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Abstract: There is a growing body of evidence that links increased social capital to minority
student success in college. This paper seeks to expand specifically on the graduate experience
of underrepresented minorities (URM) at a Hispanic Serving Institution (HSI) using the social
capital framework. In a cross-sectional survey, 198 graduate students retrospectively considered
the role of institutional resources and agents in their success towards graduation. Data revealed
that motivational factors such as a sense of personal achievement, family support, peer support,
career promotion, supportive faculty, program satisfaction, and faculty mentor played critical roles
in the success of graduate students at HSI. Specifically, Latino students are more likely to report
that faculty mentors played a significant role in their success compared to their non-Latino peers
x2(1, N = 195) = 5.33, p = 0.02. Latinos/as were also more likely to use writing support services than
their non-Latino/a peers x*(2, N = 190) = 7.59, p = 0.02. By identifying and increasing access to
institutional resources and agents, underrepresented minorities in post-baccalaureate programs may
encounter less barriers to graduate degree success.

Keywords: graduate students; social capital; Hispanic Serving Institution; Latino students;
underrepresented minorities

1. Introduction

As society progresses in the 21st century, universities and colleges face profound challenges
to refine the role of higher education in the U.S. [1]. One area that merits further consideration
as demographic shifts continue to reflect a more diverse society [2-8] is the question of who will
attend or have access to college. Research indicates that the college-going population has increased
in its racial and ethnic diversity over the last several years [6-8]. In particular, over the past four
decades, more students from historically underrepresented groups have enrolled in U.S. colleges and
universities [5,9]. Specifically, minority student enrollment increased by 146 while total enrollment
increased by about 40 percent overall; in essence Hispanic undergraduate enrollment greatly outpaced
other racial/ethnic groups [6,9].
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An example of this disparity that has been well documented is the lack of diversity in
graduate Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) programs and higher education
institutions lag behind in diversifying their student population. This challenge has promoted further
investigation into this matter [10]. The challenge to increase enrollments of diverse students in
graduate programs is one that institutions grapple with to respond to shifting demographics of society.
Examining this further, Palmer, Maramba and Dancy [10] (p. 1) assert that the STEM workforce
demands a more diverse working population in order to be viable: “Various reports, researchers,
policymakers, and national leaders have expressed the importance of the United States increasing
its production of workers skilled in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) to be
competitive in the global economy”. While we highlight the disparities at both the undergraduate and
graduate levels, the focus of our study is on the latter, emphasizing factors that affect the success of
graduate students of color in general.

Zusman [1] (p. 25) asserts that “a larger proportion of the population than ever before are
participating in some form of postsecondary education—but college access and completion remain
inadequate for traditionally underserved groups, especially the poor, ethnic minorities, and older
students”. The opportunity for all students to have access to public higher education regardless
of race, ethnicity, socio-economic status or preparation is the fundamental principle of U.S. higher
education [9,11]. This principle is manifested in the ideology that citizens need a choice of educational
opportunities, institutions, and programs with minimal geographic and demographic gaps so that
access does not become a hollow promise [12]. While higher education is seen as a broader social
good [13,14], there are ongoing access barriers that make it difficult for historically underserved groups,
this has a detrimental effect as underrepresented students are increasing in their proportion of the
college-age pool [1].

The backlash against affirmative action reflected in current litigations in states such as Texas,
California and Washington and its governing board have created barriers for underrepresented
students to have access to higher education. This further compounds the challenges of recruiting
talented minority students—undergraduate and graduate to pursue higher and professional education;
and thus remains an ongoing concern for higher education [13]. One strategy to mitigate this situation
is to provide students with the adequate support they need to be successful. The purpose of this study
is to examine factors that contribute to the success of graduate students with an emphasis on the role
of faculty mentor in supporting graduate students at a Hispanic Serving Institution.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Stratification among Education Achievement in Higher Education for Students of Color

In 1862, the Morrill Land Grant Act was passed and its purpose was to broaden the curriculum
inclusive of agricultural and mechanical arts which consequently diversified higher education
institutions to a larger and more heterogeneous student body, higher state costs, and a greater emphasis
on the notion of university public service [15]. Since its inception, state policymakers in the U.S. have
been engaged in ongoing redesign of their public higher education systems [11,13]. Such visible efforts
sought to accelerate mission differentiation in various states [15] and develop academic policies that
increase the stratification of students and academic programs [11]. Poignantly raising concerns about a
more pro-active stance against making higher education more accessible to underserved populations,
Zusman [1] (pp. 13-14) asserts that:

“If policy makers and higher education leaders in effect “change the rules” just when
a new generation of students—less white, less middle class—is prepared to enter
college, questions are raised about equity in a democratic society, as well as risks to
social stability. Reducing access to higher education also raises concerns about meeting
society’s economic and civic needs at a time of increasing technological, economic, social,
and political complexity and interdependence. Slowing or even reversing the country’s
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historic movement toward universal access to higher education is especially problematic
because it is being driven largely by governmental and institutional decisions made on
financial grounds, rather than by explicit policy decisions on higher education access
and participation.”

Central to the debate is the diminishing opportunity for universal access to education.
Today, questions have arisen about the usefulness of mass access and about whether higher education
is a public or a private good which questions who benefits—society or the individual—and therefore,
who should bear the cost [13]. The 2006 report of the Spellings Commission (Charting the Future of
U.S. Higher Education), established by Secretary of Education Margaret Spellings, pushed institutions
to be more affordable and accessible, and accrediting agencies to produce more information relevant to
accountability for student learning [16]. Beyond accessibility and affordability of college, attention must
be paid to the stratification of underserved minority students. Particularly, campus climate research is
further needed to serve as a foundation for institutional change [17] and improve the overall college
experience for students.

In Rankin and Reason’s [18] study on the perceptions of how students of color and White students
perceive campus climate for underrepresented groups, among the findings, they found that students
of color experienced harassment such as offensive, hostile, or intimidating behavior that interfered
with their learning, at higher rates than White students. Further, students of color perceived the
climate to be more racially hostile and less accepting than their White counterparts. Findings from
campus climate studies justify the need for increasing structural diversity, provide empirical evidence
as to why diversity improves educational benefits, and create a basis upon which data-driven
decisions can be made about climate concerns and social justice issues [19]. These findings are
consistent in the research synthesis by Quayle and Harper [20] on student engagement which indicates
that disparities in persistence and graduation rates of students from historically underrepresented
groups continue as more report being alienated and rebuffed as they attempt to navigate campus
settings that they perceive privilege some groups over others. Similar to these scholars, Kuh, Kinzie,
Schuh and Whitt [16] argue that institutional policies, practices, and learning environments can
encourage and support, or discourage and hinder students in achieving their educational objectives.
More specifically, with the changing demographics for the graduate student population, there is a need
to understand and reform institutional behaviors and practices to serve a large numbers of low-income,
first-generation, and students of color—this is the case for Hispanic Serving Institutions, institutions
serving at least 25% of Hispanic students, [21]. Factors that influence the success of low-income,
first-generation, and students of color in post-secondary education include: (a) cultural and academic
incongruity; (b) validation from others regarding their academic propensity; (c) spirituality that can
shape their values and provides inner strengths to persist their goals; and (d) experiencing an inclusive,
multicultural curriculum in their academic programs [22].

In considering the educational trajectory of undergraduate and graduate students of color, the
existing body of knowledge purport that a number of barriers exist to their pursuit. But, for those who
experience success, they do so through their agency of social capital which serves as the anchor for
transcending the challenges.

2.2. Social Capital Theory

With the turn of the century came a new understanding of capital that extended beyond the
classical monetary embodiment into what is known as social capital, or the nonmonetary value
of influence and power. Pierre Bourdieu had the first contemporary definition of social capital.
Bourdieu defined the concept as “the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to
possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance
or recognition” [23] (p. 248). Several other key authorities have either evolved the definition of social
theory or lead the way for others. At first, authors like economist Glen Loury had challenged the
conventional individualistic economic theories to include social theories of inherited capital from
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family generations or race [24]. While Bourdieu and Loury may have laid the foundations for the
conceptualization of social capital, many authors have expanded upon this concept yet a clear definition
of social capital has been elusive. Portes” attempt to consolidate the literature on social capital has left
us with a working definition: “the ability of actors to secure benefits by virtue of membership in social
networks or other social structures” [25].

Still, others have developed definitions that emphasize the institutional agents within social
capital. For example, Coleman defined social capital by its function as a variety of entities with two
common elements, that is, “they all consist of some aspect of social structures, and they facilitate certain
action of actors whether persons or corporate actors within the structure” ([26], p. S98; [27], p. 302).
Foley and Edwards [28] pointed out the equal access to social capital—that not all social capital is
created equal. In addition, Portes [25] also pointed out the interconnectedness between social capital
and cultural capital. In his study, he found that after controlling for student age, sex, family, social
economic status, English proficiency, and length of U.S. residence, measures of social capital for
immigrant children (such as intact family, parental involvement and network closure) decreased in their
effect on students” academic performance significantly. Nationality was another significant predictor
after controlling for the variables mentioned above for academic performance, with Chinese and Korean
nationalities having a strong margin of improvement compared to those of Mexican nationality, who on
average underachieved [25]. The results of this empirical study suggest that differences in how students
of Asian and Mexican descents are viewed and treated may account for differences in performance
outcomes—thus the influence can be attributed to cultural capital and not social capital alone [29].

2.3. Social Capital in Higher Education and Student Success

Stanton-Salazar [30] defined social capital as resources or institutional support accessible by
students through their social ties to other agents in the institution. Museus and Neville [31] postulated
that positive institutional agents for minority students’ access to social capital include shared common
ground with students, provide holistic support for those students, humanize educational experience,
and provide proactive support for those students. More specifically, positive cross-racial experiences
and familiarity with diversity issues can counter balances negative experiences, thus enhancing
Latino/a students’ social and academic connections [32].

While social capital vary in forms and shapes among various student groups across the nation,
in general college preparation had support from social networks but lacked individualized, concrete,
and comprehensive college planning for underrepresented populations [33]. It follow that early,
continuous, and integrated connections with other minority undergrads enhance the development of
social capital [31]. Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU) offer abundant social capital
that is not typically found in mainstream institutions, particularly, HBCU provide enhanced, tailored
resources that mainstream institutions lack [34]. Empirical evidence suggests that there is a clear
relationship between campus leadership, active out-of-class engagement, and social capital among
African American male undergraduates [35].

Still, Park [36] found that other ethnic groups look outside of the institution to garner social capital.
For example, economic exchanges among various ethnic groups promote interclass contact within
Eastern Asian American communities (Korean and Chinese Americans). Religious affiliation and
attendance were positively associated with SAT preparation for Korean Americans. Thus, immigrant
families who have access to the social capital of churches encourage interclass information and
education resources. Finally, social capital among immigrant Vietnamese youth between those who
have assimilated into the dominant culture and those who have retained cultural ties differ greatly.
In this community specifically, higher retention of cultural values (work ethic, values, involvement with
ethic community) results in significantly higher grades, college plans, and academic orientation [37].
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2.4. Access to Institutional Resources in Historically White Institutions and Hispanic Serving Institutions

Efforts to create a more inviting climate for underrepresented groups are critical to the
recruitment and retention of undergraduate and graduate students. The literature identified several
factors that play a significant role in supporting minority students’ educational attainment and
institutional satisfaction. In Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs), taking interdisciplinary courses,
culturally relevant workshops, participating in research projects, building mentoring networks,
and interacting with faculty are factors that influence students of color educational aspirations [38-40].
Faculty-student interactions appear to play a pivotal role not only in academic achievement, student
retention, but also institutional satisfaction. However, PWISs struggle with recruiting, admitting, and
retaining a diverse student population.

In contrast, Hispanic-Serving Institutions (HSIs), institutions that serve at least 25% of Hispanic
students, have made substantial progress of structural diversity or representation at the student
level [5,38,41,42]. HSIs represent a growing segment of higher education institutions in the U.S. that
serve a high number of Latino students, provide unique learning environments, and have the potential
to be instrumental in Latino educational attainment [38]. According to the Hispanic Association of
Colleges and Universities [14], 409 institutions met the federal enrollment criterion, enrolling 1,708,391
Hispanics and the majority of Hispanic students are concentrated in a small number of institutions in
a few states (np). For example, it was projected that by 2010, California would have over 40 percent of
public high school graduates being of Latino background, while just over one-third will be White [1].
Today, more than 50% of the nation’s Hispanics live in California, Florida and Texas. Adding New York,
Arizona, Illinois, New Jersey, and Colorado accounts for over 75% of all Hispanics in the nation [5].

In addition to the structural diversity of HSIs, and despite the lack of resources, they are
instrumental in creating a more inviting and supportive campus environments for students of color that
are culturally responsive and strive to deploy educational practices that make a difference to student
success [38,41]. In most instances, HSIs have a grasp on who its student populations are, what they
have the potential to do academically, and what they expect of the institution and themselves [42,43].
They are also able to create remediation programs linked to the specific social, cultural, and educational
components that can better support students. Remedial education serves as a means of providing
academically underprepared students with the knowledge and skills needed to succeed in college by
eliminating or reducing academic deficiencies [41,44]. This reinforced Rendon’s [22,45] findings in
which a supportive process initiated by faculty and other college agents of socialization in and out of
the classroom can foster student success, particularly for historically underserved students.

2.5. The Role of Faculty Mentor in Facilitating Social Capital

Two notable studies examined the role of faculty mentoring program in contributing to student
success in post-secondary settings. First, in a cross-sectional study, Santos and Reigadas [46] surveyed
32 Latino students in a Faculty Mentoring Program (FMP) to assess their adjustment to a college
environment. Demographic information of the Latino sample included gender (75% female /25% male),
citizenship (90.6% U.S. born), and first-generation college student status (70.9%). Specifically, the
researchers investigated the extent to which mentoring could provide both professional and emotional
support to college students. They found the following: (1) Students who participated in FMP
experienced higher self-efficacy, more concern about succeeding, and had better defined academic
goals; (2) Students with mentors from the same ethnic background displayed greater measured
outcomes compared to students who were not matched by their ethnicity; (3) Frequency of mentor
contact was associated with better college adjustment and increased levels of satisfaction.

Second, Waldeck, Orrego, Plax, and Kearney [47] examined the mentoring relationships between
graduate students and faculty. Five criteria were implemented to examine the success of the program:
(1) demographics of protégés and mentors; (2) communication initiation strategies; (3) self-evaluations
of strategy; (4) functions of relationship; (5) and protégé satisfaction. It is further noted that unlike
academic advisors, mentors provide professional skills, unspoken department knowledge, and foster
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professional relationships to that the protégé may advance their academic as well as professional
careers. The results (N = 149) suggest that while conventional mentoring aims to provide only personal
career functions, the majority of student satisfaction came from the psychosocial bonds they created
with their mentors. Previous empirical investigations that focus on the social networks of students of
color tend to explore student experiences at large research institutions and generally include small
sample sizes. Existing studies fail to examine the experiences of minority students at Hispanic Serving
Institutions. The current study will address a void in the extant literature by examining the role of
institutional resources, including faculty mentorship, in student of color success in graduating.

3. Methods

The current study examines graduate students’ perceptions of factors that influence their success
at an HSI using a cross sectional survey. Descriptive and inferential statistical analyses were used to
examine these factors. The following section provides further details of the study sample, instruments,
data collection, analysis, and results.

3.1. Participants

Of the 821 graduate students who had graduated in spring 2013 from a Hispanic Serving
Institution and had been solicited to participate in the survey questionnaire; 216 graduate students
from several departments voluntarily completed the survey questionnaire. Approximately 26% of
students who received the email on 8 August 2013, had responded and completed the survey that
closed in August 2013. Inclusion criteria included graduate students who were (1) only receiving
their master’s degree; (2) not in a credential program; (3) not an undeclared post-baccalaureate taking
graduate level courses; (4) not admitted to a master’s program; and (5) must have graduated during
Fall or Spring of 2013. Incentive to complete the survey included a raffle for an android tablet.
The participant’s age range consisted mainly of 20-29 year olds (54%) while 30-39 year olds (21%),
4049 year olds (11%), and 50-59 year olds (5%) made up the rest of the sample. The sample consists
of a diverse student population with 43% White, 22% Latino, 18% Asian American and Pacific Islander,
4% Black, and 13% other.

3.2. Measures and Procedure

The 41-item survey consisted of items describing graduates” experiences at the HSI, degree
program, sources of financial support, factors contributed to degree completion, availability of courses,
academic support, capstone experiences, perceptions of faculty, support during graduate studies,
and campus climate. This survey was developed and distributed by the program directors.

Qualtrics, an online survey service, was used as the means to collect participant responses.
Participants were instructed to complete the survey to the best of their abilities and, upon completion
of the survey, participants were asked if they would like to participate in a raffle for an android tablet.
All surveys results were kept anonymous by removing data of associated emails.

The questions on the survey included the following: “What were the positive factors that kept you in
school? Check all that apply.” Participants had sixteen options in total to choose from: faculty mentor,
career or work advantages (promotion, new job, etc.), sense of personal achievement, research
experiences, financial aid, work on campus, having an office on campus, supportive faculty, supportive
fellow students/peers, networking, assistance through tutoring, and/or workshops, assistance
through counseling, satisfaction in the program, supportive department environment, and family
support. Their choice in factors that kept them in school were indicated by using either checking the
corresponding box or leaving it unchecked.

When measuring the services graduate students use and their influence, participants were asked
“The Office of Graduate Studies offers many services to graduate students, such as writing support,
one-on-one tutoring, workshops, counseling, etc.” The services to choose from included one-on-one
tutoring, writing or academic skills workshops, counseling, and writing boot camps. First, participants
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were assessed to see if they had heard of or utilized a service: “1 = Didn’t know it was offered”,
“2 = Knew this was offered but did not use it”, and “3 = Utilized this service”. A follow up question
asked “If you utilized any of these services, how beneficial were they?” Using a Likert scale, participants
indicated the perceived benefits from the services: “1 = Not beneficial”, “2 = Somewhat beneficial”,
and “3 = Very beneficial”.

At the end of the survey, demographic variables that were self-reported included gender, age,
ethnicity, grade point average and number of family members with education. Gender could be chosen
from male, female, and other options while approximate age was indicated by five options: 20-29,
30-39, 40-49, 50-59, and 60+. Ethnicity was chosen between African American, American Indian,
Asian American, Filipino, Mexican American/Chicano(a), Other Hispanic/Latino(a), Pacific Islander,
White (non-Latino), and International Student. Approximate GPA when participants graduated
through interval categories: 3.00-3.25, 3.26-3.50, 3.51-3.75, and 3.76—4.00. Lastly, participants indicated
the number of immediate family members that have associate, bachelorette, masters, and doctorate
degrees. All responses were coded and analyzed within SPSS.

4. Results

The results were generated using descriptive statistics—frequencies and valid percentages were
calculated for gender, age, ethnicity, and GPA whereas the number and mean of family members
with education were calculated. To examine differences between Latino and non-Latino graduate
students’ perceptions of factors that influence their college success, we used cross-tabulation and
Chi? tests. Specifically, we assessed the relationship between Latinos and college retention (16 factors).
Another Chi? test was run to assess the difference between Latinos and non-Latino graduate students
and their utilization of services provided by the Department of Graduate Studies (DGS).

4.1. Descriptive Statistics

We assessed the relationship between Latinos and non-Latinos across factors that contributed
to graduation and institutional services that enhanced graduate student success. Ethnicity was
the primary independent variable that consisted of whether a participant was considered Latino;
a total of 163 participants (83.6%) were considered non-Latino while 32 (16.4%) were considered
Latino. Knowledge and participation of DGS and factors that kept students in school were the two
dependent variables of interest. Descriptive statistics indicate that that sample has a greater number of
female than male students, this disproportion is greater among Latinos/as (75% female) compared to
non-Latinos/as (56% female). Over 50% of the graduate students in the sample are between 20 and
29 years old. As expected, about 60% of the graduate students in the sample earned a GPA of 3.75-4.00.
Interestingly, there is a wide range of students whose family members attained advanced degree in
post-secondary education with approximately 20% receiving degrees in each of the following categories:
AA, BA/BS, Masters, and Doctorate. Table 1 provides a summary of the participants in the study.

Table 1. Demographics of the study sample.

. Number Latinos Non-Latino
Characteristics
N Valid % N Valid % N Valid %
Gender
Male 80 40.4 8 25.0 71 43.6
Female 118 59.6 24 75.0 92 56.4
Total 198 32 163
Age
20-29 108 54.6 18 56.3 90 55.2
30-39 51 20.8 10 31.3 40 24.5
4049 29 10.8 3 94 25 15.3
50-59 10 5.1 1 3.1 8 49
60+ 0 0 0 0 0 0

Total 198 32 163
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L. Number Latinos Non-Latino
Characteristics
N Valid % N Valid % N Valid %
Ethnicity
White (non-Latino) 84 43.1 - - 84 51.5
Asian American 29 14.9 - - 29 17.8
Mexican American/Chicano(a) 20 10.3 20 62.5 - -
Other Hispanic/Latino(a) 12 6.2 12 375 - -
International Student 11 5.6 - - 11 6.7
Other 10 5.1 - - 10 6.1
African American 7 3.6 - - 7 43
Filipino 6 3.1 - - 6 3.7
American Indian 2 1 - - 2 1.2
Decline to state 14 72 - - 14 8.6
Total 195 32 163
GPA
3.75-4.00 118 59.9 20 62.5 96 58.9
3.51-3.75 45 22.8 10 31.3 34 20.9
3.26-3.50 23 11.7 2 6.3 21 12.9
3.00-3.25 11 5.6 0 0 11 6.7
Number of Family Members
with Education
AA 124 - 24 24.7 99 22.2
BA/BS 169 - 27 28.7 140 31.5
Masters 146 - 24 247 120 27.0
Doctorate 105 - 19 20.2 86 19.3

In Table 2, sixteen factors keeping graduate students in school included sense of personal
achievement, supportive fellow students/peers, career or work advantage, supportive faculty,

faculty mentor, family support, satisfaction in the program, financial aid, research experiences,

supportive department environment, work on campus, networking, having an office on campus,
assistance through counseling, and assistance through tutoring and/or workshops. Of the sixteen
factors that kept graduate students in school, only the choice of faculty mentor was shown to have
a significant difference between the 61 non-Latinos and 19 Latinos as seen in Table 2. There were no
statistical significant differences between Latinos and non-Latinos in all other factors. Lastly, among the
graduate services offered, writing boot camps consisted of 67 participants (12% Latino) that said they
“did not know this was offered”, 115 participants (17% Latino) said they “new this was offered but did

not use it”, and 8 participants (50% Latino) had said “utilized services” (see Table 3).

Table 2. Inferential statistics of influential factors.

Factors Keeping One in School Latino Non-Latino Chi-Squared  Significance Fl.s he'r > Exact
" (%) N (%) Significance
Sense of personal achievement 27 (84.4) 133 (81.6) 0.140 0.708
Supportive fellow students/peers 21 (65.6) 91 (55.8) 1.050 0.305
Career or work advantage 20 (62.5) 84 (51.5) 1.292 0.256
Supportive faculty 20 (62.5) 77 (47.2) 2.492 0.114
Faculty mentor 19 (59.4) 61 (37.4) 5.327 0.021
Family support 19 (59.4) 93 (57.1) 0.059 0.808
Satisfaction in the program 16 (50.0) 71 (43.6) 0.449 0.503
Financial aid 14 (43.8) 52 (31.9) 1.677 0.195
Research experiences 13 (40.6) 44 (27.0) 2.403 0.121
Supportive department 12 (375 42 (258 1.839 0.175
environment
Work on campus 8 (25.0) 22 (13.5) 2.719 0.099
Networking 8 (25.0) 46 (28.2) 0.139 0.710
Having an office on campus 4 (12.5) 12 (7.4) 0.306
Assistance through counseling 3 9.4) 11 6.7) 0.706
Assistance through tutoring, 5 62) 10 6.1) 1.000

and/or workshops
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Table 3. Crosstabulation of Latinos and graduate studies services.

Knowledge & Participation of DGS Services Non-Latinos Latinos Total Chi-Squared  Significance

Writing Boot Camps
Didn’t know it was offered 59 8 67 7.591 0.022 *
Knew it was offered but did not use it 96 19 115
Utilized this service 4 4 8
Writing or Academic Skills Workshops
Didn’t know it was offered 19 113 27 0.200 0.905
Knew it was offered but did not use it 3 22 6
Utilized this service 22 135 33
Counseling
Didn’t know it was offered 24 7 31 1.319 0.517
Knew it was offered but did not use it 105 20 125
Utilized this service 29 4 33
One-on-One Tutoring
Didn’t know it was offered 62 14 76 1.117 0.572
Knew it was offered but did not use it 84 16 100
Utilized this service 13 1 14

Note: * Significance at level p < 0.05.

4.2. Inferential Statistics

Table 2 represents the inferential statistics that examine the relationship between ethnicity and
factors keeping one in school and graduate study service utilization. Crosstabs showed that Latino
students indicated that faculty mentors played a significant role in their success than non-Latino
peers x>(1, N = 195) = 5.33, p = 0.02. The low p-value indicates that there is a significant difference
between non-Latinos and Latinos when choosing faculty as a major factor for keeping one in school,
with Latinos/as more likely to report that faculty mentors play a role in their decision to stay in
school. No significant differences were observed between Latinos/as and their non-Latinos/as peers
in other factors. Table 2 provides a summary of the results. Latinos/as were also more likely to
use writing support services than their non-Latino/a peers x*(2, N = 190) = 7.59, p = 0.02. This low
p-value indicates that there is also a significant difference between Latinos and non-Latinos when it
comes to utilization of writing boot camps as graduate students, with Latinos/as more likely to report
using student support services, particular for improving writing skills. No significant differences
were observed between Latinos/as and their non-Latinos/as peers in utilizing other student support
services including: writing or academic skills workshops, counseling, and one-on-one tutoring. Table 3
provides a summary of the results.

5. Discussion

5.1. Students of Color and Social Networks in Higher Education

A growing body of literature underscores the significance of social networks in facilitating positive
outcomes for students of color (see [30,31,48-50]). A social network, defined in the literature as a
social structure consisting of a group of social actors and the pattern of ties linking them together [51],
benefits students in a myriad of ways. When these networks are facilitated by frequent, positive
interactions with faculty in the form of mentorship, they have been shown to predict numerous
educational outcomes and attainment [17,52,53]. For example, focusing on Black students at a
Historically Black College, Fontaine [49] demonstrates that faculty-student interaction is a strong
predictor of persistence. For graduate students specifically, interactions with faculty can be the most
important aspect of their graduate experience [54]. Quality guidance and mentorship from faculty,
characterized by social, emotional, and academic support [53], also provide the added benefit of an
established social network.

While all students benefit from mentorship and access to an expanded social network, students
identifying as members of racial and ethnic minorities, may benefit more than White students,
because on average they enter college with smaller social networks than their White counterparts [55].
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Scholars utilizing social capital frameworks to examine the role of institutional agents, especially faculty,
in the experiences of college students of color emphasize the importance of agents in creating positive
student outcomes [31,34,56,57]. For example, Avery and Daly [56] suggest that high-risk college
students, such as racial minorities, rely upon social networks, including relationships with advisors
and faculty, in their pursuit of social capital, and these networks were a key factor in their success.
Through their relationships with faculty, students learn how to navigate campus bureaucracy and
access resources. Participants in Avery and Daly’s study reported that students lacked relationships
with faculty and thus were unable to connect with many existing campus resources. Mentors play an
integral role in shaping the experiences of minority graduate students.

The significant finding on the role of faculty mentor is consistent with the notion of validation
in a sense that “validation does not assume students can form connections on their own and asks
college faculty and staff to take the initiative in reaching out to students to assist them to learn more
about college, believe in themselves as learners, and have a positive college experience” [22] (p. 5).
Rendon [22] pointed out that validation is different from involvement in which students take the
initiative to get involved with campus life and take advantage of the services and programs offered by
the institution. It is possible that faculty mentor provides the validation that graduate students of color
need to gain access to the resources on campus and receive the social support they need to succeed.
Further research is needed to gain a deeper understanding between faculty mentor and the validation
provided through this process.

5.2. The Role of Mentoring in Facilitating Student Success

Mentors may positively impact the persistence of students of color if the agents emphasize
academic achievement, value educational attainment, and validate their students’ cultural
backgrounds [58]. These institutional agents afford students access to institutionally-based knowledge
and resources that would not be easily accessible without ties to these agents [30]. Unfortunately, when
compared to Whites, racial minority students, namely Blacks and Hispanics, have smaller and less
diverse networks [59].

Granovetter [60] suggested that two types of social relationships exist—those based on strong
ties, which are densely knit and those based on weak ones. Strong ties, characterized by frequent
interaction and intense emotional connections, can occur between relatives, close friends, and advisors,
while weak ties exist between casual acquaintances. According to Granovetter [60], multiple factors,
such as time, emotional intensity, and intimacy involved in a relationship, influence the strength of a
tie. In their synthesis of social network research related to women of color in academe, Jean-Marie
and Brooks [51] explain that both weak and strong ties can be beneficial to individuals. Weak ties,
which are infrequent and not emotionally intense, can provide students with valuable information
and resources. Low-density networks extend outside of one’s social circles and may serve as a bridge
between two separate but interconnected networks and provide information, such as professional
development opportunities, job openings, research opportunities, financial aid, and other resources [51].
Students with few weak ties are subject only to the ideas and knowledge of their close friends and
deprived of information and resources from acquaintances [60]. However, weak ties can still be
beneficial to students as they provide access to social cliques that students may not otherwise have [61].
Faculty mentors can be instrumental in connecting students with a network of strong and weak ties.

The existence of strong social networks, including numerous weak ties, has been associated with
positive educational experiences and attainment for racial minority students [31]. Because faculty
mentors provide college students of color with the social capital—information and resources—that are
instrumental in facilitating their success [31,49,50].

Gaining social capital through faculty mentors can lessen the impact of cultural and academic
incongruity that students of color often experience in the college settings [22]. Rendon [22] (p. 4)
explained that when students’ backgrounds do not reflect those of upper and middle class in the
college settings, “students face barriers and transitional problems crossing the academic border.
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Once underserved students cross into the college world, they often experience cultural incongruity
in the form of alienation, marginalization, and possibly even cultural attacks such as stereotyping
and discrimination”. While the institution is making an effort to reduce the barriers caused by the
disconnection between students’ home world and academic world, unfortunately, these efforts are
not always effectively utilized as indicated by the result of this study—many students of color not
aware of and utilizing resources and student support services available on campus. Thus, in order to
effectively provide services to students who need them the most, institutions must further examine
various aspects of these programs including content, structure, and format to ensure accessibility.

6. Conclusions

The results of this study indicate that for graduate students enrolled at a Hispanic Serving
Institution, factors such as a sense of personal achievement, family support, peer support, career
promotion, supportive faculty, program satisfaction, and faculty mentor played an important role in
their success. Specifically, for Latinos/as reported that faculty mentors played a greater role in their
success compared to their non-Latino peers. In addition, Latinos/as were also more likely to use
support services on campus than their non-Latino/a peers. These findings emphasize the importance
of institutional support in bridging the social capital gap that is found among students of color and
their White peers, and is critical to the success of graduate students. Several limitations found in
this study include: (a) the relatively small sample size of graduate students, particularly Latinos/as;
(b) the lack of qualitative data limited the researchers’ ability to explore in detail the role faculty
mentors play in facilitating graduate students’ success. Future research studies should make every
effort to address these challenges. Specifically, further investigation is needed to explore what and how
institutional programs and infrastructure can be put in place to support the success of underrepresented
graduate students.
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