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Abstract
Although mentoring programs can produce positive outcomes for youth, 
more research is needed that offers an account of how Black and Latino male 
mentors and mentees experience mentoring. This phenomenological study 
highlights the voices of a mentor and 14 Black and Latino males who are 
part of the Umoja Network for Young Men (UMOJA) an all-male, in-school 
mentoring program at an alternative high school that serves overage, under-
credited students. We extend the concept of culturally responsive caring by 
examining notions of reciprocal love and an ethos of care that characterize 
the mentor’s and mentees’ discussions of their mentoring experiences.
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In her lecture titled “Educators as ‘Seed People’ Growing a New Future,” 
Lisa Delpit (2003) argued for an approach to educating children, particularly 
low-income students of color, that honors the intellect, humanity, and 
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spiritual nature of students who have typically been failed by the U.S. public 
education system. Such an approach does not compromise academic rigor 
and excellence; instead, both are achieved by educating children while 
believing in their abilities, respecting their communities and cultures, and 
developing meaningful relationships with them as individuals. As Delpit 
asserts,

We can educate all children if we truly want to. To do so, we must first stop 
attempting to determine their capacity. We must be convinced of their inherent 
intellectual capability, humanity, and spiritual character . . . Finally, we must 
learn who our children are—their lived culture, their interests, and their 
intellectual, political, and historical legacies. (p. 20)

Although this type of academic engagement with students may be easier 
said than done, we argue that it is gaining traction in schools across the nation. 
Treating young people as seeds that require tending and viewing teachers as 
“seed people” whose responsibility is to till the “soil” (the school environ-
ment) so the seeds will grow can inspire educators to view their profession as 
a hopeful one that cultivates student potential. Duncan-Andrade (2009) sees 
hope-filled teachers as gardeners who nurture the soil and plant seeds in sea-
son, anticipating healthy crops. Because gardeners cannot control the weather 
or other challenges that can harm the seedlings, they embrace hope and opti-
mism for a bountiful outcome. Likewise, teachers and school leaders must 
embrace hope and optimism to create academically enriching environments 
that recognize all students’ cultural and social selves and help them flourish 
in both their academics and humanity.

Contrary to an image of hope and optimism, research on Black and Latino 
males continues to present an ever-widening opportunity gap (Milner, 2010) 
between these youth and their White and Asian peers. Issues affecting the 
opportunity gap are somewhat different for Black males when compared with 
Latino males. For example, Black male students are more likely than any 
other population to face discipline leading to suspension or expulsion 
(Gregory, Skiba, & Noguera, 2010; Milner, 2013; Noguera, 2008). Sáenz and 
Ponjuan (2011) report that 49.5% of Black and 29.6% of Latino male stu-
dents in Grades 6 to 12 were suspended from school. Studies have shown that 
many Black male students also experience high levels of stereotype threat 
(Steele & Aronson, 1995) and an increased likelihood for special education 
referral and placement (Jackson, 2012) compared with their peers. Research 
conducted by Thomas and Stevenson (2009) showed that when compared 
with their same-race female peers and White students, Black and Latino 
males are more often misdiagnosed and overrepresented in special education. 
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Most notably, they report that African American boys in special education 
(excluding gifted and talented programs) are more than twice their represen-
tation in the overall public school population. For Latino males, the high 
school graduation rate remains the lowest of all reported ethnic groups and 
genders (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education 
Statistics, 2012). Latino males who struggle academically often place an 
equal value on achievement across contexts, such as work experience and 
family involvement, in ways that go unrecognized or under-utilized in schools 
(Halx & Ortiz, 2011). Few studies (Flores-Gonzalez, 1999; Harper & 
Associates, 2014; Lewis, James, Hancock, & Hill-Jackson, 2008; Toldson & 
Lewis, 2012; Woolley, Kol, & Bowen, 2009) highlight the positive relation-
ships Black and Latino males have with school. Research on this student 
population continues to be dominated by descriptions of oppositional behav-
iors and students’ lack of positive social and academic adjustment in schools.

As a way to address some of the challenges Black and Latino males face 
in schools, school districts across the country have prioritized the academic, 
social, and emotional well-being of their Black and Latino male students. A 
recent example of a massive public education initiative in support of Black 
and Latino males is found in New York City. In 2011, New York City Mayor 
Michael Bloomberg and philanthropist George Soros announced that they 
were donating US$200 million and redirecting another US$500 million of 
public funds to initiatives addressing the critical state of education for Black 
and Latino boys in New York City schools. Recently, programs such as the 
Empowering Boys Initiative and the Expanded Success Initiative have 
emerged. These programs focus specifically on increasing academic achieve-
ment and college-going rates among Black and Latino males, as well as 
developing their social-emotional skills and sense of well-being (Toldson, 
2008). This is particularly important in New York where the graduation rate 
for both Black and Latino males is 37% (Jackson, 2012). New York City 
reports “the sixth largest Black-White male gap in four-year high school 
graduation rates among urban districts that enroll 10,000 or more Black male 
students” (Schott Foundation for Public Education, 2012 as cited in Harper & 
Associates, 2014, p. 6). In light of a recent report by Harper and Associates 
(2014), which found Black and Latino males identified positive ideas about 
their school experiences such as how they wanted to do well in school and 
desired adults in their lives to have high expectations for them, it is important 
that these data and more studies like these penetrate the pervasive narrative 
about Black and Latino males not striving to do well or graduate from high 
school.

Given the myriad challenges facing Black and Latino males, our public 
schools need more adults who imagine themselves as seed people whose 
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purpose is to cultivate the academic, social, and emotional success of these 
young men. When educators attend to the intellectual, personal, and spiritual 
growth of Black and Latino male students, they are better positioned to maxi-
mize the development of the students in their charge (Delpit, 2003). Our 
study provides an example of what it looks like when an adult sees himself or 
herself as a gardener and the young men he or she works with as seeds with 
great potential. The purpose of this study was to examine how Black and 
Latino participants in the all-male, in-school mentoring program Umoja 
Network for Young Men (UMOJA) experienced their participation. The 
questions guiding this inquiry were as follows: (a) How do the young men 
and mentor, as participants, experience UMOJA? (b) Which features of the 
mentoring program most contribute to the academic, social, and emotional 
growth of the members?

UMOJA and Mentoring Black and Latino Males

All-male, in-school mentoring programs can buttress the success of school- 
or district-level programs such as the Empowering Boys and Expanded 
Success initiatives. Literature on mentoring suggests that the presence of a 
structured program and caring adults who coach, sponsor, motivate, and/or 
serve as role models can positively influence the educational outcomes of 
their mentees (Evans, 2000). More than simply being an avenue for caring 
relationships to develop, school-based mentoring programs can nurture sup-
portive relationships between adults and students (McPartland & Nettles, 
1991; Randolph & Johnson, 2008). Mentoring can be understood as a one-to-
one relationship in which a more experienced, often older mentor supports a 
less experienced, often younger mentee (Struchen & Porta, 1997; Thomson 
& Zand, 2010). These supportive relationships can create reciprocal 
exchanges of trust, respect, and commitment between a mentor and his or her 
mentees (Zellers, Howard, & Barcic, 2008).

Whereas some in-school programs exclusively focus on increasing aca-
demic achievement, others also aim for social inclusion and emotional well-
being: UMOJA (present study); Project Avalanche (Sealey-Ruiz & Greene, 
2011); REAL: Respect, Excellence, Attitude, and Leadership (Hall, 2006); 
and the Brotherhood (Wyatt, 2009) are examples of school-based mentoring 
programs that are helping Black and Latino males successfully negotiate 
their school environments by establishing positive academic and social iden-
tities for themselves.

Organized in 2004 and operating in New York City, UMOJA is a high 
school–based mentoring program that focuses on the holistic development of 
young men in two alternative high schools. UMOJA deliberately focuses on 
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the academic success and the social and emotional well-being of its mem-
bers. The young men who become members are overage, under-credited 
(OA/UC) transfer students from traditional high schools where they did not 
experience academic success. The OA/UC student population is defined as 
students who are at least 2 years behind their peers in age and credits earned 
toward a high school diploma (Cahill, Lynch, Hamilton, & New York City 
Department of Education, 2006). Their previous academic record causes 
them to feel unsuccessful in and disconnected from school (May & Copeland, 
1998). UMOJA’s founder and mentor view the group as a possible interven-
tion to the high dropout rate prevalent in two alternative schools where 
UMOJA is present. Before they are admitted into UMOJA, students complete 
a member application, sit for a brief interview with the founder (who also 
serves as the mentor of the group), and are required to write a short essay 
explaining why they want to join. Many of these young men come to the 
group under-performing in crucial literacy skills; thus, one of the popular 
reasons for wanting to join the group is for academic assistance. Another 
common reason given for wanting to join UMOJA is the desire to find other 
males in the school who share participants’ various social interests. To date, 
more than 75 young men who participated in UMOJA have successfully 
graduated high school and moved on to college.

Referring to his work in single-sex schools that serve Black and Latino 
males, Noguera (2012) confirms the importance of mentoring for young 
males of color. He writes,

Our research in these schools showed us that strong, positive relationships 
between teachers and students are critical ingredients of their success. Equally 
important is the need to provide a personalized learning environment with 
mentors, counseling, and other supports that make it possible for schools to 
intervene early and effectively when problems arise.

Literature on school-based mentoring suggests that mentoring relation-
ships is often a key element in the overall success of Black and Latino male 
students. However, the field has yet to substantively explore the influence of 
in-school mentoring relationships for Black and Latino high school students. 
Those who have (Hall, 2006; Wyatt, 2009) do not thoroughly explore the 
relationships through the lens of care (Alder, 2002). Moreover, the literature 
does not fully address the mentoring relationship from the students’ perspec-
tives in ways that account for how they understand the nature of mentoring 
and the programs they attend. This current study provides insight into how 14 
Black and Latino males interacted with their mentor and each other, and how 
they experienced their school-based mentoring program. We found that a 
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distinct ethos of care encouraged the young men to bring their full selves—
triumphs and challenges—to the mentoring space. This ethos of care mani-
fested, among other features, a reciprocal love among the young men.

Reciprocal Love and an Ethos of Care

We are defining reciprocal love as a deeply rooted interest in and concern for 
community that extends personal well-being to communal sustenance. This 
framing was developed through a combination of examining extant literature 
on care in schools, our data analysis, and our positionality as researchers. As 
three Black female educators whose experiences span all levels of education 
from elementary through post-secondary, we actively question and research 
ways to meet the social, emotional, and academic needs of students of color. 
We root our work in a strong belief in the power of love. Reciprocal love is 
an understanding that a love for the self is inextricably linked to a love for 
others; an acknowledgment that good ground produces good fruit, which in 
turn produces good seed to be sown in good ground in an endless cycle of 
regeneration. We define an ethos of care as an intangible spirit of personal 
interest in and responsibility for others. This ethos rests at the center of united 
communities that actively pursue the individual and collective well-being of 
their members. We use an ethos of care to acknowledge that for the commu-
nity to flourish, individuals must recognize their interconnected relationships 
to one another. Stated differently, an ethos of care is rooted in an understand-
ing that an individual’s success can only be measured in relation to the suc-
cess of his or her community.

These definitions provide us with a lens through which we make sense of 
our participants’ education and growth far beyond academic standards. 
Specifically, we engage the definition of an ethos of care to push the discus-
sion of care toward a more bidirectional view that highlights reciprocity. We 
discuss the ways in which the mentor and members of UMOJA established a 
sense of brotherhood and collective responsibility, trust and open dialogue, 
and a broadened sense of capacity and personal aspirations—all of which 
contributed to the participants’ sense of the self and community. We assert 
that an ethos of care is a necessary component of strong mentoring programs 
that seek to support Black and Latino male students holistically. Furthermore, 
we believe that such an ethos can be cultivated in classrooms.

Caring Relationships in Schools

In her influential work, The Challenge to Care in Schools: An Alternative 
Approach to Education, Noddings (2005) emphasizes an ethic of care that is 
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relational, involving a carer who initiates and builds connections with his or 
her students and a cared-for party who is responsive to and accepting of such 
caring. She distinguishes this ethic of care from a virtue of care in which the 
carer determines what is best for the cared for. The carer either uses an 
authentic form of caring in which he or she strives to better understand stu-
dents personally and culturally or an aesthetic form of care that prioritizes 
concepts and objects over people (Noddings; as cited in Valenzuela, 1999). 
Such work helps one begin to understand the dynamics of caring relation-
ships and how care can be used effectively in ways that affect student motiva-
tion. However, these conceptions have been critiqued for not adequately 
addressing issues of social justice (Card, 1990), being colorblind and emotion-
laden (Thompson, as cited in Antrop-González & De Jesús, 2006), and for 
espousing a unidirectional view of caring in which reciprocity amounts to 
acknowledging another’s caring (Hoagland, 1990). More recently, scholars 
have applied notions of care in the education of Black and Latino students 
(Garza, 2009; Gay, 2010; Howard, 2008) to examine issues of student 
engagement, academic achievement, and student perceptions of schooling.

Culturally Responsive Caring

Culturally responsive caring can be characterized as a holistic approach to 
understanding students personally and academically (Gay, 2010). Teachers 
who engage in culturally responsive caring foster relationships with students 
that encourage them to develop confidence, pride, a sense of responsibility, 
and critical consciousness. In practice, teachers who exhibit culturally 
responsive caring provide academically demanding learning experiences in a 
supportive and encouraging environment.

Gay cites Valenzuela (1999) to argue that authentic caring must be cultur-
ally appropriate for the student. The goal of such caring is to help ethnically 
diverse students not only excel academically but also contribute to a more 
caring, humane society. From this perspective, educators consider the social 
and interdependent nature of ensuring that students develop a sense of moral, 
social, and personal responsibility. Teachers who enact such culturally 
responsive caring often play the role of counselor, encourager, benefactor, 
and racial cheerleader to meet the needs of the whole student community 
(Siddle Walker & Tompkins, 2004). Such educators may be described as 
“warm demanders” (Vasquez, 1988) who go beyond their immediate duties 
to build relationships with youth, maintain high expectations, and validate 
students as intelligent, cultural beings (Delpit, 2012; Haddix, 2010; Sealey-
Ruiz & Greene, 2011). The concept of culturally responsive caring is signifi-
cant in highlighting the sociological and human factors that contribute to the 
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social and academic success of youth. This articulation of caring is salient to 
our understanding of mentoring relationships because it allows for an exami-
nation of ways race/ethnicity and gender mediate how care is enacted and 
received by our participants. Even so, this framework of care is essentially 
unidirectional and does not fully capture the dynamic and complex ways in 
which a community of students can share the roles of carer and cared for.

Conducting the Study

During the 2009-2010 and 2010-2011 academic years, members of UMOJA 
met twice a week; once with their mentor Craig for family group, and on a 
second day with Craig, and the second author for the UMOJA Readers and 
Writers (URW) English class. Given the unique nature of the context con-
structed by the participants, a qualitative method of phenomenology (Bogdan 
& Biklen, 2007) was used in this study to examine how the young men and 
their mentor experienced UMOJA during the 2 years of the study. This 
approach to qualitative research supports the researcher in describing “what 
people experience and how it is that they experience what they experience” 
(Patton, 1990, p. 71), and pushes the researcher to seek the underlying mean-
ing (Creswell, 2009) of how participants discuss their experiences. The pri-
mary sources of data included observational field notes of UMOJA family 
group sessions, participant observations from the second author’s class at the 
school, and focus group interviews that provided a rich resource of data from 
multiple participants simultaneously (Creswell, 2009).

Setting

The Sunset Hills Academy network of schools has been in existence for 30 
years and serves more than 1,300 students who did not experience academic 
success in their previous high schools. Sunset Hills is often a student’s last 
chance to successfully complete high school before turning to the General 
Equivalency Diploma (GED). Sunset Hills Academy High East (SHAE) and 
Sunset Hills Academy West (SHAW) campuses are located in New York. As 
alternative schools, SHAE and SHAW are small communities with less than 
300 students each. The schools operate according to the state’s Common 
Core standards for high school completion. However, as an alternative 
school, students in the Sunset Hills Academy network are still allowed to 
present portfolio-based assessments (PBAs) in place of taking Regents 
examinations to graduate. The administrators of the Sunset Hills Academy 
network believe that alternative high school students are more successful at 
researching and presenting their work than being held to one assessment of 
a standardized exam.
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Participants

Black and Latino male participants (N = 14; see Table 1) self-identified as 
Latino (Puerto Rican, Dominican, and Mexican) and Black on the UMOJA 
student application. The mentor self-identified as Black several times to the 
researcher over the 2 years of the study. The participants (all names are 
pseudonyms) attended either SHAE or SHAW, alternative high schools that 
serve mostly OA/UC Black and Latino students.

Researchers’ Roles

Each author was involved in the data collection and analysis for this research 
project. The second author, who is a tenure-track professor, is the creator and 
co-teacher (with the first author) of the URW class. Her role at the school was 
one of teacher, mentor, and friend to the faculty of SHAE as well as the stu-
dents she worked with. As the second author ascribes to principals of mentor-
ing and carries this out in her daily work, the first and third author were 
invited to participate in this project and co-author an article about our experi-
ences in doing this work, as well as share documentation on the work done 
with the young men of UMOJA and their mentor. Over the 3 years of the 
study, two focus groups were conducted by the second author, and one focus 
group was co-led by the first and second authors. The second author played 

Table 1.  Participants.

Participant name UMOJA school location Age of participant Race/ethnicity

AJ SHAW 18 Black
Andres SHAE 16 Dominican
Antonio SHAW 17 Black
Carlos SHAW 19 Puerto Rican
Donte SHAE 19 Black
Geno SHAE 18 Puerto Rican
Johnny SHAE 17 Puerto Rican
Joseph SHAW 17 Black
Mario SHAE 18 Mexican
Matthew SHAE 17 Dominican
Melo SHAW 17 Puerto Rican
Randy SHAE 20 Black
Richie SHAE 17 Black
Rodney SHAW 18 Black

Note. SHAE = Sunset Hills Academy High East; SHAW = Sunset Hills Academy West.
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an instrumental role in planning and assisting two annual conferences for the 
young men of UMOJA. In addition, the authors shared responsibility in cod-
ing the data, performing interrater reliability readings, and discussing signifi-
cant insights into the data based on questions that arose during the analysis 
process. In essence, the data collection, analysis, and production of this arti-
cle are examples of mentoring that the second author practices with doctoral 
students with whom she works.

Data Collection

Data for this study were derived from field observations over 2 academic 
years (2009-2010 and 2010-2011) and from three focus groups held over the 
2-year study. The second author kept detailed observation notes from the 
UMOJA family group sessions she attended and from her URW classes at 
SHAW (2009-2010) and SHAE (2010-2011). The three semi-structured focus 
group interviews (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007) held with the 14 members were 
conducted in June 2010 (at SHAW) and in June 2011 (at SHAE). Focus 
groups were held for 2 hr, during regular class time for UMOJA or URW. The 
researcher began the focus groups by asking questions about the participants’ 
high school experiences, and then moved to questions about their experience 
with UMOJA.

Data Analysis

A phenomenological approach allowed us to explore the experiences of the 
participants in the mentoring program. The primary researcher transcribed 
verbatim the audiotapes and emailed the transcripts to the other authors. We 
were able to examine the transcripts for significant statements related to the 
“essence” of the participants’ experiences in UMOJA (Creswell, 2013). All 
three authors reviewed the interview transcripts to determine horizontaliza-
tion or the important quotes that helped us understand how the participants 
experienced the mentoring program (Moustakas, 1994). We used these state-
ments to determine clusters of meaning that ultimately became the themes for 
the study (Moustakas, 1994). The three authors compared and discussed the 
list of themes and selected those that appeared on all three lists (Maykut & 
Morehouse, 1994). These initial themes were recoded for confirmation 
throughout the transcripts by the first and third authors of this article. This 
process led to the themes of (a) brotherhood and collective responsibility, (b) 
trust and open dialogue, and (c) a broadened sense of capacity and personal 
aspirations. During an in-person meeting, all three authors agreed on and 
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established the notions of reciprocal love and an ethos of care that aptly 
described the three major findings of this study. During member check ses-
sions conducted in-person by the second author, the participants were pro-
vided with a copy of the emerging themes from their focus group discussions. 
These sessions were held with the SHAW group during the final URW meet-
ing in late June 2010 and with the SHAE group during late June 2011. At the 
sessions, the second author asked clarifying questions and encouraged the 
participants to ask any questions about the emerging themes. Member checks 
were conducted to ensure that the participants’ ideas and comments were 
accurately summarized. The young men agreed with the themes as they are 
presented in this article.

Findings

Umoja, Kiswahili for unity, is a term that was actualized in the way the men-
toring program operated. There was a distinct essence of unity, safety, and 
care shown during UMOJA family group sessions and URW classes at both 
school sites. Craig, the founder and mentor, was explicit in addressing the 
young men as his “little brothers” during family group sessions and conversa-
tion with his colleagues at both school sites. The ways in which Craig and the 
UMOJA brothers experienced the program contribute a much-needed dis-
course that recognizes the centrality of relationship building among men of 
color in education. The participants in this study demonstrated reciprocal 
love; that is, they openly expressed love and care for their mentor and each 
other, and in turn, were being loved and cared for. The data indicated several 
ways in which reciprocal love and an ethos of care contributed to how the 
participants viewed themselves, the education at their school site, and their 
mentoring experiences.

Brotherhood and Collective Responsibility

One fundamental aspect of an ethos of care can be characterized as a collec-
tive responsibility for all individuals involved. This was illustrated by the 
program’s emphasis on togetherness. The tone for such a familial experience 
within the UMOJA mentoring program was captured by Craig, UMOJA’s 
founder: “One thing I realized about having little brothers, you don’t let peo-
ple abuse them. You don’t let people do anything to them that’s going to 
cause them all harm” (Interview, June 13, 2011). These elements of caring for 
your brother and a sense of oneness were highlighted in the reflections of 
several participants. As Richie, one of the participants, explained,
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To be a brother in UMOJA is like to be one (italics added), to come together as 
one, to communicate, to share thoughts and feelings, and to learn . . . Like 
Craig, the found[er] of UMOJA, even though it was only a year ago, but it felt 
like we knew each other for so long and it’s like we connected, like we came 
together as one, and basically taught us what a brotherhood should really be. 
You know, support each other and just be there, you know, don’t let anybody 
down, you know. (Interview, June 7, 2010)

Richie and other participants’ accounts of oneness provide a glimpse into 
UMOJA as a counter-space existing within the inescapable cultural fabric of 
public education in America (Boykin, 1994) that too often positions male 
students of color as a problem (Howard, 2013) and in constant conflict with 
one another (Noguera, 1995). Within the confines of UMOJA, participants 
experienced being cared for in a manner that validated their lived experiences 
and fostered a sense of intimacy and unity that does not typically occur for 
Black and Latino male students in public schools.

The feelings of unity and collective responsibility experienced by the 
members of UMOJA were exemplified in the way the young men viewed one 
another as brothers and felt responsible for each other’s school success and 
emotional well-being. During family group sessions, Craig repeatedly 
reminded the group, “there are no excuses for any of you failing. Geno, if you 
and Johnny are in the same class and you’re passing, then he shouldn’t be 
failing. Remember fellas, you are your brother’s keeper.” This type of repeti-
tive discourse strengthened their communal bond. This is particularly signifi-
cant because Black and Latino males are often portrayed as emotionally 
detached, lazy, and/or without proper social supports (Brown, 2011; Campos, 
2013; Yosso, 2002). The bonds that were formed in UMOJA helped the par-
ticipants increase their feeling of inclusion in the school site and the respon-
sibility they felt toward each other. Through their willingness to share deeply 
personal feelings and experiences with one another, the young men decou-
pled the emotional from the feminine; they cared for and received care from 
each other in a culturally appropriate and gendered cypher. An example of 
this was evident when Carlos, a member of UMOJA SHAW, explained,

We should encourage each other to get to . . . a better place and, and just, build, 
build, build up on each other’s energy. Like if I see . . . AJ . . . I’m going to feed 
off his energy and I’m going to want to do the same. Same thing with Rodney, 
same thing with Matthew, same thing with Melo. Like I feed off everybody’s 
energy. Like if all of my brothers are doing good, then I’m doing good. That’s 
how it is. (Interview, June 4, 2010)

Demonstrating what it is like to “feed off one another’s energy,” AJ, in the 
same interview, added,
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Like Carlos said, if one of us is hitting a downfall or you see them or if he can 
see me slacking, then he will approach me about it and I can actually pick up 
the pace. And I never saw, I never saw like any type of motivation ever, you 
know . . . And I learned that one (italics added) doesn’t have to be just you. One 
can be like all of us intertwined as one. (Interview, June 4, 2010)

An ethos of care developed as participants’ ways of knowing and being were 
honored and affirmed in an iterative process of being cared for and caring for 
others. The shift from a personal “one” to a communal “one” helped frame a 
bidirectional understanding of care that members of UMOJA exemplified.

An ethos of care in the UMOJA brotherhood was made possible by the 
sense of responsibility that Craig cultivated in the group. Generally, caring 
relationships in school center on student-teacher interactions (Bondy, Ross, 
Hambacher, & Acosta, 2013; Shevalier & McKenzie, 2012). Yet, Craig’s role 
as mentor, enacted with an emphasis on love and service, transcended tradi-
tional notions of classroom interactions rooted in care. On several occasions, 
Craig explicitly stated how much he loved the young men and saw them as 
little brothers whom he should protect. “You can’t choose your biological 
family, it’s true,” Craig shared during one of the focus groups, “but I feel 
special in that I get to choose these little brothers.” During a UMOJA family 
group session at SHAE, Craig said to the young men, “Yes, I can truly say 
that y’all get on my nerves at times and push my buttons, but I love y’all.” 
Almost immediately, Andres responded with a smile and laughter, “Awwww, 
we love you too, C!” In the context of UMOJA, traditional classroom power 
dynamics of adult/carer/authority and student/cared for/subordinate were 
minimized. The reciprocal nature of Craig’s relationship with the young men 
seemed to bridge the chasm of power (Ferguson, 2000) that normally sepa-
rates youth from adults. Craig’s view of himself as “big brother” rather than 
father figure positioned him as a contributing member of the group as opposed 
to a facilitator. Craig and the brothers became each other’s counsel, sharing 
struggles and frustration with many of the policies in the school. The young 
men viewed their UMOJA family group sessions as a time to talk and write 
about how they were feeling, and what they were struggling with at school 
and home. The sessions became a safe space to seek advice about how to deal 
with a teacher they perceived to be racist or sexist, a problem at home or in 
their relationships with a female. These conversations were critical, particu-
larly those that involved conflicts with teachers. Craig observed that usually 
when students could not resolve conflicts with teachers they often decided 
not to return to class and avoid the teacher altogether. Love in the ways par-
ticipants discussed it, became a generative force of interpersonal commit-
ment. Craig emphasized their duty to “look out for one another in school and 
on the streets” as a way to show love for their brothers.
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Trust and Open Dialogue

The high level of trust established among the members led to open dialogue. 
Discussions during family group sessions contributed to the ethos of care and 
laid the foundation for honest communication about topics considered too 
personal to share in other classroom settings. One approach toward building 
relationships and making space for what Geno called “real talk” was through 
the use of free-writing activities that encouraged students to write down 
whatever was on their minds. After 5 min of writing, students shared what 
they wrote with the group. Often the conversations that followed were deeply 
personal. These conversations provided an opportunity for the participants to 
build and nurture friendships while gaining self-knowledge, a deeper sense of 
personal identity and increased self-esteem—all features of culturally respon-
sive caring (Gay, 2010) consistent with an ethos of care. In a focus group 
interview, Johnny admitted,

I’m not the type of person that shares my feelings, and like to talk to other 
people [about] what’s going on in my life. I’m not that type of dude, all right. 
But with [UMOJA members] I feel comfortable and I feel like, it’s like I told 
Craig last week, I feel like when I talk these people listen and they give me good 
advice . . . I just feel like we trust each other, you know. We can talk when we 
need to talk, and we, we gain a whole lot of respect. (Interview, June 13, 2011)

Respect is generally understood as a fundamental element of relationships 
among Black and Latino men (DeGruy, Kjellstrand, Briggs, & Brennan, 
2012; Halx & Ortiz, 2011). Johnny and his UMOJA brothers shared their 
feelings with each other without feeling emasculated. To the contrary, the 
vulnerability that participants displayed fostered a deep level of intra- and 
interpersonal respect. Andres, the youngest participant in UMOJA SHAE, 
was clear about what UMOJA meant to him:

Being a part of UMOJA you get an idea of what it feels like to be respected as 
a man of color. I feel like I am on the same level as the brothers even though I 
am the youngest in the group. It makes me feel special to be the youngest. 
Makes me feel like I got big brothers who love me and are looking out for me. 
(Interview, June 13, 2011)

Andres’ comments highlight the importance that he places on respect. 
UMOJA provided a space where it was possible to understand and view 
respect in different ways. Sharing personal experiences and feelings required 
a tremendous amount of trust. The participants discussed the importance of 
developing trust in the group as being one of the most salient differences 
between UMOJA and other classroom settings. For example, Geno shared,
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It’s about trust. Trust and love. I share some things with the U’s that I don’t 
even share with my real family. UMOJA is like real family. You have to trust 
people first before you open up to them. It’s crazy ‘cause people don’t expect 
us to talk about trust and love, and all those things, but we do. They don’t 
expect it, but we do.

Geno articulates a dissonance between the expectations for Black and 
Latino male students held by others compared with what they know to be 
true. For example, most teachers at SHAE and SHAW did not expect Black 
and Latino males to respond positively to discussions about trust or love. 
However, when members of UMOJA engaged in such discussions, partici-
pants like Geno openly shared intimate feelings and encouraged fellow 
UMOJA brothers to do the same. Although the process of sharing personal 
information and feelings with others was initially uncomfortable, after a few 
weeks together, the young men recognized that they could create a space for 
genuine mutual caring and trusting relationships. The young men of UMOJA 
engaged their critical consciousness by sharing personal experiences and 
engaging in dialectic conversations about what their experiences meant for 
them individually and as members of Black and Latino communities. As 
Mario stated, “So it wasn’t like I had to, but it was kind of like [I] opened up. 
It made me more open-minded” (Interview, June 13, 2011). All of the partici-
pants engaged in a reciprocal relationship of talking, listening, and offering 
advice. In this way, the caring relationships established and maintained in 
UMOJA allowed participants from various Black and Latino cultural back-
grounds to challenge dominant understandings of acceptable expressions of 
masculinity.

Broadened Sense of Capacity and Personal Aspirations

Through their participation in UMOJA, Craig and the mentees recognized 
their individual and collective strengths, which influenced their sense of what 
they could accomplish in life. This recognition is significant given the often 
dehumanizing nature of schooling in which students of color, particularly 
Black and Latino males, experience a diminishing self-concept early in the 
public education process and begin to be stripped of humanity as they are 
ignored by the curriculum, instruction, and culture of schooling (Brock, 
2005). An ethos of care that centers on interconnected relationships as well as 
students’ personal cultures, interests, and capabilities can restore a sense of 
humanity among Black and Latino male students who have been emotionally, 
spiritually, and intellectually broken by the lack of care for them in schools.

In UMOJA, individual contributions are honored; this builds confidence 
in the young men’s capacities. Mario expressed this sentiment when he 
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shared, “Like each of us has something to bring to the group. By adding more 
people, that’s how we make it all work” (Interview, June 13, 2011). Craig 
added, “in order to benefit from a group like UMOJA, everybody has to know 
their place because it’s not our weaknesses that divide us; it’s really our 
strengths that bring us together” (Interview, June 4, 2010). Having the 
UMOJA community’s support helped solidify an individual member’s recog-
nition of his or her own strengths. Possessing a strong sense of one’s potential 
works in tandem with developing positive personal aspirations. The ethos of 
care present in UMOJA family group sessions affected the participants’ aspi-
rations in numerous ways, ranging from social and emotional to academic. 
Melo described how he shifted in his thinking about himself and his future to 
consider how to “become a better man.” He realized that since his time in 
UMOJA, he had “learned how to become more respectful, and responsible” 
(Interview, June 4, 2010). Despite the fact that Black and Latino male stu-
dents are stereotypically regarded as lazy, low achievers, and/or dangerous in 
school settings (Luna, Evans, & Davis, 2013; Strayhorn, 2009), these young 
men desired to become more than they had previously imagined for them-
selves and found an environment in UMOJA that would support their efforts. 
An example of this is in Mario’s description of his personal goals. He noted,

Me, I went from not knowing who I was— wanting to be like I said, the guy in 
the street getting the respect . . . to wanting to go to college to wanting to have 
a better future. Like every one of us, even [Craig], brings out stuff. Like each 
one of us has something to bring to the group. I can’t explain how grateful I am 
that Craig introduced you [second author] to us and I met you . . . It’s like, it felt 
great to just know that if I really want to go hard in college I know like, and I 
could talk to you whether for a letter of recommendation to whatever. Like, I 
know I got some type of like back-up. (Interview, June 13, 2011)

Similarly, Matthew described his motivation to plan for his future:

I’m actually planning my future now. Before I had the plans but I wasn’t doing 
anything to get my plans solved. And now that I have the motivation like I 
could actually say that I’m moving towards making my father proud. I’m 
actually moving towards being one of the graduates, I want to go to college, go 
to military, actually, do something with [my] life. (Interview, June 13, 2011)

The desire to do something with their lives encouraged the young men to 
perform better in school. They had the added benefit of a support system with 
adult and peer mentors on whom they could count. Not only did the partici-
pants describe a shift in goals and approaches to achieving them, they also 
emphasized the responsibility they felt to their communities, which spoke to 
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their belief in collective achievement and responsibility (Hucks, 2011). 
UMOJA’s ethos of care taught these young men what it means to be seed 
people (Delpit, 2003) spreading hope and optimism to those around them. An 
illustration of this is articulated by Geno:

Now I’m saying it with meaning like, I want to go to college. Whatever I 
become, like I’m still thinking about that, but whatever it is I know I’m going 
to do something and that feeling that I want to be a man that people, as soon as 
you mention off the bat, “Yeah, I know him.” like, “Oh yeah, he’s a powerful 
person . . . ” If ever I become something big, I’m not going to forget where I 
came from and the people that was there for me. I want to give back to where I 
came from. (Interview, June 13, 2011)

Geno’s desire to give back extends from the ethos of care, an intangible 
spirit of personal interest in and responsibility for others, cultivated in the 
UMOJA mentoring program. The importance of unity and community was 
not limited to participants’ membership in UMOJA; the young men articu-
lated a connection to their broader community. These young men learned the 
importance of becoming seed people or individuals whose labor nourishes 
the humanity of those around them. This kind of learning, that which feeds 
the spirit as well as the intellect, does not often take place in schools for Black 
and Latino males.

The experiences in UMOJA inspired the young men to aspire beyond 
earning street credit as a means of respect to carrying themselves as respect-
able men and giving to others as a definition of success. Such learning has a 
lasting impact. For instance, Johnny, who announced he was moving to 
another state to finish his high school diploma, reflected on the impact 
UMOJA had on his decision to move:

UMOJA has helped me see that I need more in my life. I need to get my 
diploma, and even though the U’s is strong in my life, if I stay here I know I 
won’t graduate. I need a change of pace. I need a fresh start. But I’m gonna take 
my UMOJA brothers with me. I take the U’s with me right here. (Johnny softly 
pounds his fist over his heart; Interview, June 13, 2011)

The stories of the young men of UMOJA emphasize an important aspect 
of the metaphor of gardening: A community, enriched by an ethos of care, 
contributes to the growth of seed people. Many participants expressed a 
desire to share what they learned in the program with the other people in their 
lives; they articulated a commitment to brotherhood beyond the borders of 
UMOJA. They connected their broadened personal aspirations to a sense of 
leadership through purpose and integrity. The members of UMOJA began to 
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see themselves as part of a community that loves, cares for, and relies on one 
another to grow and remain productive beings.

Conclusions and Implications

This study demonstrates the ways in which a mentoring program, through an 
ethos of care, has the potential to reproduce itself, leading mentees to become 
mentors and role models in other settings. For Black and Latino male stu-
dents who are often criminalized and victimized by harmful stereotypes of 
their raced and gendered beings (Dance, 2002; Ladson Billings, 2011; Rios, 
2011), encountering reciprocal love in a caring environment can be a restor-
ative, healing, educative experience. The ethos of care experienced in 
UMOJA helped the young men shape a positive disposition toward life that 
was already present within them but went uncultivated in other classroom 
spaces. Carlos summed up the impact UMOJA was having on his life when 
he affirmed the program’s motto by saying, “I learned to live with a purpose, 
learn with morals, and lead with integrity” (Interview, June 14, 2010). Donte, 
who had been with UMOJA SHAE for 2 years and was a graduating senior, 
shared his epiphany around the importance of collective responsibility: “I am 
realizing that it’s not just about me anymore, and even about us U’s. It’s big-
ger—it’s my family, my ‘hood, my connection to others in this world. I wanna 
be that one who makes a positive difference.” The 14 students in this study 
remained part of UMOJA until they graduated or transferred to another state. 
These young men demonstrated a commitment to themselves, one another, 
and their education that reflects reciprocal love. When they shared experi-
ences around personal growth, brotherhood, and community, the young men 
and Craig were direct about the love they had for one another and how par-
ticipating in UMOJA made them want to be better men.

The nature of relationship building will differ across mentoring programs, 
and there is no extant formula for accomplishing this work. One must keep in 
mind how each mentoring program will be affected by school culture, geo-
graphic region, funding, and initiatives at the school, district, or state level 
that exist to support students. UMOJA has operated in two alternative schools, 
and recently, Craig has been recruited by a local university to create a UMOJA 
program with two of their partnership schools. Despite this, it is highly sug-
gested that schools build mentoring programs for all students, particularly 
Black and Latino males, with an ethos of care as a guiding principle. This 
study reveals the importance of developing a sense of unity, trust, and open 
dialogue while upholding a belief in students’ capacities as a starting place 
for cultivating reciprocal love. Love and trust cannot be forced—they ulti-
mately require a deep respect for the humanity and well-being of others.
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Centering notions of reciprocal love in school-based mentoring pro-
grams extends the discourse of care prevalent in education research rele-
vant to all students. Through such an expansion, accountability in education 
can shift from a singular emphasis on meeting bureaucratic demands to a 
genuine collective responsibility for ensuring that youth have access to a 
democratic learning experience (Biesta, 2004). Currently, such a demo-
cratic education only exists in pockets where an intentional community has 
been established that recognizes youths’ humanity and spiritual nature as 
much as their intellectual capacity (Delpit, 2003). UMOJA exists as an 
intentional mentoring community that, through an ethos of care, has been 
able to affirm the humanity of its members and increase their potential for 
affecting broader communities.

This study contributes to the dearth of research that presents Black and 
Latino male youth as people who love and care for one another. As we have 
highlighted, there is an abundance of research that speaks to the disengage-
ment and violence Black and Latino males experience in school. This study 
disrupts that representation. It is crucial that researchers listen to the voices of 
Black and Latino youth who participate in in-school mentoring programs to 
help them understand ways in which these young men relate to school, their 
mentors, and each other. The authors believe that an ethos of care and the 
positive impact it can have on the social, emotional, and academic well-being 
of Black and Latino youth are considerably under-theorized in educational 
research and invite further explorations of reciprocal love in school-based 
programs. Additional studies are needed to examine the lasting influence of 
such school-based programs. Future research might also explore what hap-
pens when students who experience an ethos of care and reciprocal love in 
school-based programs leave the safety of the program’s setting.

The viewpoints of the young men of UMOJA should be carefully consid-
ered especially given the negative discourse around Black and Latino males’ 
abilities and interest in leading productive lives. The participants in this study 
repeatedly articulated the impact of an ethos of care on their interpersonal 
relationships, desires, and academic and life goals. Unfortunately, much 
research and policy centered on teacher quality ignore the important role of 
care (Irvine & Fraser, 1998). The insights from this study’s participants 
remind all who work with Black and Latino males that educating them tran-
scends standards and curricula; their education requires positive relationships 
and an ethos of care through which they can connect. While educators, 
researchers, and policymakers continue to seek solutions to complex educa-
tional dilemmas involving Black and Latino males, the participants in this 
study remind us that one solution is to re-center the roles reciprocal love and 
care play in creating optimal learning spaces.
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