, most of them discussed the openness and
the friendships that were forged. The participants seemed to propose that these factors
helped them in completing their degree. Participant 5 said, “the mentoring program was
relational, and doing life together with the other participants helped me to stay in school.”
He added that the openness and guidance of the mentors were a great support to him as
an African American male student. Participant 6 described the mentoring experience as
relational and said she enjoyed working with the other participants. She commented on
how both the mentors and the other participants checked in on her when she was absent
from the program. She added that the elements of accountability and openness
encouraged her to establish lifetime friendships and allowed her to remain in school.
Many participants pointed to the sense of community and support fostered within the
mentoring program. Participant 7 expressed her belief that “the mentoring program

helped to improve retention because none of the participants dropped out of the program
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and all of the participants graduated.” She added that she felt accountable to the
mentoring program because her mentor cared about her. Participants elaborated on how
the program’s culture of openness, and the friendships they established, made them feel
like a family. They felt that their mentors were forthright and relatable to them as African
American students. The mentors cared and provided a positive influence, which
participants reciprocated by supporting each other.

Help with Navigating Campus Life, Assistance with Achieving Goals and Persisting
Toward Graduation

The third theme that emerged from the data collection process was that the
mentoring program helped participants navigate campus life and assisted them in
achieving goals and persisting toward graduation. When the participants were asked to
explain in detail the role of their mentor, all of them briefly elaborated on how having a
mentor helped them to move through their college program. Most of the participants
stated that the mentoring program aided in achieving goals in their personal life as well.
Participant 8 stated, “My mentor helped me to set smart goals that were realistic and
attainable.” Participant 8 commented on how having a mentor helped them navigate
through campus life: “The mentors gave us a tour of the campus at the beginning of the
program and supported us throughout the entire program.” It was noted throughout the
interview process that several participants assumed that the mentors deeply cared about
them and felt that their mentor-mentee relationship was genuine and sincere. Participant 1

added that the support of the mentoring program was why he persisted and met the
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graduation goal on time. Participant 3 mentioned, “the best part of being in the mentoring
program was having someone in your corner that look like you and that was there to help
you to succeed in college and do better in life.” Most of the participants suggested that
the mentoring program was essential for them to stay in school and complete their college
degree.

Help with Personal Growth and Making Good Decisions

The fourth theme that emerged was that the mentoring program helped
participants with personal growth and making good decisions. Several of the mentees
expressed how the mentoring program helped with their personal growth and good
decision-making. Many participants also discussed how the mentoring program helped
them to acclimate to campus life, and how personal growth was necessary to become
accustomed to the new environment. Because most of the participants were first-
generation college students, their families could not help them understand and navigate
college life. Making good decisions was paramount in obtaining their graduation goals,
and most of the participants said that the mentoring program was the reason why they
stayed in school. Participant 2 noted, “The mentor program helped me to become a leader
through motivation and constant support.” He explained how he was able to correct his
time management issues and be purposeful about completing his college degree: “My
mentor advised me on a personal life issue, and it was great to know that she was actively
listening and was very supported.” Participant 6 stated, “Going through this life challenge

helped me to grow and be conscious of my decisions.” Several of the participants
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declared that the mentoring program was the key to their persistence to stay in school and
complete their college degree, which had a positive impact on their lives.

Motivation to Impact Others

The final theme that emerged from the data collection process was that the
mentoring program helped participants make an impact on others. “Paying it forward”
was a term that some of the participants used during the interviews. Participant 5 stated
“the mentoring program helped me to impact other lives. | am mentoring my little sister
through motivation and support, and now she is excelling through middle school.”
Participant 5 commented on how his mentor would always encourage him to help others.
Most of the participants became mentors themselves, noting that they wanted to share the
positive impact the program made on their own lives with other students. Participant 3
explained, “I became a mentor because [ wanted to share what I learned and help other
African American students.” She suggested that the mentoring program was the best part
of her college experience. She communicated this message to her mentees and advised
them to take full advantage of the program. Participant 1 shared that he became a mentor
for two years after he participated in the mentoring program, saying “I know that the
mentoring program works; it has helped me to become a leader and a better man. It has
created a sense of purpose in my own life” Most of the participants suggested that the
mentoring program was extremely important to helping African American students

persist and complete the graduation goal.
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Participant Interviews

Before | began each participant’s interview, the consent form was discussed again
in detail. I also sought permission again to audio record the interview to ensure that
answers could be reviewed for accuracy. Participants were reassured that they would be
allowed to review the resulting transcripts to correct any inaccuracies and ensure
confidential reporting of their responses. Smart (2017) indicated that recording and
transcribing all interviews is necessary to capture participants’ exact words. A total of
eight participant interviews was completed, which included interviews with four male
and four female participants. The interview lengths ranged from 40 minutes to 60
minutes; follow-up interviews were conducted via email and phone for the purpose of
clarification. Interviews were conducted because the purpose of the study was to allow
research participants to describe their mentoring experiences, what specific mentoring
strategies they find effective, and whether mentoring has a positive impact on retention.

The recorded participant’s interviews were assessed and then transcribed into text.
Each transcript was reviewed for accuracy, creditability, and reliability several times. |
used the process of member-checking by allowing each participant to check the accuracy
of their transcription via email. All participants reviewed their transcripts and confirmed
that the material was correct, with the exception of some minor corrections made by two
of the participants. Consequently, interpretative validity was addressed by utilizing a
triangulation of data, interviewing multiple participants, and asking clarifying questions

throughout the data-collection process (Bishop, 2019). After each interview, | completed
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the interview transcriptions soon as possible. It is important for data collection and
analysis to take place simultaneously to encourage accurate transcriptions, and to help
inform future questions for ongoing research (Anderson, 2019). All transcripts were
reviewed and coded throughout the entire data-collection phase of the study.

Summary of Outcomes

The data for this study came from interviews with African American students who
participated in a mentoring program at a local community college. | interviewed eight
students. All interviews were transcribed and member-checked for accuracy. After
member-checking was completed, the transcripts were coded and triangulated. Field
notes were also taken to help provide an accurate account of each conversation. | wrote
down the participant’s responses during the interviews to better capture non-verbal cues
about how the participants felt as they answered questions. The previous section
discussed five relevant themes that emerged in response to specific interview questions.
These questions were carefully written and selected to help clarify the participants’
perceptions. The following sections will summarize the results of the study in relation to
the problem and the research questions. This discussion will be contextualized within the
larger body of literature on mentoring and incorporate Tinto’s (1993) student integration
theory, which provides the conceptual framework for this study.
The Project Deliverable

The previous section provided a systematic summary of this study’s findings in

relation to the problem and the research questions. A qualitative design was used to
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understand African American student’s perceptions of their mentoring program and what
elements of mentoring was perceived to positively impact their retention. Several themes
were identified that supported the data and align with the research questions. The
consensus among the participants in the study is that African American students
perceived their mentoring programs to be positive, supportive, and useful in helping them
persist and earn their college degrees. The elements of mentoring that African American
students perceived as having a positive influence on their retention and persistence to
graduation were revealed as follows: a network of support and peer interactions, positive
bonding and lifetime friendships, helpful navigation through campus life, helping with
personal growth, and opportunities to impact others.

The findings of this study will be presented to the local community college to aid
administrators in designing and implementing a new mentoring program for African
American students at their institution. | chose to draft the project deliverable in the form
of a policy recommendation paper. A policy recommendation, also known as a white
paper, outlines recommended steps for addressing a problem based on detailed research.
A policy recommendation is used to pinpoint specific needs, determine solutions, and
communicate a possible course of action. The following section describes the process that
was used to create the policy recommendation paper and provides rationale for the

selection of this genre.
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Section 3: The Project

In this section, | provide an overview of the policy recommendation paper that
will be presented to college administrators at the local community college to inform them
of the findings of this study. A background of the existing problem, a summary of
findings, and a literature review are presented to provide context and rationale for the
policy recommendation paper. It is hoped that the recommendations that will be
presented to college administrators will reveal the need to reenact the mentoring program
and may assist in the design of a program that positively affects retention of African
American students. Analysis of data collected during the interview process generated
themes that may help administrators learn how to increase the retention rates for African
American students. Overall, the African American students who participated in this study
perceived the mentoring program to be positive, supportive, and effective in helping them
to persist through college and earn their degrees. The policy recommendation paper
provides specific recommendations for designing, reenacting, and sustaining a mentoring
program that offers this type of positive support for African American students.

Rationale

| opted to create a policy recommendation paper detailing specific suggestions to
ameliorate the problem of low retention rates among African American students at the
local community college. The retention problems at the community college examined in
this study could be best addressed through the creation of policy that aids in the

establishment of a well-designed mentoring program. It is envisioned that the policy
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recommendation paper can be used to justify the local community college and other
institutions in considering the establishment of structured, organized, and well-planned
mentoring programs designed to positively impact African American students’ retention.
The policy recommendation aligns with this study’s research questions and the themes
that emerged from data collected during interviews. Overall, the participants had a
positive perception of their mentoring program, stating that it was helpful, supportive,
and impactful, and that it provided them with important resources.

The results of the current study and the accompanying recommendations are
consistent with existing research on the topic. Research shows that mentoring is an
appropriate strategy for addressing low retention of African American students (Ponder,
2020). The use of a policy paper to translate research findings into actionable steps is also
well established in the research. For example, Francis (2019) used a detailed policy paper
to bring attention to the fact that mentoring programs can address the retention problem at
community colleges. The study showed how designing structured mentoring programs
may alleviate or minimize the retention problem for students at the local community
college.

The results and recommendations from this study will be shared with college
administrators via a scheduled presentation. It is anticipated that the results of the study
and the recommendations will help administrators in reenacting a newly designed, highly
structured, and well-planned mentoring program to positively impact retention rates for

African American students at their college. Reenacting the mentoring program at the
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local college and integrating a new curriculum through the adoption of this policy
document will require investment of resources to commit long-term to African American
students. It is hoped that the results of this basic qualitative study may produce a positive
social change at the local college and possibly support the creation of similar programs at
other institutions. The following section summarizes the literature that was reviewed to
help formulate this study and which provides context for the results.

Review of the Literature

| conducted a literature review to provide support for my recommendation that
administrators at the local community college reenact their mentoring program and to
demonstrate how mentoring programs can be used to help increase African American
students’ retention. The review of literature focuses on themes related to African
American students’ perceptions of mentoring programs and the elements of mentoring
they perceived as having a positive influence on their retention. To conduct this research,
| searched a wide range of databases such as Eric, ProQuest, SAGE, and Educational
Research Complete using the following search terms: policy recommendation, student
engagement and mentoring programs, mentoring and students’ connection, peer
mentoring and colleges and universities, funding and higher education, and mentoring
and retention. The literature presented in the following sections addresses the themes that
will form the core of the policy recommendations. In this way, the sections are linked to
crucial points of the project’s design. I begin by reviewing literature on the policy

recommendation paper; this genre was deemed appropriate for the current project
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because of its ability to frame clear recommendations for action grounded in specific
research findings. | then present research on the use of mentoring programs to improve
retention and graduation rates among African American community college students
organized by theme.

The Policy Recommendation Paper

A policy recommendation paper, or white paper, is an informative document that
is built on detailed research (Brown, 2020). This genre was selected because it aligns
with the study’s research questions and the themes that emerged from the data. It is also
appropriate because the problem being researched could be addressed through policy to
reenact and enhance the community college’s mentoring program. A white paper is used
to pinpoint specific needs, determine solutions, and communicate a possible course of
action.

The results of the study revealed that African American students perceived their
mentoring program as positive, supportive, helpful, and key to their decision to stay in
school. These findings are aligned with Research Question 1, which sought to ascertain
whether participants found the mentoring program beneficial. The themes that emerged
from the data collection process are also aligned with Research Question 2, which
focused on determining the elements of mentoring African American students perceived
as having a positive influence on their retention. These themes included positive bonding
and a network of support, openness and the establishment of strong friendships, help with

navigating campus life, assistance in achieving goals and persisting toward the
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graduation, help with personal growth and making good decisions, and opportunities to
impact others. These themes are consistent with Tinto’s (1993) social integration theory,
which was used as a theoretical lens when constructing this study.

The findings of this study will be presented to administrators at the local
community college, including a proposal for administrators to work with faculty
members and students to create a new mentoring program that will support African
American students and increase their retention rate. The policy recommendation process
involves helping policymakers justify new policy by generating research-based evidence
they can provide to stakeholders (Woodbury & Englesberg, 2022). I will recommend that
administrators use the themes revealed in interviews with study participants to enhance
their mentoring program. This goal can be accomplished by integrating a mentoring
program in the curriculum for first-year students and creating strategic goals to keep the
program sustainable.

Mentoring Programs that Provide a Network of Positive Support

A review of relevant literature consistently revealed that mentoring programs
were beneficial for college students (Ponder, 2020). Researchers such as Dinh and
Zhang (2021) have used high-impact practices including mentoring and internship
programs to increase recruitment and retention of underrepresented racial and ethnic
minorities in 2-year college programs in science and technology. The participants
reported benefits from the networking opportunities provided through the program and

described the program as positive and supportive. The program fostered an interest in the
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geosciences, and the underrepresented students commented positively on their bonding
experiences with other participants and the mentors in the program. In a similar study on
a mentoring program that provided peer tutoring and on-campus social activities, the
students stated that the mentoring program was positive and supportive and that it was
crucial to their ability to excel and stay in school (Martin, 2020). Using a policy
recommendation can encourage community involvement in mentoring programs; a policy
can be used to change the actions of school leaders and improve learning for students
(Woodbury & Englesberg, 2022).

The findings of this study support using mentoring to positively impact retention
of African American students at the local community college and benefit students’
personal and professional development. The results from the interviews conducted for the
present study suggested that students who participated in the community college’s
mentoring program found the network of support and positive bonding experiences the
program provided helpful on campus and in their personal lives. For example, Participant
4 stated that the mentoring program was helpful in her achieving personal goals as well
as college goals, explaining that she joined other organizations outside of college to
prepare herself for the real world. Research supports the use of mentoring programs to
help students in the educational setting and in their personal lives (Moy & Lee, 2021).
Mentoring can serve as a strategy to guide African American students at critical points in
their educational and personal development, providing a vital intervention than can

support their persistence and retention in college (Brooms & Davis, 2017). Participant 1
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responded that he “felt closeness to his mentor and the other participants in the program.”
He added that having a social circle with mentors that look like you were important for
African American students. Participant 3 explained how she bonded with her mentor: “At
the beginning of the program, my mentor established expectations and followed through.
My mentor was respectful of my time and became a network of support by advising me
in my personal life outside of college.” There were no comments on any aspect of the
mentoring program that did not work for the participants.

Collaborative and Structured Mentoring Programs

In the policy paper resulting from this study, | recommend that administrators at
the local community college structure their new mentoring program to include peer
mentoring, creating opportunities for students to interact with and support one another.
The participants who were interviewed for the study commented on the close
relationships and friendships that were established with their peers, a theme that is
supported by the literature. According to Flowers (2020), close peer relationships are
important for African American students. He commented that peer mentoring has been
shown to be a driving force in their success. Peer mentoring can help African American
students connect to campus support networks, which positively impacts the college they
attend (Schwartz et al., 2018). Peer mentors are helpful to students because they can often
relate at a level that was more similar and more recent to the student’s experiences
(Ponder, 2020). Retention improves when participants engage in peer mentoring

relationships that include tutoring and academic support (Payne, 2021). Research has
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indicated that peer mentors were supportive and resourceful, and that interactions with
mentors gave students greater connections to the college (O’Neal, 2020). Peer mentoring
programs have helped students remain in school and persist to graduation (Collier, 2017),
including Black male students (Wilson, 2021) and African American students (Igbo &
Sule, 2019; Merritt, 2020).The literature thus supports using peer mentoring and various
other mentoring strategies to help African American students persist toward graduation
(Bonsangue & Gilmore, 2018; Sanchez, 2018).

Numerous studies have also noted the importance of providing appropriate
training to peer mentors. Higher education institutions must support mentors to motivate
them to be fully committed to helping students in need (Clarke, 2020). Mentoring
relationships expand when mentors understand the value of mentoring (DeVance, 2021).
Simmons and Smith (2020) found that a life coaching intervention module exceeded the
objective of equal persistence rates between the underrepresented African American
students who had received peer coaching and their majority counterparts. Students who
experienced the intervention reported improved perceptions of their college experiences
and academic skills (Simmons & Smith, 2020).

A structured mentoring program with well-trained peer mentors can help African
American students persist and remain in school (Ponder, 2020; Wilson, 2021). As such,
the policy recommendation presented to administrators at the local community college
will emphasize the need for a comprehensive training policy for mentors before they can

work with new students. The training would help mentors to gain the knowledge, skills,
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and abilities needed to perform effectively in the mentoring role and specifically address
the needs of African American community college students. Although interviewees in
this study did not discuss the structure of their mentoring program in detail, their
responses revealed that it was collaborative in nature. Each participant interviewed stated
that they worked with their mentor as well as with other participants in the program. They
expressed their enjoyment of the collaborative structure and the benefits that followed.
The participants seemed to propose that the open atmosphere of the program and the
friendships they established there were factors in them completing their degrees. As
Participant 5 put it, “doing life together with the other participants helped me to stay in
school.” It is recommended that administrators work with faculty members and students
to structure a new mentoring program that will provide this type of support to students as
a strategy to increase the retention rate. The policy recommendation, or white paper, will
help to provide structure that encourages a collaborative atmosphere in the mentoring
program.

Help with Navigating College Life, Assistance in Achieving Personal Goals and
Persisting Toward Graduation

Mentoring programs and other campus support services are key in retaining
minority students and helping them navigate college (Plater, 2020). Programs that use
peers, coaches, college staff, and faculty members as a support system have been shown
to help first-generation African American student athletes navigate campus life, set

personal goals, and graduate from college (Martin, 2020). The students stated that the
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mentoring, tutoring, and overall help they received aided them in building relationships
and acclimating to college life as well as helping them cope with personal challenges
(Martin, 2020). Institutions that build effective partnerships with various entities on
campus in order to enhance students’ social and academic integration will see fewer
students leave school (Martin, 2020; Plater, 2020; Tinto, 1993).

Participants in the present study noted that their mentors served as role-models
and supported their academic and personal needs. Most of the participants thought that
their mentors and the program itself helped them to persist and remain in school. In
addition to the role mentors played in helping the participants move through their college
program, they also assisted them in achieving goals in their personal. For example,
Participant 8 stated, “My mentor helped me to set smart goals that were realistic and
attainable.” The same participant describe how the program helped them navigate campus
life: “The mentors gave us a tour of the campus at the beginning of the program and
supported us throughout the entire program.” Several of the participants | interviewed
presumed that the mentors cared deeply about them and that their relationship was
genuine and sincere. Most participants suggested that the mentoring program was
essential to helping them stay in school and complete their college degrees. Participant 1
noted that the support of the mentoring program was why he persisted and graduated on
time. Participant 3 stated, “the best part of being in the mentoring program was having
someone in your corner that look like you and that was there to help you to succeed in

college and do better in life.”
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The findings of this study address the research questions posed. African American
students at the local community college perceived their mentoring program to be helpful,
supportive, and positive. The themes that emerged from the data collection process
aligned with research question two, which asked which elements of their mentoring
program African American students perceived as having a positive influence on their
retention.

Project Description

This qualitative study explored African American students’ perceptions of a
mentoring program instituted at their community college to determine which elements of
the program they perceived as having a positive influence on their retention and
persistence to graduation. Administrators at the college instituted the original mentoring
program in an attempt to improve retention among this specific group. However, in 2019,
the school closed down due to the COVID-19 pandemic, and the program was dissolved.
Students eventually started back to school in a virtual setting and then in person, but the
mentoring program had not resumed at the time of this study. The goal of this study was
to generate a policy recommendation to educate administrators about student perceptions
of the previous program and aid in the design of a new mentoring program for African
American students at the college. The specific suggestions contained in the policy
recommendation are summarized in this section.

The first consideration in designing a mentoring program is how to make the

project manageable and sustainable. | recommend that the program only be integrated
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into the curriculum for 1st-year students as a means of keeping the mentoring program
sustainable. Limiting the mentoring program to 1st-year African American students
would target students during a crucial transition period while keeping the scope of the
program manageable. The possible challenge of identifying and recruiting enough
mentors to work with program participants will be reduced by limiting the program in
this way. Should the program become more self-sustaining over time, it could be
expanded to include other segments of the student population. As another measure to
keep the program efficient and sustainable, | recommend that students can opt out of the
program at any time.

Proposal for Implementation

One important consideration for the new mentoring program is the space it will
operate in. | recommend that the college provide a classroom on campus to host the new
mentoring program for African American students entering their first year of college.
Students who opt into the program will be randomly assigned to a mentor, whom they
will meet during Freshman orientation. | recommend assigning both peer and faculty
mentors during this process. Peer mentors are helpful to students because they can relate
at a level that is more similar and more relevant to the student’s experiences because they
are students themselves (Druery & Brooms, 2019). This finding was confirmed in my
interviews with program participants. the interviews is that the participants enjoy working
with peer mentors. Faculty mentors provide other benefits for African American students,

including improving student engagement, a crucial predictor of undergraduate students’
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retention and graduation (Howard, 2021). Developing a connection with faculty in the
form of coaching provides students with a sense of belonging and increases their will to
persist (Howard 2021).

As for the structure of the program, | suggest that mentors and mentees meet for
one hour each week, using the mentoring classroom as a meeting space. Throughout the
year, mentors will support students by offering academic skills-coaching, mentoring, and
motivation to persist through challenges. Mentors will provide customized sessions on
skill development that will include time management, study skills, textbook
comprehension, and test-taking skills to provide students with direct academic support.
The mentoring program will also provide workshops featuring guest speakers,
conferences, and meetings on topics related to student success and retention. If desired,
mentors and mentees can schedule meetings in different locations to work together on
schoolwork or socialize.

Mentoring programs are proven to increase retention of minority students (Lee,
2018). The data from this study revealed that students want a mentoring program that
provides a network of support through peer interactions, generates positive bonding and
lifetime friendships, helps with navigating campus life, supports personal growth, and
provides opportunities to impact others. The new mentoring program will be designed to
support students in achieving their goals and help them be successful in college.
Resources Needed/Potential Barriers

To help measure the success of the program, | recommend having students record
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and report on their experiences through the year. Students will be given a five-subject
notebook and asked to keep a journal recounting interactions with their mentor and any
special events provided by the program, including workshops, guest speakers,
conferences, and meetings. Students will also be asked to meet monthly with their
mentors, including peer and faculty mentors, in order to provide feedback on the
program. At the end of the program, mentees will be asked to provide the journal as a
written record of their experiences. The costs of the program will include the price of
binding and duplicating the white paper, the time needed to implement the new
mentoring program, and money needed to support program events and materials. No
other materials will be used; the new students, peer mentors, faculty mentor,
administrators, and the mentoring program are the primary resources.

There are some possible challenges to program implementation, including
financial barriers, restrictions on time, and the challenge of fostering genuine
collaboration among students, peer mentors, faculty mentors, and administrators. The
challenge of recruiting faculty and peer mentors to serve in the program represents
another possible barrier. Everyone who signs up for the program must be willing to sign
an agreement regarding their conduct within the program.

Of course, administrative leadership may initially be concerned with the means of
financing the program(Gandbhi et al., 2019). The institution must be willing to allocate

funds for mentor recruitment and training .
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Implementation Timetable
Formation of a Focus Group

The results and recommendations from this study will be presented to college
administrators in Summer 2023. | will recommend that administrators start by forming a
focus group comprising faculty members and students.. The role of the focus group will
be to create strategic goals to keep the program sustainable; I will recommend that the
focus group use the themes revealed in study interviews with study participants to aid in
structuring their program. It will be essential for the focus group to clearly define the
roles and responsibilities of mentors, mentees, and those providing oversight to the
program, and to identify potential candidates for these roles. It will also be important to
gather recommendations from the students in the focus group who may be impacted by
the creation of such a program (O’Neal, 2020) The goals is for the focus group to be
implemented by Fall 2023.
Formation of a Faculty Committee

I will recommend that college administrators present the general findings of this
study at a staff meeting in Summer 2023 and recruit a faculty committee to help pilot the
program in Fall 2023. Research emphasizes the importance of using evidence-based
practices when designing any program to support the retention of African American
students (Brooms, 2019).. A focus group comprised of faculty and students can help

administrators better understand how to support these students in persisting to graduation
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(Twumasi, 2019). The mentoring program will have the added benefit of supplying a
valuable service opportunity to faculty and students at the college.
Recruitment of Mentors and Participants

Administrators can start recruiting upper-class students to volunteer as mentors by
sending out a flyer in the Fall of 2023. Individuals selected to run the mentoring program
should develop measures to identify and recruit effective peer mentors, possibly
recruiting former mentees to fill these roles. The selection process should be a result of
collaboration between the student, faculty members, and administrators in the focus
group. After the student mentors are selected, | recommend that the student mentee,
student mentor, and faculty mentor sign an agreement outlining the nature of their
relationship. Research shows that for a mentoring relationship to be successful, everyone
must understand and agree on their roles and expectations (Foster, 2019).
Mentor Training

College administrators and faculty members will implement and oversee the
mentor training. | recommend that a peer mentors training session be held prior to the
beginning of the new school year.in the mentoring classroom. Depending on availability
of funding, breakfast, lunch, snacks, and water may be provided. At the completion of the
one-day mentor training session, peer mentors will be randomly paired with a first-year
college student.

The mentor training will include a detailed overview of mentor’s roles,

expectations, responsibilities, and key mentoring skills. The training should also include
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guidance for maintaining effective, safe, and appropriate relationships between mentors
and mentees. Training is important because effective peer mentors help their mentees
with both the social and academic aspects of college (Kopel, 2018); they help students
feel connected to the institution, persist, and obtain their college degree (Simmons, 2019).
A grievance process should also be outlined to handle potential complaints or cases of

misconduct arising from interactions between individuals participating in the program.

Project Evaluation Plan
The faculty committee responsible for running the mentoring program should regularly
evaluate the program’s effectiveness using both formative and summative assessment
methods to collect information from students, peer mentors, faculty mentors, and
administrators. Formative evaluations will monitor the impact of the program by
collecting ongoing feedback that faculty members and administrators can use to make
improvements or adjustments along the way. For example, mentees will be asked to keep
a weekly journal recounting interactions with their mentors as well as any special events
provided by the mentoring program, such as workshops, guest speakers, conferences, or
meetings. Mentees will also be asked to meet with their peer and faculty mentors monthly
to provide feedback on their interactions with their mentors and the program as a whole.
Faculty mentors will then meet monthly with the administrators overseeing the program
to share this feedback from student participants. The goal of these formative assessments

is to inform the program’s implementation on an ongoing basis (Grubbs, 2020).
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Summative evaluations are another important assessment method used to measure
the effectiveness of a program or activity overall (Gutierrez & Tomas, 2019).
Administrators can accomplish this goal by asking student mentees, peer mentors, and
faculty mentors to participate in a survey twice per year to collect data on the
effectiveness of the program. Administrators will also monitor mentees’ retention rates
for both semesters and share the findings at the end of the school year to determine the
overall impact of the mentoring program on retention rates. The journal that mentees will
keep as a written record of the program will be used as a summative evaluation tool also.

Administrators will share all of the evaluation data with the faculty committee
running the program, and they will discuss how to share the information to the entire
college, whether through the school’s website, a written document, or another method.

Project Implications

The findings of this study and the accompanying policy recommendation have
direct implications at the local level. It is hoped that administrators at the community
college featured in this study will use the recommendations provided in Appendix A to
justify the reenactment of a mentoring program for African American students at their
institution. The policy recommendation document also includes specific advice for
structuring a program that is effective, manageable, and sustainable. My analysis of
student perceptions of the previous mentoring program supports the use of a mentoring
program to help increase retention and graduation rates among African American

students at the college.
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My research findings may also have implications for other community colleges and the
African American students they serve. Administrators from other institutions can use this
study to provide rationale for the creation of their own mentoring programs. The policy
recommendation outlines important considerations when designing such a program and
recommendations for implementation that could be adapted to other institutions. In this
way, the findings of this study have multiple implications for positive social change,
potentially benefiting African American college students, the institutions they attend, and

society at large
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Section 4: Reflections and Conclusions

Administrators at a southeastern college have struggled to determine why the
retention rates for African American students are so low even though they have taken
measures to improve them, namely, introducing a mentoring program targeted at this
group. Administrators expressed their need to understand how the mentoring program
affected college retention among this group of students as well as which program
characteristics and student perceptions related to the program may have had the greatest
impact. Therefore, the purpose of this qualitative study was to better understand how
African American students perceived the effects of mentoring, which specific mentoring
strategies they found to be effective, and whether they believed that mentoring had a
positive impact on their retention. Once the study was completed, the objective was to
produce a policy recommendation, or white paper, to assist in designing and
implementing a new mentoring program for African American students at the college.

The findings of this study were significant in a number of ways. First, they
provided valuable insights into the strengths and weaknesses of the current mentoring
program that could inform the creation of other similar programs. Second, the findings
produced actionable results that were used to create policy recommendations for the
development and implementation of a new mentoring program at the school under study.
For example, the results of the study indicated that participants viewed the mentoring
program as a positive bonding experience and a network of support. This reveals that an

effective mentoring program should contain robust opportunities for positive bonding
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between mentees and mentors. Another important finding of the study was that the
mentoring program helped participants navigate campus life and assisted them with
achieving goals and persisting toward graduation. This finding demonstrates that an
effective mentoring program should assist mentees in achieving the specific steps and
goals necessary for graduation. The findings from this study also show that establishing
an atmosphere of openness that fosters friendships was an important factor in helping
mentees complete their degrees. This indicates that any mentorship program should have
systems in place that promote openness and friendships between the mentees and
mentors. These are key elements that should be a part of any effective college mentorship
program.

Despite the strengths of this study, there were three important limitations. The
first limitation was that data were collected from a relatively small sample size of 10
participants. Studies with smaller sample sizes often have lower reliability than those
with larger sample sizes (Creswell, 2018; Leedy & Omrod, 2018). Another limitation of
this study is its qualitative methodology. Qualitative studies emphasize obtaining depth of
information and not breadth, meaning the findings may not be broad. Finally, the findings
may not be representative of the larger population. The next section contains
recommendations for alternative approaches based on these limitations.

Recommendations for Alternative Approaches
The present study provides important insights into the experiences of African

American student participants in a community college mentoring program designed to
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improve their retention and graduation rates. However, a quantitative study on the effect
of mentoring programs on the retention of African American students could help confirm
these findings by posing closed-ended questions related to a larger sample of African
American community college students. Such an approach would allow researchers to
evaluate whether there is a statistically significant relationship between this study’s
predictor variables (positive bonding experiences, a network of support, an atmosphere of
openness, and the establishment of strong friendships) and its outcome variable (African
American students’ positive perceptions of the efficacy of their mentoring program).
Operationalizing these predictor and outcome variables as Likert scales survey questions
and presenting these questions to a large randomly sampled group of African American
students who participated in the mentoring program would allow for a more precise
confirmation or disconfirmation of findings, which cannot be achieved using a qualitative
study.

Performing a quantitative study would address two limitations of the current
study: the small sample size and the question of the representativeness of the findings to a
larger group. Quantitative studies use larger samples to achieve adequate statistical
significance, typically accepted as .80 (Field, 2018; Pallant, 2020). Having a statistical
power of at least .80 means that the sample size needs to be large enough to have at least
an 80% chance of detecting a significant effect if one actually exists, at the .05 error

level, and a medium sized effect. If the respondents are taken from a relatively large
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random sampling of the population (meeting adequate statistical power), this will also
enhance the representativeness of the study’s findings.

| also offer two recommendations for alternative approaches to the proposed
community college mentoring program for African American students. This study
recommended that all first-year African American students be enrolled in the mentoring
program, regardless of academic ability, to ensure they receive adequate support.
Enrollment in the mentoring program would include academic monitoring and
quarterly/biannual mentee surveys. However, as mentioned in the recommendations,
there could be challenges to financing and staffing such a program. An alternative
approach is to only enroll African American community college students who are at
higher risk for withdrawing from the college as measured by poor high school grades and
or low entrance exam scores. This approach minimizes the number of faculty needed to
support the program as well as the needed financial resources. Additionally, African
American students who were not initially enrolled in the program would be monitored to
ensure they were making adequate academic progress. Students who were not initially
enrolled in the mentorship program could enroll themselves voluntarily if they felt they
needed additional support.

A second recommendation would be to hire staff specifically for the mentorship
program instead of relying on professors to serve as mentors. In addition to their teaching
duties, professors are often asked to serve on numerous committees. These additional

duties, along with mentoring students, may become overwhelming and adversely affect
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the mentorship program. Therefore, it is recommended that hiring dedicated staff for the
mentorship program be considered as an alternative to using professors. Another option
would be to establish a hybrid system that implements dedicated support staff and
professors.

Scholarship, Project Development and Evaluation, and Leadership and Change

This project provided me with many valuable insights and expanded my research
skills significantly. The process of conducting the literature review, respondent
interviews, and data analysis all served to expand my abilities as a researcher. First, the
literature review process forced me to develop a strategic approach to planning a research
project. Given that the literature is full of articles on mentoring, | developed an outline of
the types of mentoring studies that were relevant to my topic. Once | developed this
outline, the process of collecting and synthesizing the research became much more
focused and productive than the typical research paper | would write in my graduate
classes. Not only did | have to synthesize the findings of the literature and how they
related to my topic, but I also had to critically examine the weaknesses of the literature.
This forced me to strengthen my understanding of what makes a good study and what
makes a not-so-good study.

My doctoral studies also provided me the opportunity to conduct in-depth
interviews. This was the first time | conducted interviews using an interview guide rather
than a Likert-scaled questionnaire. What | learned from the interview process was that

most of my insights were not gained from the interview questions themselves, but
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through the probing questions that followed. | have gained a greater appreciation for the
depth of insight that can be gained from semi-structured interviews. Another valuable
lesson that | learned about the interview process is that the discussion guide is just a
guide. The researcher must plan the order of their questions, but once the interview
begins, the flow of the conversation oftentimes pulls the discussion in other directions. At
first this threw me off, and my conversations did not flow. However, once | stopped
worrying about the order of the questions, the conversations began to flow much more
smoothly, and | was able to obtain all the information | needed for my study.

One of the most challenging phases of the research process was the qualitative
data analysis phase. During my matriculation in my doctoral program, we learned how to
conduct statistical analysis using various descriptive and inferential statistical techniques.
However, there were no classes on how to perform qualitative data analysis. There was a
class that described the different qualitative techniques, but no class that detailed the
content analysis steps. This is something that | had to learn on my own via the literature.
Once | finally completed the qualitative analysis process, | reviewed my work a second
time to ensure that | came up with the same conclusions. Content analysis is one of the
skills I will continue to use in the future, so the extra time it took me to learn this
technique was well worth the investment.

Reflection on the Importance of the Work
College retention among African American students is a major issue in the United

States. Retention rates for this group have continued to be a problem at both the local and
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national levels (Francis, 2019; Owen & Amar, 2018; Smart, 2017). Even for non-African
American students, retention is a major concern for institutions of higher education
nationally (Anderson, 2019; Frances, 2019; Kerby, 2015). One possible way to address
these discrepancies is through student mentoring programs targeted at improving
retention (Mertes & Jankovich, 2016). However, more research is needed to understand
which types of mentoring programs would be effective at improving retention rates
among African American students and how much of an impact such programs have on
students’ choice to continue in school. Thus, this research takes on importance. If the
current mentorship program can be improved, the insights could be leveraged to develop
mentorship programs at other universities in the United States.

Implications, Applications, and Directions for Future Research

The current study involved a qualitative in-depth interview approach to address
the research questions. The results can be used to develop mentorship programs around
the United States that could result in a significant improvement in retention among
African American students. This could lead to more African American students
graduating from college and potentially obtaining better jobs and more stable family
lives. The study could also have a positive impact on the literature, as it provides in-depth
insights into how African American students perceived the effects of mentoring, which
specific mentoring strategies they found to be effective, and whether they believed that
mentoring had a positive impact on their retention. These findings add to the literature

and allow future researchers to expand upon the research in this area. Finally, this
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research could benefit the administrators and African American students at the
southeastern college featured in this study. Current students at the college would benefit
from a mentorship program that improved their prospects for graduating. The study could
help administrators at the college improve graduation rates among their African
American students. Additionally, the insights from this study might be used to structure
other mentorship programs that are not ethnic-group specific.

Conclusion

The purpose of this qualitative study was to better understand how African
American students perceived the effects of mentoring, which specific mentoring
strategies they found to be effective, and whether they believed that mentoring had a
positive impact on their retention. The study was driven by the need to improve the
African American mentorship program at a community college in the southeastern United
States. The results of the study indicated that the participants viewed the mentoring
program as a positive bonding experience and a network of support. The results also
indicated that the program’s atmosphere of openness helped participants forge strong
friendships. Finally, the study revealed that providing opportunities for positive bonding
and supplying a network of support were key aspects of good mentoring. These results
were used to develop recommendations for creating and improving mentoring programs
for African American students at community colleges. Retention rates for African
American college students have continued to be a problem at both the local and national

levels (Francis, 2019; Owen & Amar, 2018; Smart, 2017). The results of this study may
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provide a blueprint for developing mentoring programs that improve the graduation rates

of African American students in colleges and universities across the United States.
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Appendix A: The Project
Introduction
In this section, | offer policy recommendations for the design of a new mentoring

program that include a background of the existing problem, a summary of this study’s
findings, and a literature review. | will present this paper to administrators at the local
community college as evidence of the need to reenact a mentoring program to support the
retention of African American students. As the findings of this study demonstrate,
students’ perceptions of the previous mentoring program were positive. Students felt
supported and believed that the program helped them to persist and earn their college
degrees. My data analysis generated themes that may help structure a new mentoring

program and increase retention rates for African American students.

Background of the Existing Problem

When African American students at a local community college were experiencing
poor retention, the administration instituted a mentoring program in an attempt to
improve retention rates among this group. Administrators indicated that they were unsure
about what type of mentoring program and strategies would be the most effective for
student retention. The purpose of this study was to better understand how African
American students perceived the effects of mentoring, what specific mentoring strategies
they found effective, and whether mentoring had a positive impact on their retention.

A review of the literature revealed that college retention is particularly low among
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African American students. The National Centers for Education Statistics, (NCES, 2018)
indicated that the retention rate for African American students at 2-year colleges was
42%. This is lower than other racial groups (NCES, 2018). African American students are
less likely to stay enrolled in college, and their chances of earning a college degree are
lower (Nichols, 2017). Research shows that mentoring helps students adjust to the college
setting; this component is especially critical for African American students, who often
feel isolated at college. A factor that may affect the success of racial and ethnic minority
students is on-campus social support. Tinto’s (1993) theory of college students’ departure
emphasized the importance of institutions of higher education providing support for
students. Students who successfully assimilate into school are less likely to withdraw
(Tinto, 1993). Therefore, college administrators need to design effective mentoring

programs that positively impact African American student retention.

Summary of Findings

The findings of this study reveal that the mentoring program at the community
college that was researched helped African American students persist and remain in
school. The consensus among participants in the study that their mentoring program was
positive, supportive, and effective in helping them persist and earn their college degrees.
The elements of mentoring that African American students perceived as having a positive
influence on their retention were revealed as follows: a network of support that fostered

peer interactions, positive bonding and the establishment of lifelong friendships, help
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with navigating campus life, help with personal growth, and opportunities to impact
others.

In the interviews, all the participants elaborated on how the program helped them
to remain in school and how their mentors supported them through their college program.
Most of the participants stated that the mentoring program assisted them in achieving
goals in their personal life as well. These findings confirm that administrators need to
design mentoring programs that positively affect retention and reveals the need to reenact
the mentoring program at the community college. Based on these results, administrators
can use the elements of mentoring that African American students perceived as having a
positive influence on their retention to create highly structured, well-planned mentoring
programs to positively impact retention rates for African American students at their

college.

Description and Goals/Purpose

This qualitative study was designed to explore African American students’
perceptions of their mentoring program and to determine what elements of mentoring
they perceived as having a positive influence on their retention. Administrators at the
college instituted a mentoring program in an attempt to improve retention. The school
was on lockdown and had to close due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Students eventually
started back school in a virtual setting and then in person, but the mentoring program has

not resumed. The goal of this project was to inform, provide evidence, and educate
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administrators about the need to design mentoring programs that positively affect
retention, and to reenact the mentoring program at the local community college.

Scholarly literature supports the use of mentoring programs as a strategy to help
increase African American students’ retention rates. The literature reviewed for this study
demonstrates that mentoring programs at the college level provide substantial support
that helps motivate students to persist and remain in school. Based on the scholarly
literature and the results of the study, | determined that a policy recommendation paper
was a suitable genre for this project. College administrators can increase their ability to
retain more students by designing better mentoring programs for African American
students. A position paper is useful for demonstrating how such a mentoring program can
support, help, and motivate African American students at the community college to
remain in school and complete their college degrees.

The research supports mentoring as an important strategy in addressing retention
for college-level students (Ponder, 2020). However, when administrators at the school
under study attempted to institute a mentoring program to improve retention among
African American students, they were unsure what type of mentoring and mentoring
strategies were the most effective for student retention. Participants in the college’s
previous mentoring program indicated the positive effect the program had on helping
them to persist and remain in school. For this reason, this paper examines mentoring as a
strategy to alleviate or minimize the retention problem that African American students

are experiencing at the local community college.
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The Local Problem

African American students at a local community college were experiencing poor
retention rates. In an effort to improve retention among this group, administrators at the
college attempted to institute a mentoring program; however, they indicated that they
were unsure about what type of mentoring program and strategies would be the most
effective. The purpose of this paper is to present findings and recommendations to the
administrators in an attempt to reenact the mentoring program.

This study addressed the need for research into how African American
community college students perceive the effectiveness of different types of mentoring
programs and strategies in supporting their own retention. The results of the study
revealed that African American students perceived their mentoring program as positive,
supportive, helpful, and key to their decision to stay in school. Findings may assist
administrators at this college in designing mentoring programs that positively affect
retention. The implications for positive social change include the potential to provide
administrators at other community colleges with information about which methods may
be successful in helping African American students complete their degree programs.

Effective mentoring may provide positive results, including better retention.

Research Design and Approach

A basic qualitative research design was used to conduct this study. A qualitative
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methodology seeks to answer how and why questions and is inductive in nature
(Creswell, 2018; Leedy & Omrod, 2018). It was the most appropriate method for this
study because the research questions sought to provide a better understanding of the
quality of experiences African American students had in their community college’s
mentoring program. The answers were sought by asking students open-ended questions
that required them to answer using their own knowledge, experiences, and feelings.
During the interviews, the participants answered questions regarding their perceptions of
their mentoring program, and the strategies they found to be most effective were
recorded.

As a general rule, the research questions dictate the appropriate design to use in a
study (Creswell, 2018; Lowder-Haastrup, 2015). A qualitative study uses communication
that helps the researcher understand experiences from the participant’s point of view
(Leedy & Omrod, 2018; Smart, 2017). Qualitative research is characterized by its use of
interpretation to explain human beliefs and behaviors within their specific contexts
(Frances, 2019).

The basic qualitative research design for this study focused on participants’
interpretations of their experiences. The experiences under investigation were those of
African Americans in a school-based mentoring program. Interviews used to collect data
in qualitative studies are typically conducted in the form of focus groups or one-on-one
in-depth interviews (Frances, 2019; Leedy & Omrod, 2018). For this study, in-depth,

open-ended interviews were used to collect data. The use of in-depth, open-ended
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interviews, and the emphasis on gathering insights on the lived experiences of individuals

makes the basic qualitative design appropriate for this study.

Research Questions

A low retention rate among African American students was a concern for
administrators at the community college in this study. Administrators attempted to
institute a mentoring program; however, they indicated that they were unsure about what
type of mentoring program and strategies would be the most effective. This study sought
to provide administrators with insights into the efficacy of the previous program.

The following research questions were used to structure this study:
RQ1) What are African American students’ perceptions of the mentoring program at the
community college?
RQ2) Which elements of mentoring do African American students at the community
college perceive as having a positive influence on their retention?
The consensus among the participants in the study is that African American students
perceived their mentoring programs to be positive, supportive, and useful in helping them
persist and earn their college degrees. The elements of mentoring that African American
students perceived as having a positive influence on their retention and persistence to
graduation were revealed as follows: a network of support and peer interactions, positive
bonding and the formation of lifetime friendships, helpful navigation through campus

life, assistance with personal growth, and opportunities to impact others.
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Data Collection and Data Analysis

Data was collected through an in-depth semi structured interview protocol with
open-ended questions. Data collection in a qualitative study requires in-depth inquiry into
the thoughts, feelings, and perceptions of the target participants. The individual interview
format used in this study allowed participants to discuss their views and experiences in
their own words and without any influence from other participants. A semi-structured
interview protocol with open-ended questions allows a researcher to ensure that the main
issues being investigated are covered while also allowing interviewees to discuss their
views and experiences.

One data collection instrument was used in this study, which was an open-ended
interview protocol. The interview protocol was created by me and contained open-ended
questions that were posed to each participant. Initial questions focused on demographic
information, such as the participants’ major in college, grade level, age, ethnicity, etc.
The other questions focused on the students’ perceptions of the mentoring program,
including asking for a description of the type of mentoring in place, participants’ likes
and dislikes, and the aspects of the mentoring program the students found effective.
Finally, students were asked how their academic and social experiences on campus were
different, if at all, after participating in the mentoring program, and whether they
perceived the type of mentoring they received as either helping or hindering their

retention. Probing questions were used to follow up on scripted questions and to
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encourage participants to answer in greater depth and detail. Probing questions are a
critical part of the interview process, as they allow the researcher to delve deeper into the
why of the participants’ initial answer (Creswell, 2018). An audio recording device was
used to record the entire interview, which | later transcribed into a text document. The
document was then input into the Dedoose (2016) qualitative software for analysis and
coding of recurring themes.

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, interviews were scheduled via Skype or
telephone rather than in person. As previously noted, all participants were required to
read and sign an informed consent form before the interview process began. The
participants were also required to consent to their interview being recorded. After the
informed consent was signed, interviewing and recording began. Each interview took
between forty-five minutes and one hour to complete. Once the data collection session
was complete, participants were asked if they had any questions and thanked for their

participation in the study.

Summary of Findings

This qualitative research study examined African American students’ perceptions
and experiences while participating in a mentoring program. Participants included
African American men and women who participated in a mentoring program while
attending a community college in the southeastern United States. The purpose of this

qualitative study was to better understand how African American students perceived the
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effects of mentoring, which specific mentoring strategies they found to be effective, and
whether mentoring had a positive impact on their retention. Two research questions
guided and helped me build the findings. The first research question asked how African
Americans students in the community college mentoring program would describe their
mentoring experience. The second research question asked which elements of the
mentoring African American students received at the community college they perceived
as having a positive influence on their retention.

The results of the study were derived from interview responses from eight African
American students who participated in the mentoring program at the community college
being researched. Participants were recruited from social media. | posted an ad on
LinkedIn to gain access to African American students who were participating in the
program. A semi-structured interview protocol with open-ended questions was used. The
interview format provided an opportunity to extract meaningful descriptions of how
participants experienced the mentoring program (Smart, 2017). During the interviews,
which were scheduled by appointment, | used audio recording and note-taking to record
responses. All participants gave informed consent to this protocol. The information was
then organized to allow for tracking all data and emerging codes. | noted patterns,
relationships, and themes supported by the data and aligned with the research questions.

Interview transcriptions provided the essential framework for pinpointing
individual statements related to participants’ experiences. Statements that shared a

correlation were coded to reveal emerging themes. Manual coding of each participant’s
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transcript helped to identify patterns and develop themes that were important in writing
the results. The findings procured from the interviews are reviewed in this section in
relation to the specific themes they support. the data collected indicated that African
American students perceived their mentoring program to be positive, supportive, and
effective in helping them persist in college and earn their degrees. The study participants
perceived the following elements of the program as having a positive influence on their
retention: a network of support that promoted peer interactions, positive bonding
experiences and the development of lifetime friendships, assistance with navigating
campus life, and help with personal and academic goals that supported their ability to
persist toward graduation.

Participants’ descriptions of their experiences in the mentoring program provided
me with knowledge and insight into the research questions posed for this study. By taking
notes, actively listening to the participants, and examining their responses, valuable
information was obtained about the mentoring program at the community college. The
research questions are addressed with supporting documentation describing the feedback
provided by each participant. Throughout the data collection and analysis process, a
number of themes emerged that provided information connected to the research
questions. These themes were as follows: positive bonding and a network of support,
openness and the establishment of lifetime friendships, help with navigating campus life,
assistance in achieving goals including persistence toward graduation, help with

personal growth and making good decisions, and opportunities to impact others. Each



109

theme is discussed below with support from participants’ responses.

Rationale

| opted to create a policy recommendation paper detailing specific suggestions to
ameliorate the problem of low retention rates among African American students at the
local community college. The retention problems at the community college examined in
this study could be best addressed through the creation of policy that aids in the
establishment of a well-designed mentoring program. It is envisioned that the policy
recommendation paper can be used to justify the local community college and other
institutions in considering the establishment of structured, organized, and well-planned
mentoring programs designed to positively impact African American students’ retention.
The policy recommendation aligns with this study’s research questions and the themes
that emerged from data collected during interviews. Overall, the participants had a
positive perception of their mentoring program, stating that it was helpful, supportive,
and impactful, and that it provided them with important resources.

The results of the current study and the accompanying recommendations are
consistent with existing research on the topic. Research shows that mentoring is an
appropriate strategy for addressing low retention of African American students (Ponder,
2020). The use of a policy paper to translate research findings into actionable steps is
well established in the research. For example, a study conducted by Francis (2019) used a

detailed policy paper to bring attention to the fact that mentoring programs can address
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the retention problem at community colleges. The study showed how designing
structured mentoring programs may alleviate or minimize the retention problem for
students at the local community college. The success of the project will largely depend on

administrators’ ability to identify key stakeholders and encourage their buy-in.

Recommendation #1

| recommend that administrators reenact a newly designed, highly-structured, and
well-planned mentoring program to positively impact retention rates for African
American students at their college. Reenacting the mentoring program at the local college
and integrating a new curriculum through the adoption of this policy document will
require investment of resources to commit long-term to African American students. The
first important consideration when designing a new mentoring program will be how to
make the project manageable and sustainable. It will be recommended that the program
only be integrated into the curriculum for first-year students. This recommendation will
be offered as a means of keeping the mentoring program sustainable. Limiting the
mentoring program to first-year African American students would target students during
a crucial transition period while keeping the scope of the program manageable. Limiting
the program in this way will help address the possible challenge of identifying and
recruiting enough mentors to work with program participants. Should the program
become more self-sustaining over time, there is the possibility of expanding it to include

other segments of the student population. It will also be recommended that students can
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opt out of the program at any time.

Recommendation #2

| also recommend that administrators include faculty mentors in the new
mentoring program. Research overwhelmingly supports the efficacy of student-faculty
relationships in promoting student engagement, a crucial component in undergraduate
retention and graduation (Howard, 2021). Faculty mentoring programs have been shown
to provide specific benefits for African American students (Howard, 2021). Developing a
connection with faculty in the form of coaching provides students with a sense of
belonging and increases their will to persist (Howard, 2021). According to Bratton
(2018), students associated building positive relationships with peers, faculty, and
administrators as having the greatest effect on their retention and academic success.
Research by Wood and Newman (2017) on engagement among Black males in urban
community colleges showed that colleges with high levels of faculty-student engagement
had higher graduation rates. This study also demonstrated that student’s perceptions of
their education contributed to their success (Wood & Newman, 2017). Support from
peers and faculty members contributes to successful outcomes and better retention rates
for African American students (Broom, 2018). Arguably, thoughtful and deliberate
mentoring is one of the most important roles for higher education faculty. As such, 1 will
strongly recommend that faculty mentors play a role in the re-establishment of the

mentoring program under study.
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Recommendation #3

| recommend that the peer mentors participating in the program be provided high-
quality training to prepare them for their roles. Mentors will be recruited, selected, and
trained by faculty members and administrators. The peer mentor training session will be
held prior to the beginning of the new school year and will include a detailed overview of
mentors’ roles, expectations, responsibilities, and key mentoring skills. The training
should include guidance for maintaining effective, safe, and appropriate relationships
between mentors and mentees. According to Kopel (2018), training is important for
mentors because effective peer mentors help their mentees with both the social and
academic aspects of college. Peer mentors can help students feel connected to the
institution and persist to obtain their college degree (Simmons, 2019).

| also recommend that program leaders outline a grievance process for handling
potential complaints or cases of misconduct arising from interactions between program
participants. This recommendation offers a level of protection and guidance for students,
faculty, and administrators participating in the program, should complaints or misconduct
cases arise.

College administrators and faculty members will implement and oversee the
training program for mentors. The mentor training will take place in the mentoring
classroom at the college. After the completion of a one-day mentor training session, the

peer mentors will be randomly paired with a first-year college student.
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Recommendation #4

| recommend the formation of a faculty committee. Administrators will recruit
faculty members by presenting the findings of the research at a staff meeting in the
summer of 2023. Volunteers will be asked to join by Fall of 2023. | recommend that the
faculty committee be created to help oversee the design and implementation of the new
mentoring program. According to Brooms (2019) postsecondary educators, and leaders
must do more of what works to educate and retain African American students. A focus
group may help them better understand what helps these students to persist and obtain
their college degree (Twumasi, 2019) These faculty members will provide a valuable
service opportunity to all of the students and administrators while supporting the
college’s goal of creating and maintaining a robust mentoring program to support the
retention of African American students.
Recommendation #5

I recommend the formation of faculty/peer mentors and students focus groups. |
recommend that administrators form a focus group to work with faculty members, peer
mentors and students to create a new mentoring program that will support African
American students and increase their retention rate. The focus group will create strategic
goals to keep the program sustainable; I will recommend that the focus group use the
themes revealed in interviews from the study participants to enhance their mentoring

program. The prospective focus group will be encouraged to clearly define the roles and
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responsibilities of faculty members, peer mentors, and students, and those providing
oversight to the program and to identify potential candidates for these roles. It’s
important to hear directly from students who may be impacted by the program. A focus
group will allow students to express their concerns and recommendations to institutional
leaders (O’Neal, 2020). The goals are for the focus group to be implemented by Fall
2023.

Recommendation #6

I recommend a signed agreement between all parties involved in the mentoring
program that describes the nature of their relationship. Administrators will send out a
flyer requesting upper-class students to volunteer as mentors in the Fall of 2023. The
mentoring selection should be collaborative between the student, faculty members, and
administrators. After the student mentors are selected, | recommend that the student,
mentor, and faculty mentor have a signed agreement that describes the nature of the
relationship. The signed form would be an agreement between the student and the
mentors. The mentoring relationship must ensure that everyone understands their roles
and expectations and are in complete agreement (Foster, 2019).
Conclusion

Research has shown that mentoring programs positively impact retention. A
qualitative design was used to understand African American students’ perceptions of
their mentoring program and what elements of mentoring they perceived as positively

impacting their retention. Several themes were identified that supported the data and
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aligned with the research questions. The consensus among the participants in the study is
that African American students perceived their mentoring programs to be positive,
supportive, and useful in helping them persist and earn their college degrees. The
elements of mentoring that African American students perceived as having a positive
influence on their retention and persistence to graduation were revealed as follows: a
network of support and peer interactions, positive bonding and lifetime friendships,
helpful navigation through campus life, help with personal growth, and opportunities to
impact others.

I am suggesting that the administrators reenact the mentoring program and use
the above recommendations to design a highly structured, organized, and well-planned
programs that will positively improve retention for African American students. The goal
of the project was to inform, provide evidence, and to educate the administrators of the
need to design mentoring programs. Reenacting and enhancing the prior mentoring
program by training mentors and adding a faculty mentoring component requires the
commitment of the institution to help African American students to persist and remain in
college. These findings, the theoretical concepts, and the strategies described in the
review of the literature led to the following recommendations previously mentioned for
creating the policy recommendation that can be used by administrator, faculty members,

peer mentors, and mentee to address the retention problem at the local college.
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