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I. Introduction 
       The Redwood Community Action Agency (RCAA) program - Straight Up AmeriCorps - 
is a program that helps vulnerable youth in Humboldt County achieve greater success in 
their lives by overcoming both academic and social/behavioral obstacles.  The primary 
program activity consists of providing the presence of a consistent, positive adult who 
offers mentoring services and support on a daily basis. To achieve this objective, the 
project performs a significant amount of recruitment and training for mentors. The students 
targeted are the most vulnerable youth who are achieving at the lowest level within their 
school or community setting.  These students are mentored toward attaining school 
success, and are provided support in leading healthier lives through wellness activities.  
They are also encouraged to become engaged in community and volunteer activities--to 
overcome isolation and enhance community connections.  Success of the project is 
typically evaluated by measuring the students’ improvements in academic and behavioral 
indicators.  These indicators include increases in functioning grade level, homework 
completion, attendance, changes in attitudes toward education and school, and changes in 
behaviors such as teamwork and cooperation.  Crucial to the success of this program is 
that these vulnerable students also develop the ability to establish and maintain a trusting 
bond with their mentor.  The formation of this relationship bond is the foundation for 
accomplishing student improvements in functioning within the school or community setting 
leading to increases in academic performance.   
 

Over two years a total of 90 SUA members (49 for 2007/2008, and 41 for 
2008/2009) provided services to high populations of low income and homeless youth 
throughout Humboldt County on a daily basis.  Placement sites included elementary, 
middle and high schools and community based programs (see site list below.)   
 

• Ambrosini Elementary • Garfield School 

• Arcata Elementary • Grant Elementary 

• Blue Lake Elementary • Manila Community Center 

• City of Arcata Arts in the Afternoon • Pine Hill Elementary 

• Cuddeback Elementary • Redway School 

• Eureka High (2 programs) • South Bay Elementary 

• Eureka Homeless Education • South Fortuna Elementary 

• Fortuna Middle School • Washington Elementary 

• Freshwater School • Zane Middle School 

 
II. Evaluation Goals 

Outside consultants were selected to assist SUA with completing its evaluation 
component.  The two major purposes for conducting this evaluation were to; 1) to serve as 
a tool for making decisions about program modifications while continuing to meet 
AmeriCorps funding requirements; and, 2) to conduct an outcome evaluation to assess 
program outcomes.  The evaluation was meant to answer the following questions: 
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Mentoring Services 

• Is there a need for mentoring services and do the partner sites ensure that the lowest 
achieving students are receiving mentoring services? 

• Is the program using the most effective design and are there any modifications that 
need to be made in service delivery based on outcome findings? 

• How many students are receiving mentoring services and how many are participating in 
Wellness Activities? 

• Have students being mentored by SUA members improved in their homework 
completion, attendance, academic performance, values and attitudes towards 
education and behavior? 

• If students improved in these 5 areas, how much change occurred, in which areas and 
in who have these changes taken place? 

• What SUA practices contributed to the improvements in students? 
• How do the outcomes of students being mentored by SUA compare with similar 

students not being mentored? 
• What other contributing factors have an impact (positive or negative) on the desired 

program outcomes? 
 

Wellness Activities 
• Have students participating in the SUA wellness activities increased their 

knowledge, attitudes and behaviors around physical and emotional wellness? 
• If students did increase their knowledge, attitudes and behaviors around physical 

and emotional wellness, how much change occurred and in whom? 
• What SUA wellness activities contributed to the increases/changes in students? 

 
III. Evaluation Methodology  

The evaluation consultants and SUA staff developed an evaluation plan and began 
implementing it in 2007.  The evaluation approach consisted of three designs: exploratory, 
descriptive and quasi-experimental. 
 
A.  EXPLORATORY DESIGN 

The purpose of the exploratory component was to: 1) Verify the need for mentoring 
services and wellness activities in the partner schools and out-of-school programs; 2) 
Verify that the lowest achieving students were participating in the mentoring program; and, 
3) Conduct a brief review of similar high-quality mentoring programs to ensure the 
mentoring program is using the most effective design.  
 
1.  Verification of the Need for Mentoring Services and Wellness Activities  

The consultants selected and reviewed the following indicators of child well-being at the 
partner schools and surrounding communities:  
 
• Poverty level of families with children below age 18 
• Poverty level of families with female head of household with children under age 18 
• Homelessness estimates of minor children 
• School data: 

o Truancy rates 
o Suspensions/Expulsions 
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o Proficiency in Language Arts and Math as determined by standardized testing 
o Free/reduced lunch rates 
o School performance 

• Healthy Kids data for school districts where the data was available, for: 
o Alcohol and other drug use 
o Safety at school 
o Bullying 
o External assets, such as caring adults who have high expectations  

• 2005 California Health Interview data for: 
o Food insecurity 
o Binge drinking 
o Depression 

• California Rural Health Information Study, 2006 for food insecurity 
 
2.  Verification of Participation of the Lowest-Achieving Students 

Within each partner site, an individual student’s eligibility for SUA services is 
determined by assessment. Teachers at SUA school sites (and Partner 
Coordinators/Facilitators at non-school SUA sites) complete the Tutoring Referral and 
Progress Form at the beginning of the school/program year for those students who might 
benefit from SUA tutoring/mentoring services.  The teacher uses this form to assess the 
student’s level of academic achievement and behavior and to set out a goal for each. The 
student’s achievement level assessment consists of: 
 
Academic achievement: 
• One academic area needing work:  Language Arts, Math or Other (teacher describes) 
• Current functioning grade level in the academic area checked 
• Tutoring goal 
 
Behavior: 
• Assessment level for:  Study habits/homework, Motivation/attitude, and  
      Teamwork/ Cooperation 
• Behavior mentoring goal  
 

Teachers/Program Coordinators gave the completed Tutoring Referral and 
Progress Forms to SUA mentors, who then submitted them to the SUA Program Manager.  
The Program Manager reviewed the forms to determine whether or not the lowest 
achieving students were selected.  Generally, students selected were functioning at 3-6 
months below grade level. In a very few cases, students may be functioning at grade level 
but their behavior assessment shows there are significant issues that could benefit from 
mentoring.  The final outcome data for all mentored students was reviewed to determine 
the difference between actual grade level and functioning grade level at the start of the 
school year.  Additionally, data collected from the quasi-experimental design provided a 
comparison for a sample of non-mentored students with mentored students at that site.   
 

3.  Review of Similar High-Quality Mentoring Programs 
A literature review of the features of high quality mentoring programs was conducted 

and included the following sources: 
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• Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Model Programs Guide, 
American Youth Policy Forum mapping of successful programs 
http://www.dsgonline.com/mpg2.5/academic_skills_enhancement.htm 

• Afterschool Programs and Academic Success; Critical Hours by Beth M. Miller, Ph.D.  
http://www.nmefdn.org/uploads/Critical_Hours.pdf 

• Understanding and Facilitating the Youth Mentoring Movement by Jean E. Rhodes 
and David L. DuBois   http://www.srcd.org/documents/publications/spr/spr20-3.pdf 

• The Study of Promising After-School Programs Descriptive Report of the Promising 
Programs located at http://www.wcer.wisc.edu/childcare/pdf/pp/study_of_after_ 
school_activities_descriptive_report_year1.pdf 

• Governor’s Mentoring Partnership Recommended Best Practices for Mentor 
Programs    http://www.mentoring.ca.gov/pdf/Best_Practices.pdf 

• The Impact of After-School program that promote Personal and Social Skills by 
Joseph Durlak and Roger P. Weissberg http://www.casel.org/downloads/ASP-Full.pdf 

• Prior evaluations of the RCAA Straight Up AmeriCorps mentoring programs.   
 
B. DESCRIPTIVE DESIGN  

The descriptive design studied how the services were delivered and used data 
collected by SUA members; partner interviews and focus groups conducted with SUA 
mentors and mentees.  The results of the 2007-08 pre-post wellness surveys and activity 
reports were analyzed and reviewed to assess the Wellness Component of the project. 
 

C. QUASI-EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN 
  The quasi-experimental design consisted of a study to compare the academic and 
behavioral outcomes of the mentored students with a similar sample of non-mentored 
students from partner schools.  Data for both groups was provided by SUA members and 
staff and consisted of teacher assessments at the beginning, mid-year and end of year of 
student achievements collected on the Tutoring Referral and Progress Forms. This data 
consists of actual grade level; functioning grade level at the start and end of the of the 
school year; ratings of study habits/homework completion; motivation/attitude; and 
teamwork/completion.   
 
Mentored v. Non-Mentored Students 
 
Academic Achievement 

Functioning Grade Level at Beginning of Year  
Increase in Functioning Grade Level, Start to End of School Year 
Average Increase in Functioning Grade Level 

Behavior 
 Study Habits/Homework 
 Motivation/Attitude 
 Teamwork/Cooperation 

 

IV. Evaluation Results 
  The results of the exploratory design are provided in Appendix A: “SUA 
Program Evaluation--Interim Report, dated June 30, 2008.” A portion of the results of the 
assessment of the Wellness Surveys and Activities (descriptive segment) are provided in 
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Appendix B, “SUA Program Evaluation--Interim Report, dated December 17, 2008.”  The 
remainder of the descriptive design—process data from the assessment of how the 
mentoring services were delivered and used and the results of the quasi-experimental 
design will be presented in the following sections. 
 

A.   Evaluation Results For All Mentees 
 
1.   Data from Tutoring Progress and Referral Forms – All Mentees 

There were a total of 224 mentored students in all grades K-12.  Of these, 198 
(88%) were in primary grades, (Kindergarten – 8th grades) and 26 (12%) were at the 
secondary level, (9th – 12th grades.)  Table 1 shows that 76% of all mentored students 
were at or below at least half of an academic year at the start of the school year. For the 
two main grade levels: 70% were in the primary grades (K-8th); and 77% were in the 
secondary grades (9th through 12th.)   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 

Table 1 shows that approximately three quarters of the students were functioning at 
least half an academic year below grade level indicating that the majority of the students 
served by SUA are low achieving students. 

 
 
An assessment of the percentage of 

students that increased in functioning grade level 
from the start to the end of the school year is 
provided in Table 2, and shows that 90% of all 
mentored students made gains in functioning 
grade level from the beginning to the end of the 
academic year, while 53% of all mentored 
students gained as much as one full grade level. 

Table 1 

Grade 
Level Mentored Students n 

K-8 70% 198 

9-12 77% 26 

Total 76% 224 

Percentage of All Mentored Students 

Below Functioning Grade Level  

Start of Academic Year  

Table 2 

Amount 
Mentored 

Students 

Any Increase 90% 

.25 to .49 grade level 86% 

.5 to .99 grade level 76% 

1+ grade level(s) 53% 

Percentage Increase In  

Functioning Grade Level  

All Mentored Students 
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 By the end of the school year, all mentored students gained an average of nearly 
one academic year (.94) in functioning grade level.  Mentored students in the K-8th grades 
gained a little over one full year in functioning grade level while the 9th-12th grade students 
increased by 1.28 academic years on average (Figure 1.)  
 

Figure 1 
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Data from the Tutoring Referral and Progress Forms provide a comparison of 
teacher ratings of each mentee’s initial assessment of functioning in the areas of 
homework completion, attitude/motivation, and teamwork cooperation.  The mentees are 
assessed again at mid-year and finally, at the end of the school year.  More than half the 
mentees increased their ratings in each of these areas, with the greatest increase in 
teamwork/cooperation (59%.) 
 
 

Figure 2 
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“They made you see what kind of 
future you could actually have and 
what it would be if you don’t go to 
school and what it could be if you do 
go to school.”  Focus Group Mentee 

 
2.    Focus Group Feedback  
 Mentees. There were 14 mentees from the secondary grades who participated in a 
focus group designed to elicit feedback about their perceptions and experiences with 
Straight Up AmeriCorps. The focus group was held in April 2009, close to the end of the 
school year. It was clear from the comments that the mentored students felt that having a 
mentor had helped them improve their academic performance.  The majority of mentees 
commented that they had improved in grades, study habits, homework completion, writing 
skills, make-up work, and working through problems related to school assignments. 
Several stated that if it weren’t for their mentor, they would be much more likely to skip 
school.  A few students also mentioned that they were motivated to go on to college as a 
result of having a mentor who had encouraged them to recognize their potential.  Many of 
the students had participated in tutoring with their mentor; some had participated in 
structured activities either in the core school day or in the after school program.  Several 
students mentioned that their mentor had assisted them with completion of homework or 
school assignments like reading their essays and giving them feedback or in working 
through difficult assignments.  One student stated, “A teacher, you go up to and ask for 
help with a problem and it’s like, ok, you have to find your way to deal with it and they (the 
mentors) will spend time with you--they will work you through the problem but you’re 

actually doing the problem.”  Another mentee 
said, “My mentor is in the after school 
program and she’s always available to help, 
like she doesn’t tell you what to write, she 
gives you ideas about what she would do.”  
Many others agreed that they had received a 
lot of encouragement from their mentors: 
“They have a good way of talking so you can 
understand what a problem is on an 

assignment or something—they throw out good suggestions.” Mentors also act as liaison 
for their mentees assisting them with communication with their teachers to follow up on 
assignments and class work: “They’ll go to teachers and talk to you about what you need 
to do to bring your grades up.” The mentors also helped them with job, college and 
scholarship applications. 
 
           Mentees felt that mentors did not simply provide academic support. The mentees 
felt that mentors had helped them set goals and want to complete them, deal with personal 
problems at home, helped them if they were having a problem with another student or 
someone outside of the school system, helped them to be more open-minded and less 
judgmental about others, and get along better with family at home.  Mentees found 
mentors easy to talk to, trustworthy, very friendly, felt mentors were someone they could 
rely on, and that they were approachable.  One mentee said, “They’re not just there to 
help, it’s like they’re actually there to be your friend.”  Many mentees felt that the mentors 
“sacrifice social time with their own friends” to spend time with the mentees and this made 
the mentees feel special, that “they really care about us.”      
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Mentors.  There were a total of 18 mentors who participated in two focus groups 
held during the summer.  The mentors reported that the mentees had many disadvantages 
and challenges to contend with.  Some mentees had started school late in the year and 
were behind, many had problems with learning, for some, English was not their primary 
language; others were behind in homework and classroom assignments. In addition to 
academic under-achievement, most mentees had behavioral issues impeding their ability 
to function and learn in the classroom environment.  Many mentees were contending with 
problems such as social anxiety, lack of self-confidence, defiance toward authority, 
disruptive behavior in the classroom, and serious family crises such as divorce or abuse. 
An important part of mentoring was helping mentees with their socialization so that they 
could function better in the learning environment.  The mentors reported that when they 
worked with their mentees on academic activities, they were also providing mentoring in 
the development and improvement of their mentee’s behavioral skills.  It was necessary to 
address both aspects of the child’s development.   
 
 The mentors provided a variety of activities to help their mentees improve 
academically in areas such as reading, writing, math, science, art and crafts, and 
language.  Since the mentors were placed with any age group from K-12th grade, the 
activities were designed to be age-appropriate.  However, a request that was brought up 
several times was that mentors would like training in better understanding the appropriate 
academic level for each age/grade group so that they could tailor their tutoring to the level.  
Academic activities included themes, such as Cesar Chavez day at several sites, or other 
topics, math games, learning the alphabet, science experiments, reading books, writing 
letters, using flash cards, and working on vocabulary.  Most were provided in one-to-one or 
small group settings during the core day and/or in the after school program. The mentors 
developed Individual Education Plans and helped their mentees set goals. Several 
mentors said they provided intense practice and instruction (tutoring) to help their mentee. 
One mentor arranged to work with her mentees before school, although this was unusual.  
Another mentor had the mentees themselves become the “teachers” teaching other 
children.  Another offered a “homework intervention club.” Many agreed that the continuity 
of sharing information between teachers, counselors, the principal, and the parents—
acting as a bridge between the core day and after school programs was very helpful for the 
mentees, especially being able to convey information about homework to parents about 
the areas their child needed to work on and just to make sure it was going to get done.   
The mentors indicated that working on confidence building helped the mentees be better 
able to learn and function in the classroom. They also conveyed a sense of having high 
expectations of their mentee, coupled with caring and support, which were valuable in the 
motivating and reinforcing their abilities. Some mentors would provide pep talks to 
encourage achievement in their mentee—that they were capable of having high 
expectations of themselves.  Mentors advocated on behalf of their mentee and 
emphasized the importance of being a consistent presence, providing positive 
reinforcement and following through with their mentee.  This had the effect of helping 
mentees change negative perceptions about themselves and see that they could succeed 
even when they (mentee) didn’t believe it.  For example, one mentee usually responded to 
her mentor’s help negatively, assuming she was in trouble, later coming to learn that 
somebody else believed in her.  Since the mentors had daily contact with the teachers, 
mentees couldn’t “pass one over” on the mentor because the mentor knew if their work 
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was done or not. As one mentor stated, “it was the same with parents—the mentees didn’t 
like being held accountable, but they still needed it. We were planting seeds for the future.”  
Both teachers and parents appreciated it. 

 
All reported that the additional time and focus had helped their mentees both 

academically and socially.  Improvement was slow and in some cases, the mentee might 
still be at the same level as at the start of the year, but there was still improvement. For 
one mentee, at the beginning, she could not sound out words but by the end, her reading 
improved a lot.  She was able to complete the testing without a reader, which was a 
surprise to her teachers.  Another mentee who struggled in math and reading was 
encouraged to read when his mentor gave him comic books. His interest in reading 
improved and he ended up writing a book report.  Another mentee had fallen behind in 
homework and was ready to drop out because his family was going through a break up.  
While he didn’t catch up, on the other hand, he didn’t drop out and was able to stay with 
school and maintain the level he was at, his level didn’t decrease.  He didn’t give up and 
preventing his attrition from school was a success.  Sometimes, the improvement wasn’t 
seen until late in the year. Many times, the mentees could get academically caught up but 
still needed work on their maturity and behavior.  Many mentors reported getting very 
positive feedback from parents, site staff, teachers and principals.  The mentors were often 
seen as a valuable help, although there were a few sites where the mentors weren’t known 
and were assumed to be aides.  Feedback from parents of  two severally abused mentees 
was that they had come very far from where they started out.  The mentors felt that the 
mentees viewed them as “outside the system” which helped to build stronger connections 
between mentor and mentee and the mentor and parents. 

 
A few mentees didn’t like being singled out and didn’t want their peers to know they 

needed help. A couple of parents reacted this way, one not allowing his child to talk about 
anything outside of the school setting and another was unwilling to allow the mentor to 
develop an IEP because they would be labeled. However, often other students who were 
not mentees wanted contact and help from the mentors as well. 
 

There were some challenges for the mentors.  They found it difficult at times 
working in the school schedule finding the time and ability to pull the mentee out of class—
thus removing them from the setting of learning when they really needed to be there.  
Mentors sometimes only got one hour of time per week with their mentee.  Working in 
small groups was also something the mentors would like to do more of. 
 

One mentoring project that is unique is the Homeless Education Project.  There is 
no actual physical location for the program; the homeless mentees are spread throughout 
various school sites.  To be effective, the mentor must work mostly individually with 
mentees at these sites, which was a big challenge. It was difficult to find the space to work 
individually in all of the school sites.  Often the mentors would use the library, writing notes 
back and forth with their mentees.  Also, being homeless presented a major barrier for the 
mentees and they needed as much support as possible from their mentors to cope with 
this situation, which meant they needed more individualized support.  The mentors were 
unable to make daily contact with teachers, staff and parents as in the other sites. It 
tended to reinforce the feeling of homelessness because the program itself had no “home.”  
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Transportation could be a problem if the child missed their bus, there was no way they 
could get to school and the mentor would have to quickly work on getting forms completed 
for authorization to transport the child on short notice.  Perhaps one of the greatest 
indicators of success comes directly from the mentees, when they wrote letters and told 
their mentors they would not be graduating without their help. 
 

 One of the most important contributions that mentors make is in providing a consistent, 
nurturing, positive relationship with an adult that results in building trust and establishing 
bonds with the mentee.  This is so critical because most mentees had experienced great 
difficulty--for whatever reason--in establishing and maintaining positive, healthy 
relationships.  This difficulty manifested behaviorally in the school and community settings.  
As one mentor put it, “the positive modeling and the kids feeling special because someone 
wanted to be with them had a good impact. The non-mentees wanted to know what was 
going on and wanted to be part of it.”  It took time, patience and persistence on the part of 
the mentors to establish this bond. However, the benefit was obvious, another mentor put it 
this way, “I saw a change in the kids that didn’t have a consistent stable family—they knew 
that we’d be there every day and they were excited to come and talk to us and to tell us 
what was going on with them…saw a lot of growth because they would approach us and be 
more comfortable, where before they were shyer. In the end there was more trust and they 
were able to see adults in a positive way, to establish a positive relationship with an adult 
and not see them as a negative.”  Another mentor stated, “mentees like that the mentor will 
show them that they’re worth it.  They have no role models. When I first called, the mentee 
assumed that she had done something wrong and I would say--you didn’t do anything 
wrong, I just like being with you, I just want to work with you. We would draw pictures 
together…she used to act out a lot in class, it was a means of getting attention, every time 
an adult gave her attention it was negative, she’d start to act out in class, I would look at 
her and she would stop the acting out.  She didn’t get put in time out anymore at the end 
and gave me a huge hug…was happy that I was patient with her. You care about them and 
they can see that.”  Many mentors said that they made it a point to let the mentees know 
that they were choosing to be there, that they were volunteering and this was a big part of 
the difference between mentors and teachers--not doing this for any other reason than they 
wanted to help the mentee get to where they wanted to go.  The mentors provided some 
examples of other behavioral challenges, presented below: 
 
• A mentee who had been severely abused had uncontrollable behaviors such as eating wood 

chips, crayons, kicking things, and would often run away and was socially undeveloped.  
Another child had a brain tumor and had multiple operations and radiation. She was lucky to be 
in the same grade as her peers.  The treatment had severely affected her understanding of 
what is socially appropriate. She had extreme mood changes in an instant. The mentor spent 
the year focusing on helping these two students deal with their limitations. Teachers and 
parents have given feedback that these two students have come far from having a mentor be 
there and connect with them. Now, they go take a walk instead of act out, and have learned 
how to calm down. Both have come far in the being able function in the classroom setting.  

 
• Halfway through the school year, a Kindergarten mentee’s mother left her.  Her father had been 

killed when she was four years old.  She was wetting her pants for 3 weeks after her mom left 
and didn’t want to interact with adults or other kids.  The mentor worked with her for two years 
and was able to bring her out of this by providing support and one on one time.  The mentor 
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provided a stable adult relationship while her mom was in and out of her life. Now she is doing 
better, she still has problems, yet she has come very far. Originally she couldn’t even stand 
people looking at her.  If she acts out they suggest that her mentor wants to talk to her and this 
brings her out of it.  Her level of trust with her mentor has grown and she is willing to hold 
hands and will sit in her mentor’s lap. This is a lot of growth considering she would not let 
anyone come near her in the beginning. 

 
• A mentee was afraid to raise her hand in class even though she had the right answer. She was 

very worried about what other children would think of her. The mentor worked with her to 
desensitize her by practicing giving the wrong answer, which helped her overcome her social 
anxiety.  She still struggles in math and English but working on confidence building and self-
esteem helped a lot.  

 
• One mentee didn’t trust adults and had problems with authority but his mentor was quiet and 

patient and eventually the mentee was able to accept that it was important to do the 
schoolwork and this made an impression because the student learned that not every adult 
situation has to be bad.  

 
• Another mentor was seen at first by the mentee as a school authority and wouldn’t talk to her 

because he associated her with school.  Everyone yelled at him, his parent and teacher would 
yell at him and the mentor was the first one who did not yell at him, but instead would talk to 
him with respect.  Eventually he opened up to the second mentor when he realized she too was 
from AmeriCorps.   

 

• We talked a lot about being in the workplace and having to learn to get along with everybody 
whether you like them or not—they would see that two mentors had just met but were able to 
get along, and they thought we had been life long friends. This served as an example to learn 
how to get along with everyone in spite of differences, to learn how to take into account other 
people’s differences and figure out a way to work with other people. They thought we could 
pick and choose whom we work with. It taught them to learn how to make the best of situations, 
how to respect each other and adults. 

 

• The Homeless Education students grew in decision-making skills and being able to separate 
 themselves from their parents’ homelessness.  They thought they were going to be homeless and 
failures forever and being able to finally see that they could have one little success went a really 
long way with helping them. One mentee was petrified of getting up in front of the class to speak.  
We did an adopt-a-family program, had four homeless students, but in the end, these were the four 
out of the whole class that were the most focused on helping the families. They had to write their 
own scripts and approach local merchants to solicit donations.  They collected $60 each in one 

day, which was a huge success for 
them.  By the end of the year, when 
the teacher was asking for volunteers 
to read in front of the class, one of the 
homeless students was the first one to 
raise her hand to volunteer to help. 
Shifts in caring about their future 
showed more in their actions than 
verbally.  The mentee’s future might be 
drastically different, than that of their 
homeless parents.  

 

“Having someone they can turn to and be honest with.  They 
have no place to really express themselves and having a 
mentor allowed them to be open and to vent, to be able to talk 
through things with someone. All of the mentees were dealing 
with problems outside of the school and couldn’t talk to their 
peers about these things, and there often may not be people at 
home they could talk to.” 
                -  Mentor, Focus Group 
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Mentors were asked what traits and qualities a mentor needs to have and what 
suggestions they would give to a new mentee:   
 
> It is important to have a sense of your own personal boundaries; to know before you get to the 

site what you’re comfortable with and to be able to communicate this to your mentee, e.g. such 
as touching or being touched by the children, giving out cell phone numbers.  It is important to 
know your site’s rules about physical contact before you get to the site. Some sites allow 
physical contact while others do not. 

> Have realistic expectations, “remember that you can lead a horse to water but you can’t make 
them drink; you can try as hard as you can but all you can ultimately do is give them the tools 
to help themselves; it can take months to get through sometimes. The change or the 
breakthrough isn’t evident until the last two months of the year. You can’t do it all…you can’t 
save every kid.”   

> “Don’t take anything personally. Teachers can be intimidating. Don’t be shy.” Another mentor 
states, “in situations, don’t take it personally everybody brings their own baggage, be confident 
in yourself, and show that confidence up front.” 

> “Even though you’re sitting there one on one, remember it’s not just that kid, it’s the kid, their 
parents, everything that happened to them last night, last month, there’s a barrage of faces, 
you don’t know at the time what you’re dealing with.” 

> “Meet them where they’re at.  Don’t go in with any expectations at all, just go in and sit down 
and let each kid give you what they’re going to and you can see what their goals need to be, 
you need to know where they’re at before you can see what they can become.” 

> “Work with another AmeriCorps member at the same site; keep a clear communication with 
each other,” and, “keep close with your site partners, they’re you’re support. They see the 
same kids and you can help each other, and how to be better with the staff.”  

> “Have your own support system. Have adaptability in being there, really being there, and being 
focused on the mentee.” 

> “It is helpful to be friendly, that gives them a really good first impression. People make first 
impressions really fast.” 

> “Have flexibility, a sense of humor, and reliability…. have consistency and love.” 
 
 The mentors were asked what was most successful at their site and to describe any 
challenges they encountered while at the site.   
 
Successes.  Most mentors felt that they had made good connections with the staff, 
teachers and principals at their sites.  They felt supported and able to ask for help when 
they needed it, especially in the beginning when they were new.  Some mentors who 
started out the year feeling uncomfortable ended up being happy with their site. Some 
mentors felt they worked well with their site supervisor and others really enjoyed working 
with their principals. 
 
Challenges. Unprecedented budget issues resulting in staff layoffs and reorganizations 
appeared to contribute to many of the challenges that some mentors encountered with 
their sites.  At one site, job security issues led the union to try to prevent mentors from 
being at the site while at the same time, teachers were supportive of keeping the mentors.  
They felt that AmeriCorps was essential at their site.  At another site there were budget 
cuts and due to layoffs of teacher aides, the continuation of AmeriCorps for the next year 
was being considered. The mentors were told it had nothing to do with their performance 
but was purely budgetary—they needed to spend their budget on an aide rather than 
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mentors.  This site was also making other cuts in staff including the secretary who was 
near retirement. Layoffs of aides at another site caused some tension because there was a 
perception that the mentors were taking their jobs. In one after school program, staffing 
changes caused a lot of confusion.  While there was no after school coordinator, the 
mentors at this site were put in charge of the program, which was running smoothly until 
the new after school coordinator arrived resulting in changes in the program and how it 
was being run.  Another challenge at some of the sites was a lack of understanding about 
who the mentors were and what their roles were.  The teachers thought the mentors were 
aides and would have them run errands and do inappropriate tasks.  A few principals also 
did this.  There were inconsistencies between what the mentors expected and what they 
actually encountered at their site.  The mentor’s role is different than that of an aide. 
Sometimes the mentors were given supervisory duties that were beyond their mentor role. 
Finding the time to work with mentees one-on-one could also be problematic.  Taking 
mentees out of the classroom setting sometimes caused problems. The mentors did not 
feel comfortable confronting these issues directly with their sites.  They did not want to 
alienate their site staff, teachers or principals. The middle school at one site split and the 
teachers from one of the new sites who had never had any homeless students tended to 
stigmatize the homeless kids and wouldn’t respond to e-mail requests from the mentor. 
They were uncooperative and unwilling to work with homeless students.  Some of the 
mentors who were returning for their second year had learned how to adapt to and deal 
with some of these issues.   
 
Training.  Many mentioned that their site training was very helpful.  Topics included service 
learning in the classroom, character building, teaching ethics, and conflict resolution, 
dealing with challenging behavior and crisis prevention.  Sites varied according to what 
they offered, if anything.  Sometimes the training was limited to monthly staff meetings.  
Most mentors felt that they would like to see more training provided from Straight Up 
AmeriCorps, specifically in what the academic and behavioral developmental levels are for 
each age/grade group. They wanted to have a sampling of the curriculum needed for the 
different grade levels—what is expected—so that they would have a basic guide to follow 
for mentoring activities. They also wanted more information of child development levels.  
One mentor had a bookmark that had suggestions on it on how to ask questions according 
to the child’s age level and this was a very practical and helpful tool. Some wanted more 
training specific to after school programs. 
 

Most of the mentors indicated that they would like to see some changes in the 
training because they thought it was redundant and not relevant to their mentoring, 
especially for returning mentors.  While some recognized the importance of physical 
health, they also felt that emotional health was important and wanted more training in this 
area.  They liked the training on how to incorporate meaningful games into service learning 
and they would like more of this.  Dealing with challenging behavior would be an important 
training for new mentors to have at the beginning of the year. Finally, training on boundary 
setting, what it is, how to recognize and create healthy boundaries was mentioned several 
times as a useful training topic. 
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3.   Partner Interviews 
 The partner sites that participated in the quasi-experimental design were 
interviewed.  This included a total of three partners, with one partner from each school 
level--elementary, middle and high school.  Each interview was conducted by telephone 
using the same questions.  The interviewees consisted of two after school coordinators 
and one high school special programs coordinator. 
 
What Was Most Successful About SUA At Your Site? 
 The sites that were interviewed all felt that the AmeriCorps mentors did a great job 
in working with their students, and establishing rapport and trust with the teachers and 
staff.  The mentors brought a lot of skills and ability to listen and respond to the needs of 
their sites.  They indicated that their programs would not be able to deliver the amount or 
quality of programs without the mentors because it improved their ratio of students to staff.  
The mentors enhanced their programs culturally and were able to act as excellent 
resources for their students.  They also felt that AmeriCorps did an excellent job of training 
and team building—preparing the mentors at the beginning of the year.  One site would 
like to see more hands-on training provided in dealing directly with the students.  Another 
site felt that his mentors were better trained than his own staff and would love to be able to 
send his own staff to the AmeriCorps training. Having SUA increased program visibility for 
Tapestry and the cross-age project at Eureka High School was a particularly successful 
project. 
 
What Was Least Successful? 
 A couple of partners mentioned that the matching costs were somewhat problematic 
for them.  The additional required fund-raising was awkward.  One site will no longer have 
AmeriCorps mentors at least for the next year because the SUA funding focus changed in 
emphasis to nutrition and physical wellness, which no longer fits their program needs.  
Another key issue was helping people to be clear about the definition of the mentor’s role, 
for both the mentor and especially for teachers.  Perhaps providing role-playing in mentor 
training to give the mentors practice in dealing with how to handle inappropriate behavior 
would be useful.  A suggestion was that having the mentors wear a uniform or a specific 
colored t-shirt so that they can be easily identified might make a difference.  Although there 
is no desire to impose rigidity on the service that is provided, wearing something 
identifiable could improve visibility and understanding among site staff.   
 
How Were Students Helped By SUA? 
 Having the mentors in both the core day and after school programs gave the 
mentors a lot of insight into what the mentee needed to be working on. Having a positive 
relationship with another adult who cares about them helped the students to feel positive 
about themselves and was a huge benefit.  All the mentors were great role models. They 
were professional and caring, listening to the students and providing extra help and 
tutoring. They also helped the students develop their social skills and provided enrichment 
to the program that would otherwise not be there. This helped to cement the students’ 
academic skills.  The mentors helped the mentees explore their attitudes and beliefs about 
education and social situations.  They also shared their own background.  The mentees 
had a greater sense of self confidence and became more interested in pursuing college as 
a result of the mentor’s role modeling. Many students wrote letters to their mentor thanking 
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them and saying they would have dropped out of school if not for them.  The counseling 
staff just doesn’t have the time to help everyone write college essays and complete 
scholarship applications. 
 
What Mentor Qualities Are Important? 

As one site supervisor said, “they have to be empathetic, have to realize they’re in 
this for the long term and not there short term, for every step forward, there’s a step 
backward. They need to be able to look at the big picture, keep a positive attitude because 
you can’t work with kids if you don’t look at it positively.”  Mentors also need to have open-
mindedness and acceptance of all children, and be able to listen in a non-judgmental way. 
Other important qualities mentioned include having flexibility, and being able to set 
boundaries and stick to them.  Having a strong knowledge of local resources also helps. 
 
What Would Happen If There Were No SUA at your site? 
 There would be a higher ratio of students to staff.  There would be fewer options in 
dealing with children who have behavior problems.  Program quality would suffer and have 
fewer successes and there would be fewer or no service learning projects. Students would 
miss out on a positive relationship bond with an adult which research indicates increases 
their resiliency. The energy and new ideas that the mentors contribute would be missing. A 
lot fewer students would receive the tutoring that they need. They would miss out on the 
role model and being encouraged to go on to college. 
 
Suggestions for SUA 
  
“SUA has a great crew, they’re doing a great job, Derek is great with training. Meredith is 
great and Evie keeps everything organized. It is a very efficient outfit. I can’t think of 
anything, I think they communicate extraordinarily well.”  
 
“The SUA staff is so supportive, any call I make or any question I have they are right there, 
and I commend them for their support all through the years.  They have worked very hard 
streamlining the interview process and have made great improvements.  Their 
communication is good at keeping us up to date.” 
 
“Overall it is a really good program. We will not be with them because the objectives 
changed. The member support is important, their role is important.”   
 
“Would like to see, know they have a tiny staff, at least one person who would be able to 
shadow the members for full days or 2-3 days so they would understand how things 
function. They need real hands on appreciation of their daily activities. They have been 
primarily full time and the schools can hardly afford this but we would like more part time 
options just on a monetary basis.” 
 
4.    Wellness Activities & Services  

The wellness survey for 2008-2009 was administered at three intervals during the 
academic year to assess changes in habits and knowledge around nutrition and fitness. 
There was an initial pre-survey, to establish a baseline assessment of student knowledge 
and habits prior to AmeriCorps intervention. Two post-surveys were administered, one at 
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mid-term and a final post-survey was administered at the end of the year.  In total, 1067 
students participated in wellness activities and completed at least one survey. A total of 
899 pre-surveys were collected but due to inconsistencies with student ID coding and 
lower return rates of the post surveys there were problems matching some pre and post 
surveys.   Target students were determined after the pre-survey was administered. Those 
designated in the target group were students who scored in the bottom 50% of their site or 
if they scored above 50% of the total points available on their survey. (A higher score 
corresponded to a lower health/fitness level. Questions were coded to equal numbers with 
lower numbers corresponding to healthier habits – e.g. eating 3 servings of fruit a day was 
given a score of 0, eating 2 a day was given 1, eating 1 a day was given 2 points, and no 
fruit was 3 points.) There were a total of 215 target students who completed the mid-term 
survey and 153 target students who completed the final post survey.  
 
Figure 3 shows the percentage 
increases in knowledge/habits 
related to nutrition and fitness for 
students in the target group. For 
the K-8th grade group, there were 
110 students in the mid-term post-
survey and 105 students in the 
final post-survey.  For the 9th –12th 
grade group, there were 105 
students completing the mid-term 
post-survey and 48 completing the 
final post-survey. 
 

As reported in the Interim 
Report of December 2008, the 
2007-2008 wellness activities 
conducted at each site varied and 
often did not relate to the 
questions asked on the wellness survey.  As a result, planned changes for the 08-09 SUA 
Program Year included: 

 
• Consultation with the Humboldt County Public Health Branch’s Nutrition and Physical 

Activity Program.  A Public Health staff member developed and conducted two 
trainings for SUA members and also provided input into the revision of the Wellness 
Survey to help ensure a “match” between wellness activities that would be conducted 
and the measurement tool. One training focused on nutrition and physical activity and 
provided a foundation for wellness activities to be conducted with the students at the 
participating schools.  Evaluations from this training showed that virtually all attendees 
found the training to be a valuable experience.  Many stated they learned a great deal 
about nutrition (in particular about sugar), physical activity, and specific activities that 
they could do with students.  Most felt they were given tools that will help them with 
their jobs.  The hands-on activities were much appreciated.  Dealing with “disruptive” 
children was cited by some as the most important thing they learned, along with 
learning about specific things to teach, how to teach them, and resources available.  

                                     Figure 3 
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Many of the trainees stated their desire for another training and/or additional 
consultation with the trainer. An additional training was provided. This training focused 
on how to administer the Wellness Survey.   

 
• Strong encouragement for SUA member attendance at optional trainings that include 

wellness topics, such as Healthy Eating and Healthy Behaviors and Drug Culture in 
Humboldt County.  

 
• As stated in the first bullet, the wellness survey was revised to reflect the activities 

that will be conducted and mentors were trained to administer the survey. 
 
Results from the mentor focus groups indicated that despite these changes, 

wellness activities continued to vary widely and still often did not relate to the items on the 
wellness survey.  The mentors provided a variety of wellness activities related to nutrition 
and health.  There were activities such as; building a garden from scratch, learning about 
the varieties of fruits and vegetables such as six different types of lettuce, which the 
students were very interested in, lessons about sugar and how to avoid it, learning how to 
make fruit leather, and offering a health club.  Physical wellness activities included, making 
jump ropes and learning how to use them, leading nature-walks, engaging in games and 
activities during recess on the playground such as playing tag, leading outdoor games, and 
making posters. 
 
 The Homeless Education project made a point to provide snacks and help mentees 
to keep snacks and food availability stable since stable food supply is an issue with 
homelessness.  The mentor also discussed ways to prepare fruits and vegetables as a 
main meal when you don’t have anything to cook.  There were varying degrees of success 
with wellness activities, ranging from inattention and disinterest to great interest and 
involvement on the part of the mentees.  A few mentors stated that they had difficulty 
finding time to do wellness testing and activities because they were focusing on homework 
tutoring and catching up in class.  A few mentors expressed interest in incorporating 
mental health activities into the wellness focus. 
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B. Evaluation Results: Quasi-Experimental Study  
 Prior to discussion of the results of the quasi-experimental study, it must be noted 
that there are several significant limitations to this data.  Despite continued encouragement 
by SUA staff and the outside evaluators, data for the non-mentored students was collected 
by many sites retrospectively at the end of the school year and sites did not use the same 
data collection schedule and methods as were used for the mentored students.  Even with 
continued reminders, the data for non-mentored students remained uncollected by most 
sites until the end of the year.  The non-mentored students overall, do not appear to be an 
equivalent comparison group to the mentored students.  Another issue is the behavioral 
data elements selected for analysis.  The data used for the behavioral measures was 
based on a summary sheet that consisted of a rubric that summarized each behavioral 
area, homework completion, attitude/motivation, and teamwork/cooperation.  Each 
behavioral area, on the original TRPF is further broken down into eleven specific behaviors 
that the teacher rates the student on.  The “homework/completion” area includes ratings on 
a scale of 1-5 (lowest to highest) on: 1) how well the student is prepared to do homework; 
2) how well the student focuses on a task; 3) to what degree a student seeks help with a 
task.  Only one score is given, however and it is labeled “homework completion.”  These 
areas do not truly reflect “homework completion” but rather a set of behaviors related to 
study habits in the classroom. Since only one rating is given for homework/completion, the 
original teacher ratings in all of the detailed areas is lost and only reported in one overall 
rating.  The rating given is actually an average of the three ratings and the student gets a 
final rating which is based on where the student had the most check marks overall.  
  

This same methodology was used for the other two behavioral areas: 
motivation/attitude and teamwork/cooperation.  With the motivation/attitude section of the 
Tutor Referral and Progress Forms, there are actually four ratings given: 1) the level of 
curiosity a student has about learning and growing; 2) the standard to which the student 
achieves to; 3) the student’s willingness to complete challenging tasks; and 4) level of 
adaptability to different people and situations.  For the teamwork/cooperation section, the 
data elements consist of: 1) contribution to group effort; 2) level of cooperation; 3) use of 
conflict resolution strategies, and 4) ability to work with diverse people and situations.  
Since both of these areas had four ratings each, if a student had two ratings that were 
lowest and two ratings that were middle, the overall rating would be low (2) for that area, 
again, resulting in a loss of data elements that more accurately reflect the student’s 
progress. 
 

These issues, lack of imprecise operational definition of data elements, lack of 
reporting of all teacher ratings, inadequate sample size, lack of consistent data collection 
at the same time intervals, and non-equivalent comparison group essentially put into 
question the validity of the results of this quasi-experimental study.  It is perhaps best to 
consider viewing this as a pilot study since this is the first year for SUA to undertake a 
quasi-experimental approach and these results are useful in terms of identifying and 
addressing problems before undertaking future evaluations of this nature. 
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Academic Performance – School Samples 
As previously described in section III. - Evaluation Methodology, the quasi-

experimental design was undertaken to conduct a comparison of mentored with non-
mentored students.  A sample of non-mentored students from four schools was compared 
with mentored students at those schools. The four schools in the sample were: Pine Hill 
Elementary School, Sunny Brae Middle School, Humboldt Bay High School, and Eureka 
High School.  Data from a total of 20 non-mentored students and 51 mentored students 
were provided from these school sites.  For the schools, that were sampled, 71% of the 
mentored students and 55% of the non-mentored students were at or below half an 
academic year at the start of the school year (Figure 4.)  Comparing the primary and 
secondary levels, for K-8th grades, 61% of the mentored students and 54% of the non-
mentored students were below functioning grade level.  A larger percentage of mentored 
students (85%) at the secondary level were functioning below grade level compared to 
their non-mentored counterparts (57%.)  However, it should be noted that the n is small for 
the 9th-12th grade non-mentored group (n=4) in comparison to the mentored group (n=20.)  
   

 

 

        For the sample schools, increases in functioning grade level for the mentored and 
non-mentored students from the beginning to the end of the academic year are shown in 
Figure 5.  Overall, 50% of the mentored students and 35% of the non-mentored students 
at the sample sites increased by one or more academic years in functioning grade level.  
Eighty five percent of the mentored students and 55% of the non-mentored students 
increased from .5 to .99 of an academic year in functioning grade level; and, 95% of the 
mentored students and 85% of the non-mentored students gained at least .25 to .49 of an 
academic year in functioning grade level.  
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Over the course of the year, the average increase in functioning grade level for the 
mentored students was .98 and .72 for the non-mentored students in the sample (Figure 
6.) 
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Behavioral Assessments – School Samples 
 Figure 7 presents the results of the percentage of students at the sample schools 
that increased their homework completion rate from the start to the end of the school year.  
For the mentored 
students, the greatest 
gain in homework 
completion was for the 
9th-12th graders at 57% 
compared to only 29% 
for the non-mentored 
9th-12th graders.  The 
K-8th grade mentees 
had a much lower level 
of increase (34%) 
when compared to their 
non-mentored 
counterparts (92%.)  
This difference impacts 
the overall level of 
increase for the 
mentored students 
(42%) vs. the non-
mentored students 
(75%.)  While there is 
often an assumption that when children do their homework they are building academic 
skills, the prior literature review found that there is no research supporting this contention 
for elementary school students. However, there is evidence that homework completion 
does have a greater benefit for high school students.1  A more accurate indicator of 
academic success is the gain in functioning grade level, which was higher for the mentored 
sample (Figs. 5 and 6.)  

 
 Teachers rated the students on their 
attitude/motivation at the beginning, middle, 
and at the end of the year.  Overall, 60% of 
the non-mentored improved in their 
attitude/motivation ratings and 42% of 
mentored students showed improvement.  
For the two educational groups, the 
mentored students in the 9th-12th grades 
gained equally with their non-mentored 
counterparts (57%) and there were greater 
gains by the non-mentored K-8th grade 
students (60%) when compared with their 
mentored counterparts (38%.)

                                                 
1 See Appendix A, SUA Interim Report, June 30, 2009, pgs. 9 – 10. 
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 The last behavioral measure that teachers rated their students on was 
teamwork/cooperation.  Figure 9 shows that in general, the mentored and non-mentored 
students were close in the percentage that improved (51% and 55% respectively.)  Again, 
the mentored 9th-12th graders had greater improvement in teamwork/cooperation than their 
non-mentored counterparts (57% vs. 43% respectively.)  Forty-eight percent of the K-8th 
grade mentored students improved in comparison to 62% for their non-mentored 
counterparts. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 3, below provides a comparison of the gains made in homework completion, 
attitude/motivation and teamwork/cooperation for the sample schools and all mentored 
students.  The results show that the non-mentored students at the sample schools made 
greater gains in homework completion when compared with the mentored students at 
those schools and all mentored students as a whole.  The non-mentored students had 
higher increases in attitude/motivation and teamwork/cooperation than their mentored 
counterparts at those schools.  However, when looking at all mentored students, the gains 
in these areas are comparable, with all mentored students showing a greater increase in 
teamwork/cooperation than the non-mentored sample.   
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V.  Conclusions 
As in evaluation findings in prior years, the 2008-2009 SUA evaluation results 

suggest that the program is, at least in part, meeting its End Outcome of increasing school 
success.  The desired End Outcome of 80% of “176 youth will demonstrate a 20% 
increase in school success” was more than met given that 90% of all mentored students 
gained at least .25 to .49 in functioning grade level from the beginning to the end of the 
academic year, while 53% of all mentored students gained as much as one full grade level. 
 
  The Quasi-experimental design results in behavioral and other measures are mixed 
when comparing mentored and non-mentored students although limitations on the data as 
discussed earlier make it difficult to draw definitive conclusions when comparing the 
mentored and non-mentored students.   
 

The focus group and interview results mirror and at times exceed the achievements 
demonstrated by the quantitative data.  Mentors, mentees, and site supervisors all indicate 
that SUA has been highly successful at making a positive difference in individual lives of 
both mentees and mentors as well as enhancing the overall quality of the school sites. It is 
clear that having mentors function in the core day and after school programs was a major 
strength for ensuring mentee participation and progress. As mentioned in prior evaluation 
reports, the mentors provided a consistent, caring adult in the lives of children and teens 
who had few other opportunities for this sort of relationship in their lives.   
 

Most, if not all, of the programs do appear to be integrating elements of successful 
programs as identified by the American Youth Policy Forum including high expectations for 
youth, program, and staff (e.g. the expectation that all students have the ability to succeed; 
ongoing staff training), personalized attention (e.g. the use of individual help and support; 
homework and college application assistance, referral to health care and social services, 
career counseling, and assistance with strengthening the youth's family; innovation and 
experiential learning (e.g. community service, career planning).  A strong recommendation 
that occurs throughout the literature is to make sure not all activities are solely “academic” 
and include arts, games, technology, etc.  It appears that many of the Straight Up 
AmeriCorps sites do incorporate a variety of activities and include non-academic activities. 
For those that do not, there may be a way to do so and this should be considered.  
Additionally, it has been found that there are better and longer-lasting outcomes when 
mentors are engaged with the same youth for a prolonged time period, preferably at least 
one year.  With school-based programs, this can be difficult.  Expansion of the program 
into the summer months makes reaching this goal possible, as does assigning the same 
mentors to the same sites over two years whenever feasible.  Some sites are able to do 
this and additional sites might be able to look at options including this.     

 
VI. Recommendations 
• In future evaluation plans, incorporate methodology to address the data limitations 

identified in the quasi-experimental design. Work with site staff at the start of the 
school year to ensure that data for the quasi-experimental portion of the evaluation is 
collected and collected appropriately and that there is an adequate sample size.  This 
includes selecting non-mentored students at the start of the school year and having 
teachers fill out the forms for the non-mentored students at the same time points that 
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the forms for the mentored students are filled out. Make sure site staff understand the 
need for selecting students appropriately for the comparison.  It should be noted that 
conducting this type of evaluation does place a heavy burden on overworked and 
overloaded school staff and there is no incentive for reporting this data. 

   
• Consider using the actual teacher ratings from the Tutor Referral and Progress Forms 

for the behavioral measure rather than summarizing them on a rubric.  It can save the 
teachers time and result in clearer and more accurate data analyses and comparisons. 

 
• Explore the possibility of accessing attendance information in alternative ways.  

External evaluators were not able to access confidential school information and 
schools themselves were not able to follow through on obtaining the data for 
numerous reasons.     

 
• Obtain a listing of activities in which mentored and non-mentored students participated 

together with the mentors as this may skew evaluation results.   
 
• Make sure to schedule focus groups with mentees in April or early May to ensure 

scheduling does not conflict with end of school activities or standardized testing dates.   
 
• Provide simple incentives (e.g. pizza and juice) for mentors to attend focus groups, 

which can increase attendance rates.   
 
• Consider how to address and clarify the delineation of mentor roles from that of a 

teacher aide.  It might include additional training for school staff, teachers, mentors, 
etc., written materials, badges or other identifiers worn by the mentors or some other 
means that would help differentiate the mentors from school aides.  This needs to be 
undertaken with all parties involved, including the mentors themselves, principals, 
teachers, and site supervisors.   

 
• Consider the development of a guide, resource, or training that mentors can use to 

assist them in better understanding the academic and behavioral functional 
expectations for students at different grade levels.   

 
• Expand evaluation of training activities by: 1) utilizing data from the training feedback 

forms completed by the mentors 2) interviewing program training staff and 3) add 
prompts in mentor focus groups to find out how training contributed to the mentors’ 
professional development. If appropriate, consider evaluating training impacts on 
different age levels. 

 
• Explore ways to increase the number of SUA mentors assigned to the same site for 

two years. 
 
• If wellness activities are to be continued, use of a standardized curriculum should be 

considered in order to be able to evaluate effectiveness. 
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Straight Up AmeriCorps Program Evaluation 2008-09 
Interim Report, June 30, 2008 

During Redwood Community Action Agency’s Straight Up AmeriCorps (SUA) program year 2008-09, 
mentoring services will be provided to the lowest achieving youth in 19 Humboldt County partner sites 
located in seven different zip codes.  All but two of the sites are located at schools.  Mentoring services are 
intended to help youth achieve school success and increase their wellness.   
 
The approach to evaluating SUA for 2008-09 includes three evaluation designs—exploratory, descriptive, 
and quasi-experimental.  This Interim Report provides results for two components of the exploratory 
evaluation.  First is a verification of the need for mentoring services and wellness activities in the partner 
sites.  Second, a brief review of the research relating to high-quality mentoring programs indicates those 
areas of SUA programming that reflect this quality.  The third component of the exploratory evaluation, 
whether the lowest achieving youth are participating in the mentoring program, will be reported in the 
Interim Report of December 2008. 
 

Need for Mentoring Services in Straight Up AmeriCorps Partner Sites 
In order to determine the need for mentoring services at the19 2008-09 partner sites, evaluators reviewed 
several data sets. These data sets were chosen because they serve as indicators of child well-being.  Children 
that get “left behind” or that “fall through the cracks” tend to be those living in the most vulnerable 
situations.  The data sets reviewed are: 
 
• U.S. Census data for the County and partner site zip codes related to poverty 
• Homelessness estimates  
• School-level data from the California Department of Education related to: 

o Truancy rates 
o Suspensions/Expulsions 
o Proficiency in Language Arts and Math as determined by standardized testing 
o Free/reduced lunch rates 
o School performance 

• Healthy Kids data for school districts where the data was available, for: 
o Alcohol and other drug use 
o Safety at school 
o Bullying 
o External assets, such as caring adults who have high expectations  

• 2005 California Health Interview data for: 
o Food insecurity 
o Binge drinking 
o Depression 

• California Rural Health Information Study, 2006 for food insecurity 
 
The 19 partners sites for 2008-09 are: 

• Ambrosini Elementary • Garfield School 
• Arcata Elementary • Grant Elementary 
• Blue Lake Elementary • Manila Community Center 
• City of Arcata Arts in the Afternoon • Pine Hill Elementary 
• Cuddeback Elementary • Redway School 
• Eureka High (2 programs) • South Bay Elementary 
• Eureka Homeless Education • South Fortuna Elementary 



 

  

• Fortuna Middle School • Washington Elementary 
• Freshwater School • Zane Middle School 

 
The data reveals that partner sites demonstrate the need for the mentoring services provided by Straight Up 
AmeriCorps.  Though one particular data set may not, in and of itself, show a need for mentoring services, 
another data set will.  For example, the Free/Reduced Lunch participation rate at Garfield School is quite 
low, 5%, but the school is located in a zip code where 17.6% of families with children below age 18 are 
living below poverty level.  The percentage of families with children living below poverty is low in Blue 
Lake, 11.6%, yet 46% of students at Blue Lake Elementary qualify for Free/Reduced Lunches.  Looking at 
the totality of need, providing mentoring services at these sites seems reasonable. 
 

DATA SETS 

 
Living in Poverty (U.S. Census 2000) 
In the 2005 Update to the Census, 15.4% of all persons in the County were living below poverty.  In 
California, 13.2% were living below poverty. The information below focuses on families and families with a 
single mom.   
 

Community 
and Zip 

Code 
Partner Name 

Families 
with 

children 
below age 18 

below 
poverty 

Families with female 
householder only 

and children below 
age 18 below 

poverty 

Arcata, 
95521 
Manila, 
95521 

• Arcata Elementary 
• Arts in the Afternoon 
• Manila Community Center 

19.4% 37.8% 

Blue Lake, 
95525 • Blue Lake Elementary 11.6% 23.2% 

Carlotta, 
95528 • Cuddeback Elementary 18% 62.2% 

Eureka, 
95501 • Zane Middle School 27.4% 49.2% 

Eureka, 
95503 

• Eureka High (2 programs) 
• Eureka City Homeless Ed. 
• Freshwater School 
• Garfield School District 
• Grant Elementary 
• Pine Hill Elementary 
• South Bay Elementary 
• Washington Elementary 

17.6% 36.2% 

Fortuna, 
95540 

• Ambrosini Elementary 
• South Fortuna Elementary 
• Fortuna Middle School 

22.5% 41.2% 

Redway, 
95560 • Redway School 34.1% 49.5% 

 
Homelessness  



 

  

On January 25, 2005 the Humboldt Housing and Homeless Coalition did a “point in time” count of the 
homeless.  755, with 205 being minor children, were counted on that day.  The Coalition recognized that this 
was low estimate.  70% of the respondents were in Eureka, 16.6% were in Arcata, and 6.8% were in 
Southern Humboldt (Redway area.)  The 2006 City of Arcata Homeless Services Plan estimated there were 
900-1000 homeless individuals who were homeless in the city each year. 
 

Truancy, Expulsions/Suspensions, Proficiency, Free and Reduced Lunch 
This data is for school partner sites only. 

Partner Truancy 
Rate 

Overall Expulsions/ 
Suspensions 

Expulsions/ 
Suspensions for 
Violence/Drugs 

Language 
Arts/Math 
proficiency 

Free/ 
Reduced 
Lunch 

  Expulsions Suspensions Expulsions Suspensions Language 
Arts 

Math  

Ambrosini 
Elementary 
(Fortuna) 

14.75%  17  15 48 71 41% 

Arcata 
Elementary .88%  3  2 56 64 62% 

Blue Lake 
Elementary 4.49%  10  6 50 50 46% 

Cuddeback 
Elementary 
(Carlotta) 

22.9% Not avail-
able 

Not avail-
able 

Not avail-
able 

Not avail-
able 42 24 44% 

ECS 
Homeless 
Education 

Not 
available 

Not avail-
able 

Not avail-
able 

Not avail-
able 

Not avail-
able 

Not avail-
able 

Not 
avail-
able 

Not avail-
able 

Eureka High 10.94 1 78 1 77 49 36 44% 

Freshwater 
School 

Not 
available 

Not avail-
able 

Not avail-
able 

Not avail-
able 

Not avail-
able 66 69 27% 

Garfield 
School Dist. 10.17% Not avail-

able 
Not avail-

able 
Not avail-

able 
Not avail-

able 86 81 5% 

Grant 
Elementary 16.39%  6  6 36 51 80% 

Pine Hill 18.38%  5   42 41 53% 
Redway 
School 33.45%  106  78 (rate of 

26.35%) 50 51 54% 

South Bay 23.78%  17   35 36 72% 

South 
Elementary  
(Fortuna) 

1.15%  14  10 31 41 71% 

Fortuna 
Middle 
School  

25.24%  91  21 42 37 61% 

Washington 
Elementary 10.78%  1  1 62 76 42% 

Zane Middle 14.98% 5 33 5 33 41 35 74% 
The truancy rate for the whole County is 16.12%, and for California it’s 28.31%.   
• Only Redway has a higher truancy rate than California.   
• Cuddeback, Grant, Pine Hill, Redway, South Bay and Fortuna Middle have higher truancy rates than the 

County as a whole.  
 



 

  

School Performance 
• All schools met the Academic Performance Index for 06-07 
• All schools except Zane and South Fortuna Elementary were meeting the Adequate Yearly Progress 

criteria for 06-07 
• Zane is the only school in Program Improvement (year 1 was 06-07) 
 
Alcohol and other drug use, Safety at school, Bullying, and External Assets 
California Healthy Kids Survey.  Healthy Kids Survey results were not available for the school districts of 
some partner sites (Blue Lake Elementary, Cuddeback Elementary, Freshwater School, Garfield School, Pine 
Hill Elementary or South Bay Elementary.) 
 

5
th
 graders 

School District Arcata Eureka Fortuna Rohnerville Southern 
Humboldt 

Partner Arcata 
Elementary 

• Grant 
Elementary 
• Washington 
Elementary 

South 
Fortuna 

Elementary 
 

Ambrosini 
Elementary 

Redway 
Elementary 

Data Year Fall 2004 Spring 2006 Spring 2007 Spring 2006 Spring 2006 
Used alcohol 38% 37% 39% 51% 28% 
Been bullied (pushed 
or hit) 59% 56% 62% 50% 52% 

Feel safe at school all 
the time 60% 54% 45% 39% 42% 

Teased about how 
body looks 38% 41% 49% 36% 47% 

High level of caring 
relationships with 
adult at school 

58% 53% 49% 44% 35% 

High expectations 
from adult at school 63% 65% 55% 58% 45% 

High levels of 
connectedness to 
school 

56% 51% 40% 53% 37% 

 

7
th
 graders 

District Eureka Fortuna 

Partner Zane Middle School Fortuna Middle School 

Data year Spring 2006 Spring 2005 

Used alcohol in past 30 days 14% 18% 

Used marijuana in past 30 days 6% 8% 

Ever been high from using drugs 9% 10% 

Binge drank in past 30 days 6% 12% 

Feel very safe at school 20% 11% 
Been harassed on school property in 
past 12 months 39% 31% 



 

  

Caring relationship with adult in school 47% 31% 

High expectations from adult in school 58% 45% 
 
 
 
 

9
th
  and 11th graders 

District Eureka 

Partner Eureka High 

Data year Spring 2006 

Grade Level 9th graders 11th graders 

Used alcohol in past 30 days 38% 46% 

Used marijuana in past 30 days 19% 26% 

Ever been high from using drugs 30% 43% 

Binge drank in past 30 days 27% 29% 

Feel very safe at school 14% 17% 
Been harassed on school property in 
past 12 months 39% 33% 

Caring relationship with adult in 
school 29% 39% 

High expectations from adult in 
school 33% 45% 

 
California Health Interview Survey (CHIS) data 2005.   

• 33.7%^ of youth ages 13-19 report binge drinking  
• 19.8%^ of teens are at risk for depression 
 

^Percentages are statistically unstable 
 

Food Insecurity 
California Health Interview Survey (CHIS) data 2005:  34.4% of the total population surveyed reported 
being food insecure.   
 
California Center for Rural Policy (CCRP) Rural Health Information Study, 2006.     
Food insecurity is associated with numerous poor health outcomes including obesity, diabetes, heart disease, 
high blood pressure and poor cognitive, academic and psychosocial outcomes.  Children appear to be 
particularly vulnerable to the negative effects of food insecurity. Children living in food insecure households 
tend to have poor cognitive, academic and psychosocial outcomes. Food insecure children are more likely to 
have “fair or poor” health and are more likely to require hospitalization early in life compared to food-secure 
children.   
 
Results from the Rural Health Information Survey indicate that there are disparities in very low food security 
in the Redwood Coast Region. Respondents with very low food security were significantly more likely to 
report poor health and depression compared to respondents without very low food security. In households 
with incomes below the federal poverty level (FPL) up to 29% report very low food security compared to 
1.1% of households at or above 300% FPL. Respondents with children living in their home were 1.6 times 



 

  

more likely to report very low food security than respondents who did not have children living in their home. 
Up to 25% of respondents from some communities in the Redwood Coast Region reported very low food 
security.   

 
Features of High Quality Mentoring Programs 

In order to determine program quality at SUA sites, evaluators located and summarized several reviews of 
features of high quality mentoring programs.  The reviews included: 

• Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Model Programs Guide, American 
Youth Policy Forum mapping of successful programs 
http://www.dsgonline.com/mpg2.5/academic_skills_enhancement.htm 

• Afterschool Programs and Academic Success; Critical Hours by  Beth M. Miller, Ph.D.  
http://www.nmefdn.org/uploads/Critical_Hours.pdf 

• Understanding and Facilitating the Youth Mentoring Movement by Jean E. Rhodes and David 
L. DuBois   http://www.srcd.org/documents/publications/spr/spr20-3.pdf 

• The Study of Promising After-School Programs Descriptive Report of the Promising Programs 
located at 
http://www.wcer.wisc.edu/childcare/pdf/pp/study_of_after_school_activities_descriptive_report_yea
r1.pdf 

• Governor’s Mentoring Partnership Recommended Best Practices for Mentor Programs    
http://www.mentoring.ca.gov/pdf/Best_Practices.pdf 

• The Impact of After-School program that promote Personal and Social Skills by Joseph Durlak 
and Roger P. Weissberg http://www.casel.org/downloads/ASP-Full.pdf 

A review of prior evaluations of Straight Up AmeriCorps shows that many sites incorporate a number of the 
features of high quality mentoring programs.  Features include experiential learning, project based learning, 
service learning, arts, mentoring, tutoring, and homework help.  Other features of high quality that appear at 
Straight Up AmeriCorps sites are: 

• Caring staff  
• Activities that provide structure and challenge, choices 
• Leadership opportunities for youth, 
• Pro-social cooperative group activities 
• Staff has high expectations for youth’s behavior and performance  

 
Other elements that appear to be incorporated in many sites include well-trained staff; staff who work in the 
program over a long period of time and are able to build relationships with the participants; staff who 
understand the developmental tasks faced by young people; low adult-to-youth ratios; staff who engage in 
frequent, positive interactions with participants; staff who understand the cultural, racial, ethnic, and class 
backgrounds of participants; clear rules and expectations with consistent consequences; age-appropriate 
curricula; and support of the school principal (especially when school-based). 
 
A strong recommendation that occurs throughout the literature is to make sure not all activities are solely 
“academic” and include arts, games, technology, etc.  It appears that many of the Straight Up AmeriCorps 
sites do incorporate a variety of activities and include non-academic activities. For those that do not, there 
may be a way to do so and this should be considered.  Additionally, it has been found that there are better 
and longer-lasting outcomes when mentors are engaged with the same youth for a prolonged time period, 
preferably at least one year.  With school-based programs, this can be difficult.  Expansion of the program 
into the summer months makes reaching this goal possible, as does assigning the same mentors to the same 
sites over two years whenever feasible.  Some sites are able to do this.     
 



 

  

On-going training of staff is another vital component of high quality programs, as is providing on-going 
technical assistance to staff. Straight Up AmeriCorps provides these to mentors.    

For complete information, please review the summary of findings below.   

 

Summaries of Major Findings from a Review of Literature1 

A qualitative analysis of 20 academic skills programs (including Afterschool programs) found that 
each shares common features that American Youth Policy Forum mapped into five strategies of 
successful programs. These common features include the following: 
 

High Expectations for Youths, Program, and Staff  

• Academically challenging programmatic content;  
• The expectation that all students have the ability to succeed;  
• Clear, well-defined education goals 
• Ongoing staff training  
• Rigorous program evaluation.  
 

Personalized Attention  

• Adoption of small learning environments, 
• The use of individual help and support,  
• A concern for the youth who may need extra services and support.  
• Other personalized activities include homework and college application assistance, referral to health 

care and social services, career counseling, and assistance with strengthening the youth's family. 
Innovation is key in meeting ambitious educational goals.  

 

Innovative Structure/Organization   
• Research-focused programming,  
• Flexible hours of operation,  
• Extending the school year, using summer months and Afterschool hours 
• Changes in teacher and administrator roles 
• Team teaching and teacher involvement in program design 
•  Family, business, and community involvement.  

 

Experiential Learning  
• Innovative educational environments sometimes require experiential learning to make academic 

instruction exciting and meaningful.  
• Multicultural awareness, community services, internships, project-based learning, contextual 

learning, and career focus/planning are components of this program feature.  
 

Long-Term Support  
This feature is crucial to the success of academic skills programs, as study habits and critical thinking are not 
tasks to be learned overnight. Programs should run for 1 to 5 years and continue from grades 9 through 12 
with an emphasis on academic transitions and post-graduation support. 
 
Features of successful programs2 
                                                 
1 From: http://www.dsgonline.com/mpg2.5/academic_skills_enhancement.htm 



 

  

 
Experiential learning, including project-based learning, adventure education, apprenticeships, and 
service learning.  
• An experiential education program should include structured events that require participants to respond, 

so that they learn by applying new skills to a concrete task.  
• In experiential learning, participants are often able to judge for themselves the success of their efforts, 

based on their experience with the results (e.g., a poorly packed backpack is uncomfortable).  
• The program must provide time for critical analysis and reflection, verbally and in writing. 
• If experiential education is expected to have an effect on academic outcomes, it should be explicitly tied 

to desired academic results through integration across the curriculum and should also include 
communication with regular school teachers. 

 

Project-Based Learning 
• Projects are complex tasks, based on challenging questions or problems that involve students in design, 

problem-solving, decision making, or investigative activities;  
• Give students the opportunity to work relatively autonomously over extended periods of time; and 

culminate in realistic products or presentations.   
• Project based learning must include sufficient training opportunities and planning time for staff. 
 
Service Learning 

• Active participation in structured activities in the community, academic curriculum integration, building 
of skills and competencies, and opportunities for reflection. Research on school-based service learning 
programs indicates these programs, when well implemented, support academic success, civic 
engagement, improved self-concept, a sense of social responsibility, better school climate, and a decrease 
in risk-taking behaviors.  

• Community service experiences seem to be especially effective with middle school students. 
 
Mentoring and Tutoring 

Mentoring programs fit well with young adolescents’ need to develop resiliency through a stable relationship 
with caring adults. Mentoring programs have been linked to a variety of academic outcomes, including better 
attendance, increased probability of going on to higher education, and improved attitudes toward school. 
 
Tutoring programs have positive effects on the academic performance and attitudes of both the tutors and 
students.  What makes a tutoring program successful?  
• Positive outcomes depend on the quality and preparation of the tutors as well as characteristics of the 

students. It was found that in order to reach desired results, non-certified staff needed high quality 
training, and programs needed to be highly structured with resources like manuals and student materials. 
Being able to read does not necessarily translate to being able to teach someone else to read.  

• On the other hand, recent research suggests that extensive preparation may not always be required; it was 
found that “minimally” trained college students working on a regular basis with at-risk students could 
effect statistically significant reading gains over a six-month period. 

 
Arts Education 
Youth who spend a sustained period of time in arts programs (defined in one study as three afternoons per 
week or more) spend more time reading for pleasure, have higher mathematics and reading achievement, as 
well as greater involvement in the school and larger community, higher expectations for their future, and an 
ability to plan for their future. We have evidence that such programs not only engage youth in a way often 
lost in schools and other mainstream institutions, but also succeed in building both “soft” and “hard” skills 
needed for long-term success. 

                                                                                                                                                                  
2 Excerpted from: Afterschool Programs and Academic Success: Critical Hours by Beth M. Miller, Pd.D 



 

  

 
Homework 
Most people, including parents, teachers and the general public, assume that when children are doing 
homework they are building their academic skills.  
• In spite of the current emphasis on homework as a pathway to academic success, there is no research 

supporting the contention that it helps elementary school students do better in school.  
• On the other hand, there is evidence that high school students benefit from the hours they spend on 

homework.  
• Middle school students fall somewhere in between—some studies show no effects while others find a 

small positive effect.  
 
How should homework help be provided?  
• O’Connor (1998) suggests that homework not be done immediately after school when students are weary 

of sitting quietly at desks for a long time. Rather, homework should be interwoven with other activities.   
• Many young people may benefit from time to relax, have a snack, or participate in activities not related 

to academics immediately after school. 
• Other strategies include homework notebooks to communicate with school-day staff, providing 

participants with instruction in study skills, creating homework contracts that are signed by parents and 
children, providing needed materials, establishing an appropriate homework space and consistent 
routines, and recruiting appropriate supports, including tutoring, for children with learning disabilities. 

 
Literacy Development 

Being able to read and write is the key to success in nearly every subject. Consequently, many successful 
Afterschool programs strive to help young people develop good literacy skills. Reading during out-of-school 
time, especially reading for pleasure, is closely linked to school success.  A recent report by the Chapin Hall 
Center for Children describes the multiple strategies pursued by Afterschool programs that aim to build their 
participants’ literacy skills.  
• Programs offer relatively simple approaches, like homework/study time, board games (Scrabble, Boggle) 

and independent reading time 
• Book discussions and creative use of technology and the arts.  
• Too often, however, a lack of skilled staff who have expertise in helping children with serious reading 

deficits, a lack of materials and resources, and a lack of administrative support create challenges for 
many programs. 

 

Age differences  

Quality programs for middle school students will most likely be different from successful programs for either 
elementary school or high school students. 
• Effective program for early adolescents provide them with the “3 V’s”—voice, vote and voluntary 

activities. They need opportunities to develop planning, conflict resolution, communication, and 
decision-making skills.  

• Successful programs for middle school students must tie in to their interests to get them in the door, and 
once in, keep them engaged while building the skills they need to succeed as students and citizens. 

 
Keys to Successful Programming 
Keys to successful programming include supervision and training of mentors or staff, structure for the 
activities or program and a voice for young people. As Jekielek comments in reference to mentoring 
programs: “Programs that are driven more by the needs and interests of youth—rather than the expectations 
of the adult volunteers—are more likely to succeed.”  [Qualitative] studies point to [these] factors:  
• Caring staff,  
• Activities that provide structure and challenge, choices,  
• Leadership opportunities for youth, and  



 

  

• Pro-social cooperative group activities.  
• Staff has high expectations for youth’s behavior and performance.   
• It is not so much the type of program—the focus, strategies or location—as the environment that is 

created for youth that makes all the difference.   
 
Recently, the National Research Council’s Committee on Community-Level Programs for Youth published 
the results of its work, including a list of eight features of positive developmental settings: 
1. Physical and Psychological Safety 
2. Appropriate Structure 
3. Supportive Relationships: explicit mentoring, or implicit program design for extensive one-to-one, or 
small group connections between young people and adults 
4. Opportunities to Belong 
5. Positive Social Norms 
6. Support for Efficacy and Mattering: opportunities for autonomy, taking responsibility, and challenge 
7. Opportunities for Skill Building 
8. Integration of Family, School and Community Efforts 
 
Especially for boys, school adjustment seems to be influenced by the quality of the 
afterschool environment—negativity on the part of afterschool staff in their interactions with children is 
associated with poorer grades in reading and math for boys. Poorer grades are also linked to frequent 
negative interactions with peers in the afterschool program. Positive interactions with staff and flexibility in 
program structure are related to better social skills and behavior, especially for boys. 
 
Effective afterschool practices are likely to be similar to effective in-school practices, especially for 
programs that focus on building academic performance. Two strategies highlighted in the education literature 
are particularly relevant to afterschool programs:  
• Cooperative learning, which has been widely documented as an effective strategy for supporting 

academic achievement among all levels of students. Cooperative learning is associated with 
improvement not only in academic achievement, but also social skills. 

• Small group/class sizes.  
 
What does it take to provide high quality programming?  
The following list reflects a growing consensus on the ingredients of successful programs: 
■ Sufficient well trained and compensated staff who receive health and other benefits 
■ Staff who work in the program over a long period of time and are able to build relationships with the 
participants 
■ Staff who understand the developmental tasks faced by young people and are able to help them accomplish 
these tasks 
■ Low adult-to-youth ratios 
■ Staff who engage in frequent, positive interactions with participants 
■ Staff who understand the cultural, racial, ethnic, and class backgrounds of participants 
and are able to support healthy identity development in a diverse group of young people 
■ Staff with high expectations of all youth 
■ High quality content 
■ Clear rules and expectations with consistent consequences 
■ authentic curricula that is age-appropriate and provides engaging, skill-building, hands-on activities geared 
toward the particular goals of the program 
■ Flexibility that allows participants to choose activities that interest them or choose the approach they use to 
achieve goals 
■ Youth valued as resources, including having a voice in determining program content and connecting to 
larger community 
■ A role for participants in creating, implementing and reflecting on the program 



 

  

■ Strong, sustainable administration 
■ A full-time coordinator 
■ Clarity of mission and goals 
■ On-going self-assessment and evaluation 
■ Adequate funding without constant threat of loss 
■ Managers who are skilled administrators, savvy advocates, inspiring leaders, and connected to community 
resources 
■ Support of the school principal (especially if school-based) 
■ Involvement of parents 
■ Access to appropriate space for program and storage 
■ Connections to community partners and infrastructure for programming, training, technical assistance 
 
From: 
Understanding and Facilitating the Youth Mentoring Movement 
Jean E. Rhodes and David L. DuBois 
 

Closeness: at the crux of the mentoring relationship is the bond that forms between the youth and mentor. If 
a bond does not form, then youth and mentors may disengage from the match before the mentoring 
relationship lasts long enough to have a positive impact on youth. Close emotional connections between 
youth and mentors appear to be fostered by factors such as empathy and authenticity, but also by the 
experience of simply having fun and enjoying each other’s company. Similarity in the ethnic or racial 
backgrounds of the mentor and youth has not emerged as a significant factor, despite the importance often 
attributed to this in practice 
 
Mentor characteristics: 
Close, effective mentoring relationships seem to be facilitated when adults possess 
certain skills and attributes. These include  
• prior experience in helping roles or occupations  
• an ability to demonstrate appreciation of salient socioeconomic and cultural influences in the youth’s life  
• a sense of efficacy for being able to mentor young people  
• The ability to model relevant behaviors, such as skills required for job performance in the work setting 
•  Refraining from actions (e.g., substance use) that may encourage youth to adopt unhealthy behaviors 
• Relationships that are youth-centered (sometimes also referred to as developmental) in their orientation, 

as opposed to being driven primarily by the interests or expectations of the mentor (sometimes also 
referred to as prescriptive), have been found to predict greater relationship quality and duration as well as 
improvements in how youth experience their relationships with other adults. 

•  Helping youth to set and work toward goals that are important to their development also appears to be 
beneficial especially if the goals are agreed upon by mentor and youth in accordance with the youth 
centered approach described above. 

• Outcomes [in a major study] were most favorable when youth reported experiencing both structure and 
support from their mentors; No benefits were evident for an unconditional support relationship type, thus 
suggesting a need for mentors to be more than simply “good friends.”  

• Adult advisors in other types of programs and activities similarly appear to be most effective when their 
interactions with youth reflect sensitivity to the needs of youth for not only ownership and autonomy, but 
also structure and scaffolding. In accordance with these findings, the successful development of a 
mentoring relationship with a young person appears to be more likely when the adult demonstrates 
attunement to the needs and interests of the youth and the ability to adapt his or her approach accordingly 

 
Duration 
• Positive effects on youth outcomes [become] progressively stronger as relationships persisted for longer 

periods of time.  



 

  

• The greatest benefits were evident for youth in relationships that lasted one year or longer. By contrast, 
youth in relationships that lasted less than 6 months (i.e., less than half the one year commitment that 
volunteers were asked to make) showed declines in functioning relative to controls. The trends were 
apparent even when considering potential confounding influences such as baseline characteristics of 
youth that could contribute to increased risk for premature termination.  

• For mentoring relationships to yield benefits, they should endure for at least one year. An equally 
important consideration, however, may be whether relationships are continued for the full duration of 
whatever expectations are reestablished, even if these are for a considerably shorter period of time. 

 
Contextual variables 
Recent investigations have indicated the importance of connections between mentoring relationships and the 
broader interpersonal contexts in which they occur. These include benefits of providing mentoring in a group 
context that includes not only multiple peers, but also multiple adults who can collaborate with one another.    
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Straight Up AmeriCorps Program Evaluation 2008-09 
Interim Report, December 15, 2008 

 
During Redwood Community Action Agency’s Straight Up AmeriCorps (SUA) program 
year 2008-09, mentoring services will be provided to the lowest achieving youth in 19 
Humboldt County partner sites located in seven different zip codes.  All but two of the sites 
are located at schools.  Mentoring services are intended to help youth achieve school 
success and increase their wellness.   
 
The approach to evaluating SUA for 2008-09 includes three evaluation designs—
exploratory, descriptive, and quasi-experimental.  This second Interim Report provides 
results for the final component of the exploratory evaluation—whether the lowest achieving 
students are participating in the SUA mentoring program.  It also discusses the 2007-08 
results of the pre/post wellness survey—part of the descriptive evaluation design—and the 
initial work addressing the quasi-experimental design.   
 
Participation of lowest achieving students.  As described in the first Interim Report 
(June 30, 2008), several data sets (such as poverty levels, homelessness, academic 
performance, etc.) show that SUA partner sites demonstrate the need for SUA services.  
Within each partner site, an individual student’s eligibility for SUA services is determined 
by assessment. Teachers at SUA school sites (and Partner Coordinators/Facilitators at 
non-school SUA sites) complete the Tutoring Referral and Progress Form at the beginning 
of the school/program year for those students who might benefit from SUA 
tutoring/mentoring services.  This form asks the teacher to assess the student’s level of 
academic achievement and behavior and to set out a goal for each. 
 
Academic achievement: 

• One academic area needing work:  Language Arts, Math or Other (teacher describes) 

• Current functioning grade level in the academic area checked 

• Tutoring goal 
 
Behavior: 

• Assessment level for:  Study habits/homework, Motivation/attitude, Teamwork/ 
Cooperation 

• Behavior mentoring goal  
 
Teachers/Program Coordinators give the Tutoring Referral and Progress Forms to SUA 
mentors, who then submit them to the SUA Program Manager.  The Program Manager 
reviews the forms to determine whether or not the lowest achieving students have been 
selected.  Generally, students selected are functioning at 3-6 months below grade level. In 
a very few cases, students may be functioning at grade level but their behavior 
assessment shows there are significant issues that could benefit from mentoring.   As of 
December 9, 2008, 78% of students for whom a form was submitted were assessed at 6 
months below grade level.  The remainder of the students included for mentoring were 
functioning below grade level but not as low as 6 months below and/or were included due 
to behavior problems. After a review of this process, the evaluators conclude that it 
ensures that the lowest achieving students are receiving SUA mentoring/tutoring services. 
 



 

  

2007-08 Wellness Survey Results.  During the 07-08 SUA year, 49 SUA members 
served as Out-of-School Wellness Coordinators for groups of youth in out-of-school 
programs.  SUA members coordinated activities at 21 sites and served a total of 1,299 
youth.  The wellness activities were intended to educate and promote physical and social 
health for youth.  SUA members did not receive specific training in conducting wellness 
activities, but were left to their own creativity to devise activities they considered as 
focusing on wellness.  A review of the SUA Activity Reports completed by members shows 
that activities conducted at each site varied widely and often did not relate to the questions 
asked on the wellness survey.  Members defined the following types of activities as 
wellness activities:   

• Indoor and outdoor games, some physical (e.g. dodge ball, soccer, volleyball) and 
some sedentary (video games) 

• Running and soccer clubs  

• Cooking, preparing snacks, having fun with food preparation 

• Gardening 

• Art projects and creative writing 

• Field trips  

• Conference planning 

• Values exploration 

• Alcohol and other drugs education sessions 

• Students sharing about their day 

• Media literacy 
 
In order to measure improvements in attitudes and knowledge about physical and social 
wellness indicators as a result of wellness activities, SUA program staff developed a 
pre/post Wellness Awareness survey.  Based on responses to this survey, the outcome 
desired was that 70% of participating youth would increase their knowledge of core 
elements of physical activity and wellness by 25%.  The surveys were administered by 
SUA Out-of-School Wellness Coordinators and analyzed by another SUA member, with 
oversight by the SUA Program Manager.  A review of the survey results by evaluators 
indicates the following:    
 

Grade Level Pre-survey, % with room to 
improve 25% 

Post-survey, % improved at 
least 25% 

K-3 60% 18% 

4-6 69.33% 10% 

Middle and High School 35.13% 5.19% 

 
As seen from these results, the desired outcome of 70% of youth increasing their 
knowledge by 25% was not reached. There was lengthy discussion among staff, partners, 
and evaluators about the possible reasons for this and it was concluded that the wide 
variation in activities, the lack of training, and the fact that many of the activities had no 
relationship to what the pre/post survey was measuring all contributed to not reaching the 
desired outcome.  As a result, changes for the 08-09 SUA Program Year included: 

• Consultation with the Humboldt County Public Health Branch’s Nutrition and Physical 
Activity Program.  A Public Health staff member developed and conducted two trainings for 
SUA members and also provided input into the revision of the Wellness Survey to help 
ensure a “match” between wellness activities that would be conducted and the 



 

  

measurement tool. One training focused on nutrition and physical activity and provided a 
foundation for wellness activities to be conducted with the students at the participating 
schools.  Evaluations from this training showed that virtually all attendees found the 
training to be a valuable experience.  Many stated they learned a great deal about nutrition 
(in particular about sugar), physical activity, and specific activities that they could do with 
students.  Most felt they were given tools that will help them with their jobs.  The hands-on 
activities were much appreciated.  Dealing with “disruptive” children was cited by some as 
the most important thing they learned, along with learning about specific things to teach, 
how to teach them, and resources available.  Many of the trainees stated their desire for 
another training and/or additional consultation with the trainer. An additional training was 
provided. This training focused on how to administer the Wellness Survey.   

•  Strong encouragement for SUA member attendance at optional trainings that include 
wellness topics, such as Healthy Eating and Healthy Behaviors and Drug Culture in 
Humboldt County.  

• As stated in the first bullet, the wellness survey was revised to reflect the activities that 
will be conducted and mentors were trained to administer the survey. 
 
Quasi-experimental design.  During the last six months work on implementing the quasi-
experimental design has begun.  Evaluators have met with and secured the participation of 
four SUA Partners in this component of the evaluation.  As currently planned, outcomes for 
a minimum of 44 and a maximum of 48 SUA-mentored students will be compared to 44-48 
non-SUA-mentored students at six school sites.  During this past six months, participating 
SUA Partners worked with teachers to ensure that Tutoring Referral and Progress Forms 
are completed for the SUA-mentored students and students in the comparison group, and 
pulled school records on attendance and academic performance for these students to get 
baseline data.  As data is gathered over the next six months, evaluators will begin 
analyzing it. 
 
Conclusion.   The exploratory evaluation activities are completed.  Evaluators have 
verified the need for mentoring services and wellness activities in the partner schools and 
out-of-school programs (Interim Report June 2008) and that the lowest achieving students 
are participating in the SUA program (current report.)  A brief review of other high-quality 
mentoring programs has also been completed (Interim Report June 2008). 
 
This report’s description of the 2007-08 Wellness Activities and their results, and of the 
progress of the quasi-experimental design, initiates the descriptive evaluation.  Further 
descriptive results will be provided in the next Interim Report. 
 


