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This critical multi-site case study examined the holistic mentoring practices 
provided by faculty to Students of Color in STEM fields at a predominantly White 
institution and a historically Black institution.  We employed Bourdieu’s social 
reproduction theory to examine the ways in which social capital developed through 
faculty-student mentoring relationships led to the accumulation of cultural capital 
valued in STEM fields and higher education more broadly. 
 

 

Student-faculty relationships are critical to students’ experiences in higher 

education (Astin, 1984; Azizova, 2016; Cole & Griffin, 2013; Gipson & Mitchell, 2017; 

McCoy, Luedke, & Winkle-Wagner, 2017; Tinto, 1987/1993).  Mentoring is particularly 

important to Students of Color who are underrepresented in the science, technology, 

engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields (Griffin, Pérez, Holmes, & Mayo, 2010; 

McCoy et al., 2017; McCoy, Winkle-Wagner, & Luedke, 2015).  There is also a growing 

body of evidence that asserts the importance of holistic support in mentoring.  Holistic 

mentoring includes supporting students’ full lives beyond academics (Crisp, 2010; 

Luedke, 2017; Patton & Harper, 2003).  Yet, there is limited research that suggests 

specific practices mentors could use to achieve more positive mentoring with 

underrepresented students (see, Luedke, 2017; Packard, 2015; Young & Brooks, 2008).  
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Mentoring practices could be one campus effort toward inclusion of underrepresented 

students, amidst many policies and practices that may be perceived as exclusive 

(Templeton, Love, Davis, & Davis, 2016).  The lack of identification of specific mentoring 

practices that Students of Color might perceive as beneficial and culturally sensitive is 

problematic because faculty mentors may have positive intentions, but little 

understanding of how to actually practice culturally sensitive mentoring (McCoy et al., 

2015).  Faculty do not typically receive training on approaches to mentoring students.  

As a result, they often reproduce the mentoring tactics they experienced (Hall & Burns, 

2009), which may perpetuate the racial inequalities present in STEM fields. 

The purpose of this study was to explore the mentoring practices that faculty 

provided Students of Color majoring in STEM fields.  Findings revealed that when 

students were mentored holistically, where mentors took both their academic and 

emotional lives into account, students described meaningful gains that contributed to 

their persistence in STEM disciplines and college more generally.  The findings of this 

study are important not only because they reaffirm the importance of mentoring 

Students of Color in ways that honor their backgrounds, but also because this is one of 

the first studies to demonstrate specific strategies that faculty mentors employ with their 

students.  Faculty and staff who work with Students of Color could use these findings as 

exemplar practices to apply in their mentoring practices.  

Review of Literature 

Mentoring has been defined in numerous ways, including disciplinary activities, 

support and advice (Tillman, 2001), actions conducted for a mentee by a mentor (Crisp 

& Cruz, 2009), and a process of socialization (Davidson & Foster-Johnson, 2001; 
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Tillman, 2001).  Johnson and Huwe (2003) defined mentoring as a relationship in which 

the mentor provides the protégé “with knowledge, advice, challenge, counsel, and 

support in the [protégés] pursuit of becoming a full member of a particular profession” 

(p. 6).  Whereas Parks-Saltzman, Wada, and Mogami (2012) described the 

mentor/protégé relationship as one in which a more experienced individual engages in 

numerous roles to facilitate the professional development of a less experienced person.  

Mentoring can occur in both formal (e.g., meeting with an academic advisor to discuss 

coursework) and informal (e.g., lunch with a professor) ways.  Numerous scholars 

contend that informal mentoring may be more effective and result in greater outcomes 

for Students of Color (Davidson & Foster-Johnson, 2001; Gandara, 1999; Luedke, 

2017).   This is particularly important to reflect upon as one considers the inherent 

power imbalance between faculty and students, particularly within formalized mentor-

protégé relationships (Azizova & Felder, 2017; Hall & Burns, 2009).  The imbalanced 

power dynamics in student-faculty relationships may be exacerbated within PWIs 

(Azizova & Felder, 2017) and within the STEM disciplines, where science is perceived 

to be “objective, apolitical and meritocratic” (Baber, 2015, p. 261).   

Faculty mentoring of students is particularly important in the STEM disciplines 

because so much of student socialization is related to working closely with faculty in 

laboratories (Gasman, Nguyen, Conrad, Lundberg, & Commodore, 2017; Griffin et al., 

2010; Palmer, Maramba, & Dancy, 2011).  Administrators of diversity programs in 

STEM noted that faculty are often unwilling to collaborate and engage in diversity 

programming unless interest-convergence is present, where the faculty members 

identify a personal benefit to their participation (Baber, 2015).  Students of Color in 
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STEM disciplines may face additional barriers in developing an identity as a scientist 

compared to their White peers because they are often working with a mostly White and 

male science faculty community (Carlone & Johnson, 2007; McGee, 2016; McGee & 

Martin, 2011).  For example, McGee and Martin’s (2011) interviews with Students of 

Color in mathematics and engineering suggested that these students had to constantly 

manage stereotypes about their intellectual abilities during their degree programs.  

Faculty mentors can either help to disrupt these stereotypes, or they can activate them.  

Carlone and Johnson (2007) found some Women of Color in STEM disciplines held 

altruistic values that propelled their persistence in STEM, while some Women of Color 

relied on external support from their family or community to persist, particularly in the 

absence of validation of their academic abilities by science faculty.   

Tsui’s (2007) review of the literature on strategies to diversify STEM disciplines 

found Students of Color with positive mentoring experienced lower attrition rates, higher 

GPAs, increased self-efficacy, and better-defined academic goals (see also, McKinney 

de Royston, Vakil, Nasir, Ross, Givens, & Holman, 2017).  Students who experienced 

positive mentoring relationships with faculty (and also postdoctoral scholars and 

graduate students) reported greater gains in STEM research skills (Ghee, Keels, Neal-

Spence, & Baker, 2016).  Scholarship also suggests that building a positive relationship 

with a mentor in the STEM disciplines may contribute to students’ ability to see 

themselves as scientists (Gasman et al., 2017; James & Carlson, 2012).  Developing an 

identity as a scientist starts early in an educational career (Pinkard, Erete, Martin, & 

McKinney de Royston, 2017) and can contribute to an individual’s long-term persistence 

in a STEM field (Rodriguez & Lehman, 2018).  Students benefit greatly from 
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individualized mentoring relationships: relationships where mentors get to know 

students personally, invest time in their relationships, and demonstrate their interest and 

care in students (Gasman et al., 2017; Griffin et al., 2010; Luedke, 2017; Schreiner, 

Noel, Anderson, & Cantwell, 2011).  

Holistic Mentoring 

Many undergraduate students do not receive the academic and social support 

that is essential to their overall success as students (Nora & Crisp, 2007; Ward, 

Thomas, & Disch, 2014).  On many college and university campuses, historically 

underrepresented students (i.e. Students of Color, first-generation, low socio-economic 

status) are in environments where they experience isolation, uncertainty, and 

marginalization (Abrica, 2015; Torrens, Salinas, & Floyd, 2017; Ward et al., 2014).  

Thus, mentoring is critical for those students who are inexperienced, or lack the cultural 

capital valued in their academic discipline and the broader field of higher education.  

Furthermore, mentoring can assist students with navigating challenges and 

opportunities that are unfamiliar to them (Heppner, 2017; Luedke, 2017; McCoy et al., 

2017; Torrens et al., 2017; Ward et al., 2014). 

Nora and Crisp (2007) determined that mentoring programs are most successful 

when they: assist students in their transition to higher education, encourage 

participation in the classroom, and promote co-curricular involvement.  Holistic 

mentoring can be defined by a mentoring relationship where the mentor considers the 

full student, their background, their lives outside of college and their role as a student, 

during the mentoring process (Luedke, 2017).  Nora and Crisp’s (2007) conceptual 

framework of holistic mentoring includes psychological/emotional support, degree and 
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career support, academic subject knowledge support, and acknowledgement of a role 

model.  Psychosocial and emotional support includes encouragement, understanding, 

and active empathetic listening (Crisp, Baker, Griffin, Lunsford, & Pifer, 2017; Nora & 

Crisp, 2007).  Degree and career support provided by a mentor centers on assessment 

of a student’s potential and abilities.  Academic and career mentoring also involves 

establishing long-term goals and strategies for achieving those goals (Crisp et al, 2017; 

Nora & Crisp, 2007).  Knowledge support for academic subjects seeks to enhance 

students’ skill development in a particular area of study, such as mathematics (Crisp et 

al, 2017; Nora & Crisp, 2007).  The final component, role modeling, includes both 

having access to a mentor and learning from the mentors’ successes and failures (Crisp 

et al, 2017; Nora & Crisp, 2007).   

While there is a clear body of evidence suggesting the crucial importance of 

faculty mentoring for Students of Color in STEM disciplines, there remains a gap in 

understanding of the specific practices that might either facilitate positive mentoring or 

hinder it.  For example, while some research suggests the importance of being racially 

conscious in mentoring (Luedke, 2017; McCoy et al., 2015; McCoy et al., 2017), there 

remains limited information on the practices that will allow for that racial consciousness.  

Packard’s (2015) review of the literature on successful mentoring strategies for STEM 

disciplines is one example of such efforts.  However, more student-driven, student-

voiced data offering perspectives on the mentoring practices that Students of Color 

perceive as positive is still needed.  

 

Theoretical Framework 
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This study is grounded in Bourdieu’s (1979/1984) social reproduction theory, 

which examines how inequality is transferred or transformed over time.  Specifically, the 

full study is grounded in Bourdieu’s concepts of field (social setting such as a college 

campus), cultural capital (knowledge, skills, abilities that are rewarded in particular 

settings), social capital (relationships and obligations that are rewarded in particular 

settings) and habitus (a dynamic and fluid set of dispositions and/or tastes that structure 

what opportunities seem viable).  Habitus can structure the actions that seem viable for 

an individual to take.  In this particular analysis, we were interested in uncovering a 

better understanding of how social capital might influence the types of cultural capital 

that Students of Color are able to acquire while they are in STEM disciplines from their 

faculty mentoring relationships.  Ultimately, the social and cultural capital could 

transform the habitus or the sets of actions one might take.  Our theoretical framework 

served as a foundation for the questions that we asked in the study and for the way we 

crafted our data analysis.  Below we describe how we specifically used and defined 

social and cultural capital in this particular analysis.  

Social capital in this study was represented by students’ descriptions of 

relationships with faculty members who would connect the student to their academic 

discipline in STEM areas.  In other words, for the relationship to be a source of social 

capital that could be activated, the relationship would need to relate to a students’ 

academic discipline and be able to be used as an asset in that discipline.  However, for 

social capital to be successful (i.e., valuable to the student and the faculty member), the 

relationship must also honor students holistically.  We define cultural capital as 

connected to skills, knowledge, or abilities that are rewarded in STEM disciplines and 
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the skills, knowledge, or capacities that students might bring with them from their 

backgrounds.  We were interested in both the new skills and knowledge that students 

might acquire as part of their academic discipline alongside background skills and 

knowledge.  We recognize that students’ habitus is malleable and may shift over time as 

students develop and acquire additional capital during their college degree (or in their 

STEM degree program).  Our use of cultural capital as both something that is acquired 

in education and through one’s background (family, neighborhood) is consistent with 

Bourdieu’s (1979/1984) initial conception.  

Methods and Data Sources 

Because of the study’s exploratory nature, we employed a critical multisite case 

study approach (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2016; Flyvbjerg, 2007; Merriam & Tisdale, 2016).  

Similar to previous case study research (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2016; Flyvbjerg 2007), we 

focused on the participants’ perspectives, rather than on an assessment of the 

disciplines’ effectiveness or structures.  Consistent with many case study 

methodologies, our study was bounded by location (two institutions in the same mid-

Atlantic state) and time (data collected within a set period of time, one academic year).  

The research question guiding our study was: What are Students’ of Color perceptions 

of holistic faculty mentoring practices?  

We examined Students’ of Color holistic mentoring experiences with faculty at 

two, public, land-grant institutions in a mid-Atlantic state.  The two institutions included 

Mid-Atlantic University (MAU), a large, predominantly White institution (PWI) that is the 

state’s flagship institution; and Mid-Atlantic State University (MASU), the state’s 

historically Black land-grant institution.  Mid-Atlantic University has approximately 
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22,000 students enrolled. The racial demographics of the tenure-line faculty at MAU 

include: 81% White, 12% Asian/Pacific Islander, 4% Black, 2% Latina/o/x1, and < 1% 

Native American (MAU Institutional Data).  Mid-Atlantic State University has 

approximately 3,800 students enrolled.  The racial demographics of the tenure-line 

faculty at MASU include: 38% White, 35% Black, 21% Asian/Pacific Islander, 2% Native 

American, 1% Latina/o/x, and 3% who identified as other (MASU Institutional data).  

To identify and select participants, we used purposeful sampling (Bartlett & 

Vavrus, 2016; Carspecken, 1996; Merriam & Tisdale, 2016).  More specifically, we used 

criterion sampling.  Each participant identified as a Student of Color enrolled in science, 

technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) disciplines at two land-grant 

institutions within the same mid-Atlantic state.  Thirty-one undergraduate students 

participated in the study – 21 MAU students and 10 MASU students. See Table 1 for 

additional participant demographic information.  

This study was IRB approved and data were collected via semi-structured 

interviews, documents, and institutional websites (Merriam & Tisdale, 2016).  However, 

we focused specifically on the data from the semi-structured interviews for this analysis.  

All interviews lasted approximately 60-75 minutes in a location of the participant’s 

choosing.  Participants were interviewed by professional staff of the MAU Research and 

Development Center.  We collaborated with the Research and Development Center to 

train the interviewers on the interview protocol and approach to the study.  A 

																																																								
1	Researchers who study participants with origins in Latin America use the terms Latino, Latina, Latin@ to 
describe people from these populations. However, these terms imply a gender binary. Recently, scholars 
have examined the evolution of the term Latinx, which seeks to move beyond the gender binary (Salinas 
& Lozano, 2017). Salinas and Lozano (2017) advocate for using the terms that people use to identify 
themselves and we agree with this stance. We use Latina/o/x here to include those who identify within 
and across the binary. Participants in our study identified as Latina and Latino. 
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professional transcriber transcribed each interview.  Participants selected their own 

pseudonyms and we assigned pseudonyms to the institutions, and any other names 

mentioned during the interview, to protect the participants’ anonymity.  

Table 1. Sample Demographic Information  

Pseudonym/ 
Gender2 

Major Class  
Standing3 

Race/Ethnicity First- 
Generation 

 

Mid-Atlantic University—Predominantly White University 
Michelle (F) Biological 

Sciences  
F S J S African American No 

Hermes (M) Engineering F S J S  Black, Yes 
Dave (M) Engineering F S J S  African American Yes 
Inez (F) Health Sciences F S J S*  African American No 
Kristen (F) Environmental 

Sciences 
F S J S*  Black No 

Frank (M) Engineering F S J S  Black/African No 
Mike (M) Engineering F S J S  Haitian/Black Yes 
Ashley (F) Physics/ 

Engineering 
F S J S Black No 

James (M) Engineering F S J S  Puerto Rican No 
Michelle (F) Nursing F S J S  African American No 
Lesa (F) Medical 

Technology 
F S J S  African/Black Yes 

Luis (M) Health Sciences/ 
Biology 

F S J S  Latino Yes 

Janay (F) Engineering F S J S  African American No 
Shawn (M) Engineering F S J S  African American No 
Carl (M) Engineering F S J S  African American No 
Rachel (F) Dietetics F S J S  Latina Yes 
Antonio (M) Biology F S J S  Latino No 
Juan (M) Biology F S J S  Hispanic Yes 
Dice (F) Nursing F S J S  African American Yes 
Sue (F) 
 

Exercise Science F S J S  African American No 

Kevin (M) Exercise Science F S J S  African American/ 
Native American 

Yes 

Mid-Atlantic State University—Historically Black College/University 
AJ (M) Wildlife 

Management 
F S J S  African American, 

Irish, Comanche, 
Guyanese 

No 

Steven (M) Engineering  F S J S  Black No 
Ted (M) Biology F S J S  African American Yes 
Fellisha (F) Biology F S J S  Black  
Betty (F) Biology F S J S  African American Yes 
Grace (F) Biology F S J S  African American No 
Latrice (F) Biology F S J S  African American No 

																																																								
2 Gender: F=Female; M=Male 
3 F S J S: F=First year; S=Sophomore; J=Junior; S=Senior; *=Did not indicate year in school. 
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Vanessa (F) Biology F S J S  African American Yes 
Vivian (F) Math F S J S  African American No 
Ashton (M) Agriculture  F S J S  Black No 

Data analysis proceeded in four stages so that we could develop a deeper 

understanding of participants’ views on successful mentoring practices.  First, we coded 

all data based on broad categories (e.g., family, choice of major, peer relationships, 

mentoring, etc.).  After categorizing our data in this way, we “pulled out” the data related 

to student-faculty mentoring.  Second, we coded the mentoring data using an “in vivo” 

coding process where we coded a two-to-five word phrase in the participants’ language 

(Carspecken, 1996).  We categorized those codes into a code list and then separated 

the codes into themes.  Third, we used a data reduction technique developed by 

Neumann (2009) where we asked a question of the data: What does this participant say 

about student-faculty mentoring?  Based on this question, we found that many 

participants were describing holistic mentoring practices.  Finally, we asked a second 

analytic question (Neumann, 2009) of the mentoring data: How does this participant 

describe holistic mentoring practices?  

To develop rigor and trustworthiness, we engaged in multiple methods of data 

trustworthiness (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  For example, we used a process of 

triangulation where we used multiple sources of data in the larger study and multiple 

data analysis techniques to check our interpretations.  We also employed member 

checks where participants reviewed the interview transcripts and we made changes 

based on their feedback (Carspecken, 1996).  Finally, we each analyzed the data 

individually before coming together to discuss our findings.  We engaged in a process of 

peer debriefing (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) where we scheduled conference calls to 

check and discuss one another’s analysis.  
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Holistic Mentoring Relationships: Faculty Advisors who Care 

Positive mentoring relationships were often holistic, at times exceeding the 

common mentoring tasks of academic or career advising.  These mentoring 

relationships came from a deep trust that had been built between the student and the 

faculty member.  At times, holistic mentors demonstrated support for various needs that 

students had during their degree programs.  For example, Betty, an African American, 

undergraduate biology major at MASU explained:     

I really like my advisor…because when we have meetings, he doesn’t just [ask 
about] classes…He will ask about the class and ask me [why] I didn’t like the 
class…He would tell me his opinion about what he thinks I should do. 
 

Betty noted that her advisor, who identified racially as White, did not just help her 

choose classes, he talked with her about what she liked and did not like about particular 

courses.  Part of what made Betty’s relationship with her advisor noteworthy was that he 

seemed to encourage Betty by telling her she was doing a good job in school.  Betty 

appeared to feel emotionally supported by her advisor, and she felt like her opinions 

and ideas were valued.  Because of feeling like her opinions and ideas were valued, 

she felt more comfortable asking her advisor for assistance when needed.  

Fellisha, a Black, biology major, at MASU, described her experience with her 

academic advisor in a similar way as Betty.  She noted that her advisor did more than 

just tell her what classes to take:  

My advisor [mentors me by] talking about my schedule, my classes.  She will try 
to help me and tell me what direction to take as far as talking to my professors, 
[and] how I study.  She will try to give me some guidelines as far as that goes…I 
was having some financial issues and she helped me seek out certain 
scholarships that I could get, decisions I could make, or other routes…other than 
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when she in class, she is there, you just knock on her door and she will tell you 
come in. 
 

Fellisha named a few of the more typical advising techniques (i.e., such as advising 

about courses); but then she discussed other areas where her advisor had been helpful.  

Similar to Betty’s experience, Fellisha’s advisor did more than just advise her on 

classes; the advisor shared how to acquire financial assistance and how to successfully 

study in the STEM disciplines.  

Vanessa, an African American student, majoring in biology, at MASU described 

how her White faculty supervisor for her on-campus employment became more of a 

mentor to her: 

She’s very clear that [in] our job as a student worker, the student part comes first.  
And she’s always interested in our classes, what we’re doing, how things are 
going, and our interactions with other students.  She offers advice, you know, 
maybe on how to deal with other students, on how to think about the class 
subjects, like how to break it down so it’s not so difficult. 
 

Vanessa shared how this faculty mentor offered advice and engaged in conversations 

with her about various factors affecting her college experience, such as interactions with 

peers and dealing with conflict.  This faculty mentor also helped Vanessa discuss STEM 

coursework, making it seem more accessible to Vanessa.   

Michelle, an African American, biological sciences major at MAU, recalled her 

faculty mentor, an African American woman, who she developed a relationship with:  

She is not technically [my] academic advisor, …but because I’m there, I see her 
everyday…  I always wanted [to go to] her first and she was the reason why I 
even got introduced to [Ivy League University], because I went to a national 
conference and she paid me to go there to present my research, and through 
that a graduate school fair.  When I was presenting my research on HIV, that I 
did at the [Prestigious Research One University].  [Ivy League University] was 
interested.  I was in the research [program] from the [Prestigious Research One 
University]… She’s like, “I know this person…who is on the board of directors of 
this program.”  I applied and I got in.  I definitely owe her a lot. 
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Michelle’s mentor was not her advisor, but had helped her to create a social network in 

her discipline. She shared information about opportunities such as summer research 

and conference opportunities.  Michelle credited the social network that was opened by 

her mentor as helping her to gain admittance into a summer research program.  

Michelle described how this mentor prepared her to present her research: “she [was] 

prepping me and guiding me and making sure that I’m ready for my presentation.”  

Michelle also shared how she later joined the same sorority as this woman, and through 

this strengthened their bond.  

Similar to Michelle, Ashton, a Black student, majoring in agriculture at MASU also 

received support in the graduate school process.  Ashton highlighted his research 

advisor’s role, with whom he worked on a summer research internship and his honors 

thesis:   

With this advisor, I used to just check in with her [about] my topic, fieldwork, lab 
work, and/or presentations or writings and also about graduate school.  My 
research advisor’s actually been more—one of the more forefront members and 
has helped with the grad school applications and grad school. 
 

Ashton received out-of-classroom support in conducting research, an experience valued 

by graduate school search committees.  He also received support and guidance in 

searching for and applying to graduate programs from his research mentor.  All of these 

experiences provided Ashton with knowledge and skills valued by admissions 

committees and in graduate school more generally. 

Grace, an African American student, majoring in forensic biology at MASU 

shared how one faculty member of color worked with her to secure a summer research 

experience after Grace was unable to secure one on her own. 
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Dr. Wood at MASU…I know she worked with Ms. Mallard before that.  And so, I 
went to her and I said, ‘Look, I need a research [assistantship].  I don’t know how 
you’re going to do this but I need a research [experience] this summer.’  She was 
like, you know, it’s kind of late, but just fill [out] the form and I’ll talk to Ms. 
Mallard.  She sent Ms. Mallard an email and cc’d me; [and] me and Ms. Mallard 
started talking.  And then she was able to get me in touch with Dr. Shelton and it 
just kept going and going.  Finally, I was in!  
 

Grace benefitted from her relationship with a faculty member who assisted her in 

securing a summer research experience that she needed for graduation (as a 

component of her curriculum requirements).  Grace contacted several faculty members 

to obtain a place on a research team; however, it was not until Dr. Wood reached out on 

her behalf that she received this opportunity and experience.  An experience vital to her 

graduation, and beneficial if she chooses to pursue graduate school upon graduation 

(one of two options she is considering).  

Sometimes holistic mentoring also included informal ways to cultivate 

relationships between faculty and students.  When Ted, an African American, biology 

major at MASU was asked to discuss a person who has really supported him in college 

he described one of his advisors who is a faculty member.  Ted shared one of his 

favorite memories with this faculty member who is a Person of Color, “we had a little lab 

party at the end of the semester, we played a couple of games, stuff like that, I thought 

that was fun.”  In sharing this experience, Ted shared the personal, non-academic 

relationship this faculty member had built with their research team.  These types of 

experiences developed a personal and informal relationship between them. 

While holistic mentoring sometimes meant going above and beyond some of the 

typical advising roles, there were times that participants described mentoring as linked 

to important emotional support during their degree programs.  Antonio, a Latino biology 
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major at MAU, described the robust support and holistic mentoring provided by his 

advisor, a faculty member in biology: 

Over the last few years, especially as I was making the transition from chemistry 
to biology, she was always there to check up on me.  I’d basically come in with a 
bunch of disorganized stuff, you know, “what am I supposed to take, what am I 
doing, how do I apply.”  Like a great caring person, she sat down with me and 
figured it all out.  I would have been lost without her…She makes lists of things 
that I need to do to graduate or to move on, [she] emails me with them, and then 
follows up after appointments. 
 

In the larger interview, Antonio shared that this advisor not only supported him in 

expected ways such as selecting coursework and discussing career goals, but she went 

further.  When Antonio was feeling overwhelmed by the “number of things on his plate,” 

this faculty member took time to slow down and show Antonio how to navigate various 

obstacles.  She not only supported Antonio during their one-on-one meetings, but she 

also followed up with Antonio regularly, checking in on how he was doing. 

Summary of Holistic Mentoring Practice that Students Perceived as Positive 

 Students in this study described the following mentoring practices as positive.  

The “and” after each practice is to imply that students likely benefit the most when all of 

these practices are present:  

1. Inquiring as to students’ well-being in and outside of the class; and  

2. Advising on coursework, careers, future opportunities; and  

3. Asking students for their input, ideas, and opinions; and  

4. Offering advice and ideas for students’ well-being and success in their academic 

discipline and in their larger lives and engaging in a back and forth dialogue 

around these topics. 
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All of these practices could be considered holistic mentoring practices that take the 

students’ full experience into account.  While some advisors clearly went above and 

beyond what might be typical mentoring practices (e.g., Michelle’s mentor), many of 

these practices could occur during regular interactions between students and faculty.     

Discussion  

While prior research suggests the importance of holistic faculty-student 

mentoring, particularly for Students of Color in STEM disciplines (Gasman et al., 2017; 

Hinton et al., 2009; McCoy et al., 2015; Milner, Husband, & Jackson, 2002), there is 

little research that outlines the specific mentoring practices that students might perceive 

as holistically supportive and positive (but see, Luedke, 2017; Packard, 2015).  The 

findings of this study suggest specific positive practices for mentoring of 

underrepresented students from the perspective of Students of Color.  In particular, the 

participants at both the HBCU and the PWI noted that when faculty mentors treated 

them in holistic ways, they felt supported.  Participants described holistic mentoring as 

occurring when faculty cared for the students as whole people (see also, Crisp, 2010; 

Luedke, 2017; Patton & Harper, 2003).  Specifically, faculty who used holistic practices 

asked students about their lives, engaged students in a back-and-forth dialogue on 

academic and career planning, and aided students in creating broad social networks so 

that the students could succeed in their disciplines in the future.   

Our findings are consistent with Tsui’s (2007) review, finding that Students of 

Color in STEM fields with positive mentoring experienced increased self-efficacy, and 

better-defined academic goals.  Participants who had positive mentoring relationships 

often talked to their faculty mentor about academic goals, from discussing study 
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strategies in a specific course, to selecting undergraduate research opportunities.  

These relationships contributed to the cultural capital that students acquired relevant to 

their coursework and future careers or graduate education in STEM fields (Bourdieu, 

1979/1984).  Additionally, developing the relationship with their mentor may have also 

contributed to students’ ability to see themselves as scientists.  With their mentors, 

students discussed course work, engaged in research outside the classroom, and 

planned for future careers in STEM.  These experiences are important in developing an 

identity (habitus) as a scientist, which research suggests is important to their 

persistence and commitment to a career in STEM (James & Carlson, 2012; Rodriguez 

& Lehman, 2018).  In their relationships, faculty became important parts of the students’ 

social capital (Bourdieu, 1979/1984) and some participants noted that these faculty 

contacts did help them to achieve their academic or career goals.  Prior research has 

maintained the importance of social capital for Students of Color in STEM careers 

(Callahan, Libarkin, McCallum, & Atchison, 2015).  

 When faculty members de-emphasized power dynamics by getting to know 

students holistically (not just academically), they disrupted the status quo.  Mentors took 

time and invested in supporting the holistic development of students and as a result, 

students felt they had someone to turn to as questions arose around their degree 

programs, engagement in undergraduate research, preparation for graduate school, 

and job placement in STEM fields.  These faculty members’ actions were critical to 

students’ experiences and their commitment to persisting in their STEM fields.  

This project has implications for faculty mentoring of Students of Color.  The 

findings suggest that holistic mentoring is possible and it may be easier than some 
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initially perceive.  Holistic mentoring involves taking time to get to know students as 

individuals and nurturing that relationship over time (Luedke, 2017).  It involves 

demonstrating a real interest in students, and taking their thoughts and ideas into 

consideration when advising and mentoring.  Implementing holistic mentoring may be 

one way to better recruit, retain, and support Students of Color in STEM disciplines.  

Holistic mentoring was found to be much more prevalent at the HBCU.  HBCU faculty 

were much more likely to take pause and engage in holistic ways with students, put 

clearly they took time to get to know their students and supported their development 

beyond the classroom.  This finding is consistent with other scholarship which suggests 

that faculty at HBCUs are more likely to provide professional development, support, and 

positive mentoring in their relationships with Students of Color, than faculty at PWIs 

(McCoy et al., 2017).  Prior scholarship has found that imbalanced power dynamics in 

student-faculty relationships may be exacerbated at PWIs (Azizova & Felder, 2017) and 

within STEM disciplines (Baber, 2015).  Disrupting the unequal power-dynamics and 

developing more holistic approaches to supporting students contributes positively to 

students’ educational experiences and their socialization within their discipline.  PWIs 

can take note of the myriad practices implemented at the HBCU, and the ways in which 

these holistic practices contribute to students’ retention and graduation.  Prior research 

has documented the success of HBCUs in preparing STEM graduates of color (Gasman 

et al., 2017; McCoy et al., 2017).  Future scholarship should examine the conditions at 

HBCUs that contribute to the differences in faculty-student interactions, and how these 

conditions may disrupt disparities in access to and persistence in STEM degree 

programs.  
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Holistic mentoring may contribute to Students’ of Color perspectives (habitus) 

about the options that are available to them in STEM disciplines, including pursuing 

graduate and professional education (Bourdieu, 1979/1984).  If students are not 

mentored to persist in STEM fields and to consider graduate education in STEM fields, 

then the underrepresentation of People of Color in STEM will persist.  Faculty who went 

the “extra mile” and mentored their students holistically, demonstrating a sincere 

interest in them, had a greater influence on their students (mentees/protégées).  These 

faculty had more positive impacts on students’ ability to see themselves as scientists 

(habitus), as they were encouraged to do by fellow scientists.  These are the 

interactions that may likely contribute to disrupting the disparities in STEM fields by 

supporting students as they move through their STEM degrees. 

Practical Implications 

Prior researchers have found that faculty do not typically receive training on 

approaches to mentoring students (Hall & Burns, 2009), which leads many faculty to 

replicate their own mentoring experiences.  Graduate programs and faculty 

development programs should address student advising, and holistic culturally sensitive 

advising in particular, if we hope to change the advising culture on many college 

campuses.  Holistic culturally sensitive mentoring should be recognized and rewarded in 

the tenure and promotions process for faculty.  Participants in this study experienced 

mentoring by faculty who invested time and resources in them far beyond basic 

advising.  Rewarding positive mentoring practices in the tenure and promotion process 

highlights the necessity of this important commitment to student development.  

Moreover, it signals an institutional commitment to disrupting processes that have 
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historically perpetuated inequality in educational experiences.  Without rewarding faculty 

who engage in holistic culturally sensitive mentoring, institutions may be sending a 

message that these practices are not valued by the institution.  Institutions should 

consider providing training and support for all faculty to develop strategies for holistically 

supporting students, particularly in PWIs where holistic mentoring occurred less often. 

Future Research 

 Given the exploratory nature of this study, there are several opportunities for 

additional research on holistic mentoring.  First, this study is limited to two institutions in 

one state; future research on holistic mentoring should extend beyond the boundaries of 

this case study.  Second, additional research should explore how culturally sensitive 

mentoring (see Alvarez, Blume, Cervantes, & Thomas, 2009; Luedke, 2017; McCoy et 

al., 2015; Milner, et al., 2002) contributes to holistic mentoring.  More specifically, in 

what ways does a mentor’s level of cultural competence contribute to students’ holistic 

and developmental mentoring experiences?  Is cultural competence a precursor for 

participating in holistic mentoring of Students of Color?  Additionally, research that 

explores how the campus culture influences the conditions for holistic mentoring is also 

warranted given the finding that holistic mentoring was more prevalent at the HBCU 

than at the PWI.  Finally, engaging in a quantitative exploration of holistic mentoring 

may “generalize” the findings throughout STEM disciplines.  

Conclusion 

Faculty mentoring is critical to the success of students from historically 

underrepresented populations, particularly Students of Color in STEM disciplines.  This 

study’s findings identified four specific ways faculty mentored Students of Color.  We 
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contend that faculty must engage in all four practices to provide holistic and positive 

mentoring for Students of Color in the STEM disciplines.  For Students of Color, holistic 

faculty mentoring may lead to their acquisition of additional cultural and social capital 

relevant to their academic disciplines and potential career fields; and alter their 

perspectives (habitus) of academic and career options within STEM.   
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