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1
T H E  A C T  O F  C L E A R I N G  T H E 

A I R  A N D  P U R I F Y I N G  T H E 
WAT E R

November 26, 2015: A 16- year-old Black boy being gunned 
down by police on the streets of Chicago is headline news. 
Before that, a Black girl being violently ripped from her 

desk, dragged across the fl oor, and handcuffed by a police offi cer in 
front of a classroom of young onlookers. This incident happens inside 
a public high school, but similar aggressions have been happening 
to marginalized youth across the country, with video evidence and 
plenty of social commentary. Before this young woman was assaulted 
in her classroom, a young man in California was attacked by police 
near a public bus stop. Before that, a woman in Texas who had been 
pulled over for a traffi c violation and arrested was later mysteriously 
found dead in her jail cell. Before that, a young girl clad in a bathing 
suit who was attending a pool party was sat upon by a police offi cer. 
And so on. I do not say “and so on” with the intention of belittling 
the daily and state-sanctioned violence against Black and Brown bod-
ies, but merely to abbreviate what would be a long and detailed list of 
such encounters. The physical violence is not a sole issue. There are 
also issues of economic oppression and suppression, calculated mis-
education, and trauma in educational contexts; the school-to-prison 

9781620365519_Weiston-Serdan_Critical Mentoring.indb   59781620365519_Weiston-Serdan_Critical Mentoring.indb   5 1/6/2017   2:54:48 PM1/6/2017   2:54:48 PM

Sample Chapter www.styluspub.com



Critical Mentoring

 6 

pipeline; lack of culturally relevant spaces; and narrowly defi ned ave-
nues of expression. 

All of the examples I have mentioned vividly illustrate that minor-
itized and marginalized youth operate in contexts of racial, social, 
and economic toxicity. The words minoritized and marginalized are 
used to describe people who are othered in terms of mainstream ide-
ologies and White supremacist ideals. They are folks whose identities 
have been racialized and problematized and whose status in society 
has been dramatically affected by this process. These two terms are 
used to encapsulate race, ethnicity, class, sexuality, gender, and abil-
ity. Marc Lamont Hill describes minoritized and marginalized folks 
as “nobody” in his most recent book. In fact, he notes the impor-
tance of recognizing the multiplicity of factors that contribute to this 
“nobodyness” and points very directly at the centrality that class has 
in creating “the material conditions and relations through which rac-
ism, sexism, and other forms of oppression are produced, sustained, 
and lived” (Lamont Hill, 2016, p. XX). This toxicity in which minor-
itized and marginalized youth exist stifl es, humiliates, traumatizes, and 
kills. For mentors—and by mentors I mean adults dedicated to youth 
development work in which they foster long-term relationships dedi-
cated to investing in young people and increasing their capacity for 
success—recognizing and addressing this toxicity is necessary. Youth 
context is important, but too often it is ignored in ways that can create 
transformative change. If the young people we mentor are operating in 
contexts like the ones I have described, then mentoring must address 
those contexts and do so in ways that challenge and transform. To 
borrow a metaphor from Steve Vassor, a nationally renowned men-
tor trainer, mentoring must move to “clear the water and purify the 
air” (Weiston-Serdan & Vassor, 2016). If young people’s contexts were 
water and air, it would be impossible to breathe and impossible to 
drink. The critical mentoring process aims to address this. In other 
terms, critical mentoring attempts to address much larger systems that 
are complicated; overwhelming; and, frankly, “messy.” It is not about 
using mentoring to manage symptoms, but leveraging mentoring to 
address root causes. The challenge for the mentoring world lies in its 
ability to partner with and support youth in their movements to purify 
the water and clear the air.
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A Brief History of Mentoring

Before identifying ways to move mentoring into more critical spaces, it 
is necessary to look at what mentoring is, how it has evolved, and what 
critical work has been done to inform it. Rooted in an age-old con-
cept and with its own complex and nuanced history, youth mentoring 
has evolved to become a popular and mainstream youth development 
strategy (DuBois & Karcher, 2014). Despite its ineffable nature, it is 
defi ned in the mentoring literature as a caring relationship focused on 
the consistent support and positive development of a child or youth 
(Keller, 2010). It has been studied to harness its empirical signifi cance 
and impact (DuBois, Holloway, Valentine, & Cooper, 2002; Keller, 
2010; Rhodes & DuBois, 2006). In fact, much of this research has 
helped the fi eld of mentoring practice to expand as it illustrates a need 
for and the effect of mentoring relationships (DuBois et al., 2002; 
DuBois, Portillo, Rhodes, Silverthorn, & Valentine, 2011). More 
recently, the Obama administration has catapulted the idea of mentor-
ing youth of color, especially young men and boys of color, into the 
mainstream with the My Brother’s Keeper initiative (Rhodes, 2015; 
White House, 2014). Consequently, funding for mentoring programs, 
especially those serving marginalized youth, has swelled (Foundation 
Center, 2015). Because youth mentoring has a long and relatively posi-
tive social history, it is accepted widely and is said to “resonate with 
mainstream cultural values” (Keller, 2010, p. 23). The fact that it reso-
nates so strongly with the mainstream may, in fact, be one of its prob-
lems, especially when it comes to the context of marginalized youth. 
And yet, programs clamor to serve these populations, namely because 
the private and public funding dedicated to these groups is widely avail-
able (Foundation Center, 2015).

The chronicled history of mentoring illustrates a compelling shift in 
ideas. Responding to the needs of urban America in the  eighteenth cen-
tury, mentoring refl ected an attempt to inculcate White and  middle- class 
values into youth who were the result of an increasingly industrialized 
America: poor and often unattended to (Baker & Maguire, 2005). 
However, these services were primarily focused on White youth. In 
1904, the year Big Brothers of America was founded, racial segregation 
was the law and reality in the United States (Baker & Maguire, 2005). 
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Marian Wright Edelman (1999), a Black activist for children’s rights, 
suggested that mentoring was alive and well in segregated  America, 
but that minority youth were much more likely to be engaged in natu-
rally occurring mentoring relationships. As it happens, the prominence 
of naturally occurring mentoring relationships in marginalized and 
 minoritized communities is still very much the case. Though major 
mentoring programs may have found a newly racialized community to 
serve, at least according to statistics and funding trends, those commu-
nities still largely rely on their community-based networks to serve as 
mentors and, in effect, have managed to resist the colonization of their 
mentoring processes. The historical process of racialization is complex 
but necessary to understand. The fact that different populations have 
been racialized at various points and times in history is important to 
our understanding of how mentoring services have gone from catering 
primarily to poor and White immigrant communities to primarily poor, 
Black, and Brown communities (Roediger, 2006). Natural mentoring 
relationships happen outside of formal program structures; that is, rela-
tionships with extended family and close neighbors (Spencer, 2010). 
Though natural mentoring may have been and still is the way in which 
marginalized youth often engage in mentoring relationships, these rela-
tionships remain somewhat elusive in the mentoring world because they 
occur outside of the auspices of formal programs and are, as a result, 
challenging to quantify (DuBois et al., 2011; Hurd & Sellers, 2013). 
Studies focused on natural mentoring identify just as many benefi ts for 
these mentoring relationships as ones that happen in programs; namely, 
positive impacts on educational outcomes and protective factors against 
discrimination (Hurd & Sellers, 2013; Hurd, Sánchez, Zimmerman, & 
Caldwell, 2012). A lack of research on the ways in which natural men-
toring occurs means that the processes still elude mentoring researchers 
and practitioners. Although social constructions have shifted to include 
non-White groups in mentoring processes, it is not to say that clear, 
critical, and culturally relevant ways of doing this work have emerged. 
It is apparent, given the history of mentoring, that it was not origi-
nally intended to serve those considered marginalized and minoritized 
by today’s standards and that those communities addressed their men-
toring needs outside of the formal structures available to poor Whites. 
This also means that mentoring, regarding its historical structure, is not 
prepared to do the work of clearing the air and purifying the water. 
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It was created to address not only defi cit-based notions of youth but 
also systemic and institutional issues of race, ethnicity, class, sexuality, 
 gender, or ability.

All of this brings us back to the notion of context; if the young 
people we mentor are operating in contexts like the ones described ear-
lier in this chapter and the strategy we are utilizing was not meant to 
and does not address the context, then the strategy must be radically 
altered. Programs and the mentors recruited and trained by them claim 
to acknowledge problems in communities, but they fail to see that the 
problems are often more nuanced and complex than typical mentoring 
programs can handle. Instead, many of them focus on more manage-
able tasks such as improving student attendance, increasing grade point 
averages, and decreasing negative behaviors (Black, Grenard, Sussman, 
& Rorbach, 2010; M. T. Wang & Eccles, 2012). Although these out-
comes are helpful, they do not address or help the youth to address the 
systemic and institutional challenges of race, class, gender, sexuality, 
ableism, and so on. They do, however, communicate to young people 
that assimilating to White and middle-class values will get them out of 
their communities, away from their contexts, and into spaces deemed 
more successful by program and mentor standards. In other words, 
mentors help young people adapt to toxic water and polluted air, rather 
than help them to purify the water and clear the air. The myriad of 
challenges facing marginalized youth require acknowledgment and the 
use of critical frames if mentoring is to be helpful. 

A Conceptualization of Mentoring

The mentoring fi eld has evolved since 1904 and strides have been made to 
defi ne mentoring properly, establish standards for  effectiveness, and create 
ways to conceptualize and measure mentoring  processes and  outcomes 
(DuBois & Karcher, 2014; Rhodes, 2015). In  Handbook of Youth Men-
toring, DuBois and Karcher (2014) illustrated a  conceptualization of 
youth mentoring that highlighted fi ve elements: activity, relationship, 
intervention, policy, and societal. The fi rst two elements of the concep-
tualization focus primarily on relationships. Activity includes the social 
interactions mentors have with young people including the “guidance 
and other forms of support” (p. 4) provided. Relationship focuses on 
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the “interpersonal ties” (p. 5) that prescribe the mentoring relationship 
as well as the “mentoring activity” (p. 5) that occurs. The latter part of 
the conceptualization (intervention, policy, and societal) moves beyond 
the one-to-one relationships and shifts to the language and actions of 
programs, communities, and governments. Intervention includes inten-
tional efforts on the part of the mentoring program or agency to pro-
mote mentoring activities targeting specifi c groups and communities 
(p. 5). Policy is about government’s providing meaningful support of 
mentoring in the form of initiatives and so on. Finally, societal seeks 
to promote positive perceptions of youth mentoring, to make youth 
mentoring more accessible and more attractive. DuBois and Karcher’s 
conceptualization of youth mentoring makes a meaningful addition to 
the research and practice and provides solid defi nitions for the layers of 
work mentoring must do. I utilize their conceptualization because it is 
an essential research base for effective mentoring and articulates both 
the concrete and abstract work mentoring does. Although the concep-
tualization appears linear in nature, the authors describe it as “multi-
level” because it begins with direct relationships and moves into more 
complex and nuanced efforts that include political and societal coopera-
tion. However, DuBois and Karcher lay this out as an overview to be 
expanded upon in different areas, including the areas of “race, ethnicity 
and culture” (p. 5).

Race, Ethnicity, and Culture in Mentoring

In DuBois and Karcher’s handbook, Sánchez, Cólon-Torres, Feuer, 
Roundfi eld, and Berardi (2014) develop foundational elements for 
dealing with race and ethnicity in mentoring relationships. They high-
light four recommendations to consider in this work: racial  similarity/
dissimilarity, oppression, ethnic identity, and cultural competence. 
The racial similarity/dissimilarity component identifi es several ways 
in which mentoring programs can adapt matching to preferences 
and needs. Sánchez and colleagues advocate for taking into account 
the preferences of protégés and their families when matching proté-
gés to mentors. If protégés and families request matching according 
to a type of race, ethnicity, and culture preference, programs should 
accommodate. They also suggest that programs need to help mentors 
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and protégés identify similarities in dimensions beyond race, ethnic-
ity, and culture. Their proposal to intentionally provide same-race 
matches to youth who have few same-race models or who suffer from 
internalized racism is powerful and requires the mentoring program 
not only to be fully cognizant of race, ethnicity, and culture but also 
to understand it in complex and nuanced ways. Finally, they also 
advance that protégés who have limited exposure to people outside of 
their own race, ethnicity, and culture should have cross-race matches 
so that they can encounter other racial experiences. This suggests that 
not just racialized youth benefi t from having mentors of color; White 
youth do as well. 

For the element of oppression, Sánchez and colleagues (2014) sug-
gest utilizing the Cultural Mistrust Inventory for adolescents to ascer-
tain levels of cultural mistrust among the youth being served and to 
adjust “program support accordingly” (p. 153). They also posit that 
programs should create safe spaces for mentors and protégés to discuss 
racial prejudice, discrimination, and attitudes about racial and ethnic 
groups. In the area of ethnic identity, they recommend that programs 
assess their own knowledge and experience with ethnic identities to 
ascertain whether they are promoting healthy relationships between and 
among different racial groups. Furthermore, matching youth who have 
“weak ethnic identities” with those who have “strong ethnic identities” 
can positively alter the way youth see themselves, resulting in improved 
self-esteem and self-worth among youth being served (p. 153). 

In their fi nal recommendation, Sánchez and colleagues (2014) focus 
on the issue of cultural competence. They remind mentoring programs 
that both they and their mentors must be culturally competent and that 
to achieve that competence they must provide training around issues 
of race, culture, and ethnicity. Much of what the authors suggest about 
matching mentors and protégés along racial lines challenges a metanar-
rative in the mentoring literature about racial matching (Gaddis, 2012; 
Park, Yoon, & Crosby, 2016). An article by Park and colleagues (2016), 
which claims to test critical race theory (CRT), concludes that there are 
no “signifi cant differences found in youth development based on racial/
ethnic match” (p. 83). However, their study utilizes Big Brothers and 
Big Sisters of America data exclusively, which, as this chapter previously 
highlighted, has roots in segregated America, and never addresses their 
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proclaimed use of CRT. More important, research that claims race does 
not matter in mentoring undermines the needs of those being served 
and knowingly or unknowingly functions as support for the coloniza-
tion of culturally relevant mentoring practice. Again, critical frames are 
noted, but the analysis these critical frames require is conspicuously 
missing. The restrained ways in which the mentoring world currently 
addresses issues such as race make it necessary to utilize critical theories 
that will help us to understand youth context and identify processes for 
clearing the air and purifying the water. CRT, if utilized properly, is the 
start of that critical analysis. 

Critical Race Theory

Initially born of legal scholarship, CRT “is a collection of activists 
and scholars interested in studying and transforming the relationship 
among race, racism, and power” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012, p. 3). 
As a critical frame, CRT can provide powerful ways to reconstruct and 
enhance mentoring research and practice, especially as it looks to serve 
young people in marginalized communities. CRT rests on several core 
beliefs:

• Racism is an everyday part of life, part of the air we breathe 
and the water we drink, not random or unusual occurrences of 
blatant prejudice.

• Many civil rights or social justice victories are likely a result of 
something called interest convergence, the idea that White elite 
interests have converged with the requests of marginalized 
people.

• Race is a social construct, created out of “social thought and 
relations” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012, p. 8), and different 
races, at various times and for various reasons convenient for 
society, are racialized.

• Discrimination is not linear in nature, and different aspects 
of an individual’s identity can intersect to create more 
than one axis of discrimination. This concept is called 
intersectionality and is particularly helpful as mentoring and 
youth development professionals begin critically addressing 
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how the multiplicity of identities of the young people we serve 
are situated in society.

• The postmodern idea of challenging metanarratives is essential. 
Individuals who exist as marginalized beings have a unique 
perspective that can be expressed only by them. They call this 
process of storytelling counternarrative or counterstorytelling.

As a result of its intense refl ections on race, racism, and marginalized 
identities, CRT provides ample opportunity to look at the mentoring 
experiences of and processes for mentoring marginalized youth. In fact, 
Gloria Ladson-Billings and William Tate (1995) establish CRT work 
in relationship to youth with their seminal article “Toward a Critical 
Race Theory of Education.” CRT’s work in education provides an even 
clearer base for the youth development world because much of our work 
deals with not only youth but also youth in relationship to educational 
contexts. Particularly important to connecting CRT to mentoring and 
youth development is the recent work of Adrienne Dixson. Her most 
recent piece utilizes a CRT frame to examine education reform, which is 
strikingly similar to the philanthropic processes that occur in the men-
toring and youth development fi elds (Anderson & Dixson, 2016).

Furthermore, CRT does not operate solely in the American  context. 
Scholars from the United Kingdom such as Nicola Rollock and David 
Gilborn utilize CRT in their educational research, studying the educa-
tional experiences of racialized populations in Britain and highlighting 
the global way in which race operates (Gillborn, Rollock,  Vincent, & Ball, 
2012). A new era of critical scholars has emerged as a result of CRT and 
these scholars have expounded upon the theory. For example, Michael 
Dumas (2016) writes about anti-Blackness in education and provides a 
solid base for a similar approach to interrogating the anti-Blackness in 
mentoring. Arash Daneshzadeh writes about youth incarceration and 
restorative justice and brings valuable insight into mentoring processes 
as they relate to youth struggling against  prohibitive and anti-Black dis-
cipline structures (Daneshzadeh, Washington, & Cumi, in press). They, 
along with other “new critical scholars,” make CRT a living and thriv-
ing theory that can be utilized as a concrete and illuminative framework 
for mentoring and youth development praxis.

CRT has either directly engaged in or provided a platform for 
 pivotal conversations around issues of race, class, gender, and sexuality 
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and other forms of othering. Mentoring researchers and practition-
ers need to better understand that problems facing marginalized and 
minoritized youth are rooted in pervasive, systemic, and institutional 
inequity and align those understandings with key components of men-
toring processes, altering them to fully address the context of the youth 
they serve.

Critical Mentoring

As issues of inequity continue to persist within marginalized communi-
ties, the mentoring fi eld must respond in ways that are at once trans-
formative and emancipatory. Although some strides have been made, 
more critical notions of mentoring are in short supply. Sánchez and 
colleagues (2014) explained that

despite evidence that race and ethnicity plays an important role in 
mentoring relationships, there are limited research-based guide-
lines in the practice fi eld regarding how race/ethnicity should be 
considered. Some of the most important resources in the fi eld, 
such as  Elements of Effective Practice (National Mentoring Partner-
ship, 2015) pay little attention to the role of race and ethnicity in 
 mentoring programs. While the newest edition of the Elements of 
Effective Practice does include some discussion of race, it must also 
be noted that it is not in this particular tool kit’s purview to produce 
an analysis of race in mentoring. It is simply a set of standards for the 
fi eld. Recently, Mentor and My Brother’s Keeper, recognizing a need 
for standards that address issues of race and ethnicity, released a spe-
cial set of standards for the mentoring community. These standards 
focus on best practices that can be utilized when working with boys 
and young men of color (Guide to mentoring boys and young men of 
color, 2016) and the production of such a document signals a need 
for this type of work. (My Brother’s Keeper, 2016)

As a direct response to Sánchez and colleagues’ (2014) call to action 
for the mentoring fi eld to better address issues of race and ethnicity, this 
book blends the most essential elements of mentoring research and practice 
taken from DuBois and Karcher’s (2014) conceptualization with the most 
essential elements of CRT to inform a concept called critical  mentoring. 
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Critical mentoring focuses on using essential components of criti-
cal theories, particularly CRT, to inform essential components of men-
toring. Critical mentoring was developed to address the defi cit that 
Sánchez and colleagues (2014) highlight (Weiston-Serdan, 2015; 
Weiston-Serdan & Vassor, 2016). Critical mentoring seeks to address 
a number of issues in mentoring that prevent it from being part of the 
solution that clears the air and purifi es the water. Beginning with a 
critical understanding of the context youth exist in and then using basic 
components of CRT and other critical theories to inform mentoring 
activities, critical mentoring is the next level of mentoring research and 
practice, catapulting the work into a realm of activism and resistance. 
The components of CRT mentioned previously place marginalization 
front and center, making it necessary to understand context. Further-
more, beyond helping to understand context, these components lead 
us to viable actions for improving our programming in ways that speak 
directly to context. Mentoring work should follow, fi rst understand-
ing the complexities and nuances of marginalization and then explic-
itly moving forward to address and change them. For example, if the 
 mentoring fi eld fi rst recognized that racism is normal in America, part 
of the water we drink and the air we breathe, it would also understand 
that program elements established to help young people avoid par-
ticular appearances or behave in respectable ways do not, in fact, offer 
young people innovative ways to survive or challenge racism. Instead, 
these elements actually serve to promote the existing structure of racism 
by teaching youth that assimilation to White and middle-class culture 
makes them more respectable and, therefore, less apt to suffer from 
racism. This concept is often referred to as respectability politics (Harris, 
2014). We know for a fact that teaching our young protégés to dress 
and behave in certain ways, although possibly helpful for other reasons, 
will not protect them from racism that is structural, institutional, and 
normal. Instead, staff and mentors are trained to recognize the com-
plexity of this issue, and program time is used to have discussions about 
concepts such as respectability politics. Rather than hold simplistic ses-
sions around the need to “dress for success,” hold sessions around the 
concept of respectability, including professional dress knowledge, and 
end with examples of attire that are appropriate for job and  college 
interviews. In addition, the importance of always impressing upon 
young people that their attire is never an acceptable reason for them to 
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be targeted, even if the world may see it that way, and having in-depth 
conversations about the White gaze and what it can mean for their 
safety is essential. Finally, encouraging mentors to follow up on these 
discussions with realistic pieces of everyday advice is also important. 

CRT’s concept of counternarrative or counterstorytelling also informs 
mentoring work. Mentoring often communicates via a  metanarrative 
that is defi cit based and adult centered. Scholar Richard Valencia explores 
defi cit-based thinking at great length. Valencia (2010) describes defi cit 
thinking as the idea that youth who fail, particularly in schools, do so 
because of some inherent lack or defi ciency in them rather than in the sys-
tems around them. The media message that mentoring communicates is 
often one in which the youth is in need, the mentor fulfi lls this need, and 
then the mentor is heralded as a hero. This metanarrative is problematic 
because it views the young person as powerless and in need of saving and 
the adult as powerful and fully equipped. It ignores the capital that youth 
bring and can even be a turnoff to youth who do not feel they need men-
tors to “save” them. Shifting that narrative to include youth voice and 
communicating collaboration and partnership in mentoring rather than 
youth need and adult saviorism challenges existing notions about what 
mentoring is and makes it more attractive for young people who avoid 
mentoring to avoid being further marginalized. If the story of mentoring 
is told as if it is an outsider’s answer to problems that ail marginalized 
youth, those being served may reject it and turn instead to natural men-
tors who better understand their story and who do not make them feel as 
if they are lacking something. Goings powerfully illustrates the concept of 
counternarrative in his 2015 autoethnographic account. While he focuses 
on the experience of the Black male educator, he highlights a national 
call for Black male educators that rarely includes discussion with Black 
male educators themselves, and that does not consider what happens 
to them when they join the teaching profession (Goings, 2015). Simi-
larly, the focus on mentoring marginalized youth without including the 
 narratives of the youth being served is a problematic feature of contempo-
rary mentoring work. The issue of counternarrative particularly informs 
the latter elements of the conceptualization of mentoring, as programs 
look to highlight the importance of the work for society and government 
and to attract human resources and funding dollars. Using CRT tenets to 
inform the concept of mentoring or critical mentoring is a powerful way 
to move the mentoring agenda forward. Utilizing critical mentoring to 
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frame mentoring research and practice provides a theoretical foundation 
that addresses issues still somewhat taboo and untouched in the fi eld and 
allows the fi eld to further deepen research and practice within marginal-
ized communities. Critical mentoring yields more extensive conversations 
about race, gender, class, sexuality, ableism, and so on and offers ways to 
address how these issues permeate our society, the context that the youth 
we serve engage with daily.

Shifting to a Critical Mentoring Process

Mentoring processes as well as the ways in which mentoring and youth 
development organizations operate must transmute, almost entirely, 
in order to provide critical mentoring services. Rather than focus on 
more methodical matching strategies, organizations must give more 
consideration to the preference of protégés, placing their needs at the 
forefront. This also means mentoring and youth development organiza-
tions have to do a much better job of recruiting diversely in an effort to 
ensure that mentors are available for the young people they serve. While 
too many organizations spend time remonstrating, Diego Romero, of 
Big Brothers Big Sisters of New York City, is blazing a trail for men-
toring and youth development organizations to follow. He works to 
engage affi nity groups that provide a stream of diverse volunteers. His 
solution is innovative. He is working closely with the community to 
ensure that its protégés have diverse match options. 

These changes aren’t simple, but they are necessary when address-
ing root issues. Tommy McClam, of Open Buffalo, talks about ensur-
ing that minoritized and marginalized youth have access to wraparound 
mentoring services in a hybrid of group and one-to-one mentoring 
processes. This strategy ensures that it is not the responsibility of one 
mentor to meet all of a protégés needs; rather, it is the priority of a 
diverse mentoring “village” to produce the necessary support system. 
These actions are examples of making mentoring work more critical, 
both in micro and macro terms, and provide a basis by which to begin 
addressing issues raised in this chapter. 

Mentoring relationships have too much potential and power when 
it comes to changing educational, career, and life trajectories of youth 
to remain an untapped resource. Critical mentoring has to be used fi rst, 
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to examine the history of the mentoring fi eld, noting the importance 
of whom it was originally meant to serve and also how contemporary 
ideas of mentoring have evolved, as have classifi cations of marginaliza-
tion. This point must also inform our critique of programs that exist in 
these communities almost wholly because funding dollars, not mission, 
purpose, or intent, dictate that they be there. Doing critical mentoring 
work means transforming communities. Accessing funding dollars to 
create token programs that do little to address systemic and institutional 
problems is, therefore, no longer an acceptable way to do nonprofi t 
business. Furthermore, the way mentoring is packaged must be signifi -
cantly altered. Though the mentoring fi eld has begun to change its mes-
saging, the concept is often packaged as defi cit based, with images of 
Whites as mentors offering their expertise to often Black or Latinx and, 
subsequently, more unfortunate youth. This defi cit base “colors” the 
way researchers study mentoring, practitioners implement mentoring, 
and marginalized youth perceive and experience mentoring. This issue is 
exacerbated by the number of mentoring programs and amount of fund-
ing pouring into impoverished and urban settings, as if young people in 
other contexts do not require mentoring as much as these youth do. 
Although high-need areas do exist, this framing encourages us to forget 
that marginalized youth also exist in suburban, rural, middle-class, and 
even wealthy settings. Throughout this text I suggest ways that mentor-
ing and youth development programs can center youth and build on the 
strengths that both they and their communities possess. Beyond defi cit 
framing, these youth require more dynamic mentoring relationships, 
ones that move beyond a dyadic relationship and toward institutional 
agency or opportunity brokering. Institutional agents and opportunity 
brokers take supportive conversations a step further and tap their capital 
and the capital of the institutions they navigate on behalf of those who 
have fewer opportunities otherwise (Stanton- Salazar, 2011). While the 
initial relationship is essential to gain trust and to provide guidance, these 
youth require access to resources that can help them to gain the needed 
capital. Many of these issues are centered in race, class, gender, sexuality, 
and so forth and would not be fully considered without a concept like 
critical mentoring. Ultimately, it is about how the fi eld moves forward 
with an opportunity to enhance and expand what it studies; how it is 
studied; and, fi nally, how it is practiced. Nonprofi ts must operate differ-
ently, uniquely, and innovatively. Critical mentoring demands that we 
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engage young people in more culturally responsive ways.  Hierarchical 
notions of mentoring practice will no longer do; youth must become 
collaborators and partners. Critical mentoring requires a type of youth 
centrism that means young people have voice, power, and choice. Pro-
grams must make room for them on boards, on program committees, 
on staff, as training facilitators, as program ambassadors, even as evalu-
ators of the program. Young people must inform the work, especially 
when operating in marginalized communities.

Questions to Ask

• How can our mentoring or youth development program be or 
become more critical?

• Is our program’s mentoring approach considerate of the diversity 
of our young people?

• How traditional is my program? Is that traditional approach 
comfortable or uncomfortable for those we serve?

• Do we have open conversations about race in my organization? 
If not, how can we make open discussions about race part of 
our culture?

Actions to Take

• Finish reading this book. If this is the fi rst time you have critically 
explored these issues, it’s likely you haven’t really considered 
alternatives to how things are traditionally done. Examine the 
ideas in this text to see if they resonate with you.

• Start talking. Having conversations with youth, staff, and other 
people in the fi eld will give you an opportunity to see how 
others are thinking and feeling in relationship to these issues. 
Notice that I listed youth fi rst. If young people are the ones 
we serve, they should be the fi rst ones with whom we have 
discussions. Always ask them to engage in open and honest 
conversations; young people can always be trusted to set us 
straight. 
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• Read more about critical theories. Understanding the fundamentals 
of critical theory, critical pedagogy, and CRT can be helpful in 
the analysis of your mentoring and youth development work. 
You don’t have to become an expert, but reading texts such 
as Paulo Freire’s (1970) Pedagogy of the Oppressed and op-ed 
articles like Chris Emdin’s (2016b) “How Can White Teachers 
Do Better by Urban Kids of Color?” will help you to connect 
easily with critical theories because these authors apply them to 
educational contexts, which means they are working with the 
same population you are.

The mentoring world has a responsibility to support young people. 
That support comes in different forms, and until now those forms 
have been pretty well defi ned. The next level of mentoring work lies in 
critical mentoring, utilizing critical frameworks to inform mentoring 
research and processes to make the work culturally relevant and trans-
formative. Without this next level of praxis, mentoring will remain 
inert and dyadic, it won’t become the multifactorial and transforma-
tive process that young people need it to be, and it defi nitely won’t 
be the driving force behind systemic and institutional change. Critical 
mentoring seeks to move the fi eld into a place where it can begin to 
address the levels of racial, social, and economic toxicity that suffocates 
marginalized youth. Critical mentoring is what the fi eld needs to join 
a movement focused on clearing the air and purifying the water so that 
young people can live.
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