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Informal Mentors and Education: 
Complementary or Compensatory

Resources?

Lance D. Erickson
Brigham Young University

Steve McDonald
North Carolina State University

Glen H. Elder, Jr.
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill

Few studies have examined the impact of mentoring (developing a special relationship with a

nonparental adult) on educational achievement and attainment in the general population. In

addition, prior research has yet to clarify the extent to which mentoring relationships reduce

inequality by enabling disadvantaged youths to compensate for the lack of social resources or

to promote inequality by serving as a complementary resource for advantaged youths. The

results of a nationally representative sample of youths show (1) a powerful net influence of

mentors on the educational success of youths and (2) how social background and parental,

peer, and personal resources condition the formation and effectiveness of mentoring relation-

ships. The findings uncover an interesting paradox—that informal mentors may simultaneous-

ly represent compensatory and complementary resources. Youths with many resources are

more likely than are other young people to have mentors, but those with few resources are

likely to benefit more from having a mentor—particularly a teacher mentor—in their lives.

344 Sociology of Education 2009, Vol. 82 (October): 344–367

Sociological research has long recognized
the contributions of significant others in
the educational process (Sewell, Haller,

and Ohlendorf 1970), but the research has
tended to focus on the contributions of par-
ents, peers, and teachers (e.g., Conley 2001;
Crosnoe, Johnson, and Elder 2004; Downey
and Pribesh 2004) and paid little attention to
other individuals in the social networks of
youths (but see Cheng and Starks 2002;
Hofferth, Boisjoly, and Duncan 1998).
However, an emerging line of work has
begun to study the role of mentors in the lives

of young people (for reviews, see DuBois et
al. 2002; Jacobi 1991). Mentors are non-
parental adults who take a special interest in
the lives of youths. They step outside their
normal social roles as teachers, relatives,
youth workers, ministers, and employers by
helping to guide young people in the transi-
tion to adulthood with advice and emotional
support and by serving as role models. 

Much of the work on mentoring has exam-
ined relationships with formal mentors, or
adults who volunteer in organized mentoring
programs like Big Brothers/Big Sisters that are
designed as interventions for youths who are



“at risk” or who experience substantial disad-
vantage. Fewer studies have investigated
informal mentoring—or naturally occurring
mentoring—even though most young people
report a relationship with an informal mentor
(Beam, Chen, and Greenberger 2002;
McDonald et al. 2007). Scholarship on infor-
mal mentoring has been limited because of
the almost-exclusive focus on the role of men-
toring in the lives of disadvantaged youths.
Consequently, little is known about the
impact of mentoring on the educational per-
formance and attainment of America’s
youths.  

Furthermore, most research has failed to
examine the interdependence of informal
mentors and other social relationships.
Studies have typically held constant the
resources available to youths by sampling nar-
rowly defined disadvantaged populations.
When broader populations have been exam-
ined, the effects of mentoring have tended to
be assessed independently of other potential
resources. These strategies mask issues of
selection and the extent to which existing
resources condition the effectiveness of men-
toring relationships. Without examining men-
toring as a component of a larger constella-
tion of social relationships among youths,
past studies have been unable to identify
whether informal mentors enable youths to
compensate for the lack of available social
resources or complement the wealth of
resources maintained by the advantaged
(Hamilton and Hamilton 2004; Rhodes 2002).
The focus on mentors of disadvantaged
youths implies that mentoring helps at-risk
youths “catch up” to their more fortunate
contemporaries. Yet, informal mentoring may
actually be more prevalent among and more
effective for advantaged youths.

In this article, we address these issues
through an empirical examination of the
National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent
Health (Add Health). First, we assess the
impact of informal mentoring on the educa-
tional success of young people. In doing so,
we draw from the Add Health Academic
Achievement study (AHAA), which links infor-
mation on Add Health respondents to data
from high school transcripts to examine stu-
dents’ scholastic performance in high school.
We also investigate educational attainment
through self-reported survey information in

Wave 3 of Add Health. These outcomes refer
to distinct, although related, processes, with
achievement referring to the educational per-
formance of students during the high school
years and educational attainment generating
insights into longer-term educational trajecto-
ries and prospects for socioeconomic careers.
In combination, these perspectives provide a
more nuanced understanding of the specific
contexts in which mentors are likely to matter
the most. Second, we investigate the specific
types of mentors (relatives, friends, teachers,
or community members) who have the great-
est influence on educational performance and
attainment. Third, we situate the relationship
between informal mentoring and educational
success within the context of a broader set of
potential resources (including those that are
linked to social background, parents and
peers, school, and the individual). In other
words, we consider whether the availability of
these various social resources conditions the
formation and effectiveness of mentoring
relationships. 

The present study shows that mentors
have a strong positive impact on both per-
formance in high school and educational
attainment overall, even after other resources
on which youths may draw are controlled for.
Relatives, friends, teachers, and community-
based mentors all contribute to educational
success. The findings also show that mentor-
ing can serve as both a compensatory and a
complementary resource for young people.
Mentoring relationships are more likely to
form among youths with an abundance of
other resources to draw upon, thereby high-
lighting the complementary role that mentor-
ing plays for the socially advantaged. The
results on the effectiveness of mentoring are
more mixed. Mentoring relationships with rel-
atives result in more positive educational
attainment for advantaged than disadvan-
taged youths. Relatives of advantaged adoles-
cents most likely have valuable expertise on
education. However, teacher mentors have a
substantial impact on the educational attain-
ment of disadvantaged youths. Consequently,
this article shows (1) how mentoring relation-
ships can contribute to individual educational
success and (2) how mentoring can promote
both greater equality and greater inequality in
society.
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IMPACT OF MENTORING 
RELATIONSHIPS ON EDUCATION

By focusing on the influence of social relation-
ships on educational success, our study fol-
lows a tradition of research on social capital.
Much of the initial emphasis on social capital
was on the controlling and constraining
aspects of relationships (e.g., Coleman 1988).
However, our research is more squarely
aligned with recent conceptualizations of
social capital that have highlighted the impor-
tance of resources embedded in social net-
works (Kim and Schneider 2005; Lin 2001;
Maeroff 1998; Stanton-Salazar 2001;
Stanton-Salazar and Dornbusch 1995). In this
way, we note that mentors serve as vital
resources that youths may draw on to achieve
academic success. 

Mentors are nonparental adults in the lives
of young people, typically several years older
than their protégés, and may come from dif-
ferent relationships: relatives, older siblings
and friends, teachers, coaches, clergy,
employers, or coworkers (Rhodes 1994).
What distinguishes typical nonparental adult
relationships from mentoring relationships—
for example, teachers from teacher mentors—
is that a mentor steps outside the boundaries
of his or her typical role to take a special inter-
est in a young person, offering advice and
support to help the young person find his or
her way in the social environment (Jacobi
1991). Consequently, mentors represent a
potentially important resource for youths dur-
ing the transition to adulthood and beyond.

Compared to mentoring, other predictors
of educational success, such as social back-
ground and the resources indexed by parents,
peers, schools, and individual attributes, have
received far greater attention from
researchers. First, a number of social back-
ground factors are associated with education-
al performance, including race (Wiggan
2007) and neighborhood characteristics
(Garner and Raudenbush 1991). Second,
numerous studies have documented how par-
ents can positively influence their children’s
education through effective surveillance and
sanctioning (Coleman and Hoffer 1987) and
by providing information and encouragement
about educational opportunities (Kim and
Schneider 2005; Stanton-Salazar and

Dornbusch 1995). Third, although many
studies have examined the negative influence
of peers (e.g., Woodward and Fergusson
2000), peers can also serve as a positive
resource for young people. Friendship net-
works can influence educational achievement
by promoting engagement with school, pro-
viding social support, and offering a set of
behavioral models (Crosnoe, Cavanagh, and
Elder 2003; Nora et al. 1996; Robertson and
Symons 2003). Fourth, youths also draw from
resources that are available in the school envi-
ronment. Prior research has shown that small-
er class sizes (Mosteller 1995) and schools
with fewer enrollees (Kuziemko 2006) con-
tribute substantially to students’ learning.
Furthermore, student-teacher relationships
create school environments that can facilitate
students’ engagement in school and reduce
rates of dropout (Lee and Burkam 2003). Last,
young people also bring their own personal
resources to social interactions and environ-
ments that can influence their overall educa-
tional trajectories. For example, researchers
have long recognized that aspirations and
aptitude have a strong impact on educational
attainment (e.g., Sewell et al. 1970). 

Mentoring is distinct from these other
resources, yet few have examined its impact
on education. Most research on the mentor-
ing of adolescents has come from the “risk
and resilience” tradition in developmental
psychology. This work has shown that men-
tors enable “at-risk” youths to adapt to signif-
icant adversity in their lives (e.g., Masten and
Coatsworth 1998). Even in the face of serious
threats to their developmental well-being
(e.g., neighborhood disadvantage, childhood
poverty, and abuse), young people are often
able to become competent, well-adjusted
adults (Luthar, Cicchetti, and Becker 2000).
Resilience depends, in large part, on access to
and participation in nurturing relationships
with nonparental adults (Werner and Smith
1982, 2001). 

Most of the empirical research on mentor-
ing has drawn from samples of disadvantaged
youths (e.g., Rhodes, Ebert, and Fischer 1992)
or has examined formal mentoring programs
that match at-risk youths to adult volunteers
or mentors (e.g., Rhodes, Grossman, and
Resch 2000). The results from these studies
have shown that these relationships generally
have a positive impact on the lives of disad-
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vantaged youths (DuBois et al. 2002).
However, little has been said about the role
that mentoring plays in the larger population
of youths. Mentors may (or may not) play an
instrumental role in the lives of youths who
do not experience similar adversity.
Furthermore, the emphasis on mentoring in
formal programs fails to address the effective-
ness of mentoring that occurs in natural envi-
ronments. 

The few studies that have examined natu-
rally occurring mentoring relationships have
reported that 75 percent to 80 percent of
youths have an informal mentor (Beam et al.
2002; McDonald et al. 2007). The results of
both quantitative and qualitative research
have shown that young people tend to bene-
fit from having informal mentors in their lives
(Ianni 1989; Maeroff 1998; Rhodes,
Contreras, and Mangelsdorf 1994; Stanton-
Salazar 2001; Williams and Kornblum 1985;
Zimmerman, Bingenheimer, and Notaro
2002). For example, Stanton-Salazar and
Spina (2003) presented numerous examples
of how nonparental adults provide advice,
emotional support, and role modeling to help
Mexican American youths turn their lives
around. In particular, they emphasized the
emotional support provided by mentors, as
expressed by the following quote from a
respondent: “[Mentors] make you feel like
you’re not the only one that’s going through
this, that there are other people like you
that’ve succeeded” (p. 248). 

Studies of informal mentoring are valuable,
but they have been based primarily on small
regional samples of at-risk or disadvantaged
populations, such as pregnant teenagers,
lower-income African Americans, Hispanics,
or urban youths (e.g., Klaw and Rhodes 1995;
Sanchez and Reyes 1999; Zimmerman et al.
2002). Consequently, much remains
unknown about informal mentoring in the
lives of youths in the general population. One
exception, though, is the research of DuBois
and Silverthorn (2005), who analyzed the
public-use version of the Add Health data and
found that youths who identified informal
mentors were more likely to complete high
school and to attend college. 

We extend DuBois and Silverthorn’s (2005)
research in a number of ways. First, we analyze
the relationship between mentoring and educa-
tional outcomes using the full set of data from

the Add Health study, rather than the more
restrictive public-use sample. We also draw
from a richer set of information from Add
Health. That is, we conducted analyses on mul-
tiple waves of survey data, including the youth
in-home interviews, in-school surveys, parent
interviews, peer network data, school adminis-
tration data, and high school transcripts. This
approach allows us to analyze a more extensive
set of control variables and to expand the set of
dependent variables to examine educational
performance in high school and overall educa-
tional attainment. On the basis of evidence
from prior studies, we anticipate that informal
mentoring relationships have a positive effect
on educational performance (grades in high
school) and on educational attainment (highest
degree received). We also expect this relation-
ship to be independent of the social back-
ground and other resources from which youths
can draw. With these issues in mind, we pro-
pose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: Mentoring will be positively
related to educational performance and
attainment.

As we noted earlier, mentors vary in the
social roles that they fill for young people.
Consequently, we examine variation in the
effect of mentoring on educational outcomes
across different social roles. We expect that all
types of mentors—relatives, friends, teachers,
and community members—will have a posi-
tive influence on educational performance
and attainment. However, teacher mentors
should have a greater impact than other men-
tors in view of their central role in the educa-
tional process and the kinds of knowledge,
skills, and ethics they impart to young people,
which leads to Hypothesis 2: 

Hypothesis 2: Relative, friend, teacher, and com-
munity mentors will positively influence the edu-
cational performance and attainment, but
teachers are likely to have the greatest impact.

INFORMAL MENTORING IN 
CONTEXT

Mentors are merely one resource in a constel-
lation of other potential resources (Higgins
and Thomas 2001). While studies have exam-
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ined the independent influence of mentoring
on various outcomes, few have examined
mentoring within the broader context of ado-
lescent relationships and environments
(Hamilton and Hamilton 2004). The kinds of
resources and environments (e.g., coaches,
friends’ parents, and religious youth groups)
that are available to youths should affect the
likelihood of mentoring relationships and con-
dition their effectiveness. 

The second part of our analysis therefore
explores how mentoring interacts with these
other resources to produce unique relation-
ship configurations and educational out-
comes. Understanding these patterns of inter-
action is useful because the patterns help to
specify the role that mentoring plays in either
promoting equality in society or in perpetuat-
ing existing inequities. In the literature on risk
and resilience, the focus on at-risk youths
implies that mentoring relationships help dis-
advantaged youths to catch up with their
more advantaged peers. This is a plausible
expectation, especially in the context of for-
mal mentoring programs that target at-risk
youths, but informal mentoring relationships
that develop naturally may not follow this
pattern. These relationships may only
enhance existing inequalities by enabling
advantaged youths to achieve even greater
success, while leaving disadvantaged youths
to fend for themselves. Theories of cumulative
advantage or disadvantage imply that social
resources tend to accumulate for individuals
who start out with many advantages in life
(DiPrete and Eirich 2006; O’Rand 2006).
Consequently, one of the more pressing ques-
tions in research on mentoring is whether
mentoring resources compensate for the lack
of other social resources or complement the
resources of those who are rich in social capi-
tal (see Darling, Hamilton, and Shaver 2003;
McDonald et al. 2007; Rhodes 1994). 

Answering this question requires an under-
standing of how existing resources both facil-
itate selection into and condition the effec-
tiveness of mentoring. Selection processes are
substantively important because they lead
young people either into or away from such
relationships, ultimately influencing their
chances for educational success or failure
(Caspi 2004). Personal resources, for exam-
ple, should be considered important determi-
nants of selection into mentoring relation-

ships, since they are not formed at random.
Competent, intelligent, goal-oriented adoles-
cents are likely to be more able to engage in
relationships with nonparental adults (Sewell,
Haller, and Portes 1969). At the same time,
these skills tend to make youths more attrac-
tive as relationship partners to adults who are
inclined to mentor young people. Therefore,
we anticipate that mentoring relationships are
more likely to form among youths who are
academically gifted, physically attractive,
and/or gregarious and easy to get along with. 

Furthermore, access to a variety of social
environments (e.g., athletic teams and employ-
ment) facilitates the development of mentoring
relationships (Barajas and Pierce 2001;
Hamilton and Hamilton 2005; Mortimer 2003).
Significant others are also more likely to form
relationships with young people with whom
they share similar cultural values (Stanton-
Salazar and Dornbusch 1995). In this way,
race/ethnicity and neighborhood disadvantage
structure access to informal mentors. Prior
research has shown that young blacks in disad-
vantaged inner cities have relatively few adults
in their communities whom they can depend
on for guidance and positive role models
(Newman 2000; Wilson 1987). Finally, youths
with many of the social resources described ear-
lier would seemingly be more likely than disad-
vantaged youths to develop useful relationships
with nonparental adults. These resources facili-
tate access to environments that are rich in
social capital and help to provide young people
with the skills that are necessary to engage in
these relationships and to identify their useful-
ness. Some evidence indicates that advantaged
youths are more likely to develop informal men-
toring relationships (Zimmerman,
Bingenheimer, and Behrendt 2005), suggesting
that access to mentoring is indeed complemen-
tary rather than compensatory, which leads to
Hypothesis 3:

Hypothesis 3: Youths with extensive social
resources (in terms of social background and
parental, peer, school, and personal resources)
will be more likely to form mentoring relation-
ships.

The effectiveness of mentoring relation-
ships also depends on existing resources. For
example, studies of resilience have consistent-
ly shown that intelligent youths are more like-
ly to show resilience when faced with a variety
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of personal and environmental risks (Sameroff,
Gutman, and Peck 2003). This evidence sug-
gests that personal resources are important
factors that condition the effects of the larger
environment. The same has been shown for
parental, peer, and community resources
(Rhodes et al. 1994). Mentoring may unlock
benefits that are latent within the existing
resources of young people (Anderson 1990).
In other words, advantaged youths may be
better equipped to benefit from the opportu-
nities afforded by mentoring relationships.
However, other research has found the exact
opposite: that mentoring may be more bene-
ficial for at-risk youths. For example, evidence
from qualitative interviews has revealed that
support from teachers, coaches, and other
school personnel has a greater impact on the
lives of youths from lower- and working-class
backgrounds than those from the middle- and
upper-class backgrounds (Stanton-Salazar
2001). This evidence is consistent with find-
ings from quantitative analyses that have
demonstrated that contact with teachers out-
side the classroom is negatively and signifi-
cantly associated with dropping out among
at-risk youths, but not among socially advan-
taged youths (Croninger and Lee 2001).
Disadvantaged youths therefore have more to
gain from mentoring relationships and more
to lose from not having them. Consequently,
we expect that while at-risk youths are least
likely to develop informal mentoring relation-
ships, they are more likely to benefit from
them than are socially advantaged youths
(Rhodes 2005), as suggested in Hypothesis 4:

Hypothesis 4: The effectiveness of mentoring
on educational performance and attainment
will be greatest for youths with few social
resources (in terms of social background and
parental, peer, school, and personal re-
sources).

METHODOLOGY

Data

Our study was based on data from the
National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent
Health (Add Health) and the Adolescent
Health and Academic Achievement (AHAA)
study, which is an extension of Add Health.

Add Health is a nationally representative study
of adolescents in Grades 7–12 in the United
States in 1994. The data included in-depth
interviews with adolescents and their parents,
which provided detailed information on child
outcomes, family and peer relationships, and
school and neighborhood characteristics. Add
Health used a multistage, stratified, school-
based cluster sampling design. Included in
the sample were students from 80 high
schools (both public and private) and a corre-
sponding feeder junior high or middle school.
While some minority racial/ethnic groups
were sampled in proportion to their size with-
in the U.S. population, smaller racial/ethnic
groups were oversampled. Additional infor-
mation on the study can be found in Harris et
al. (2003). The Add Health data in our study
included the in-school survey (1994), three
waves of in-home interviews (1995, 1996,
and 2001), the parent survey (1994), and the
school administrator survey (1994).

As part of Wave 3 of Add Health, respon-
dents were asked to sign a high school tran-
script release form authorizing the collection
of their official transcripts from the last high
school they attended (see www.cpc.unc.edu/
projects/addhealth). Approximately 91 per-
cent of the respondents complied, resulting in
the collection of more than 12,000 tran-
scripts. The AHAA team subsequently devel-
oped a variety of indicators of students’
course taking and performance throughout
their high school experience (see
www.prc.utexas.edu/ahaa). 

The nationally representative component
of Add Health (with valid sample weights) at
Wave 3 included 14,322 participants, for a
response rate of 76 percent. This was the
baseline sample for this study because men-
tors were assessed at Wave 3. We removed
170 respondents from the sample who did
not have valid data on whether they had a
mentor or did not describe the relationship
with this person. A small number of variables
in our analyses had relatively large amounts of
missing data, partly because of the inclusion
of data from various sources within the Add
Health data archive and the AHAA (ranging
from 5 percent to 39 percent of cases).
Following previous studies using Add Health
and AHAA (e.g., Riegle-Crumb, Farkas, and
Muller 2006), we treated these cases using
embedded dummy variables (Hardy and
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Reynolds 2004). This procedure creates a
dichotomous indicator for missing data and
recodes the substantive variable to its sample
mean. The remaining variables had negligible
amounts of missing data and were treated
with listwise deletion. This procedure resulted
in 9,216 cases with valid data for 12th-grade
GPA (from AHAA) and 12,621 cases for the
highest degree achieved. To ensure temporal
ordering for the analysis of the contexts that
condition the formation of mentoring rela-
tionships (Hypothesis 3), we restricted analy-
ses of mentors’ prevalence (Table 3) to only
6,819 cases; 4,433 respondents reported that
their mentor became important before Add
Health’s initial data collection. In other words,
by limiting the analysis predicting mentoring
relationships in this way, we attempted to
make certain that the analyses represent how
the characteristics of adolescents conditioned
the formation of mentoring relationships and
not the effect of mentoring on the character-
istics of adolescents.1 Those who were exclud-
ed here were included in all the other analy-
ses.

Because Add Health is clustered by school
and cases had an unequal probability of being
selected into the sample, biased coefficients
and underestimated standard errors are likely.
To correct for this problem, all models were
estimated using the SURVEY commands in
STATA, which provides correct estimates of
coefficients and standard errors (Chantala
2002). 

Measures

Dependent Variables Twelfth-grade GPA
was taken from the AHAA and represents the
average of all courses taken for the entire sen-
ior year. Highest degree achieved came from
the Wave 3 in-home interviews; it is an ordi-
nal measure with five categories—less than
high school degree, high school degree or
general equivalency diploma, some college
but no degree, a two-year college degree,
and a four-year college degree or more.

Mentoring  All data on mentoring came
from the Wave 3 in-home interviews and were
reported by the young person. Informal men-
tors were identified with the following ques-
tion: “Some young people know adults, other
than their parents, who make an important

positive difference in their lives. Some do not.
Has an adult, other than your parents or step-
parents, made an important positive differ-
ence in your life at any time since you were 14
years old?” If there was more than one influ-
ential adult, the respondents were asked to
report only on the most important. 

The mentor’s social role, or relationship to
the young person, was identified by the
respondent as an adult relative (brother, sis-
ter, grandparent, aunt, uncle, spouse, or part-
ner), friend, teacher (teacher or guidance
counselor, coach or athletic director), or com-
munity member (minister, priest, rabbi, or
other religious leader; employer; coworker;
neighbor; friend’s parent; doctor, therapist, or
social worker; or other). It is important to note
that most of these roles are formal roles, and
some place adults in positions in which they
are expected to contribute to the develop-
ment of young people (e.g., teacher and min-
ister). However, the mentoring behaviors
themselves, or the perception that someone
in one of these roles is a mentor, occurs infor-
mally. We do not consider that any of the
roles just listed occur within formal mentoring
organizations, which is a requirement for
identifying formal mentors.

Social Background Race-ethnicity was coded
white, black or African American, Hispanic,
American Indian or Native American, and
Asian or Pacific Islander. In Add Health,
Hispanic ethnicity is assessed using a separate
question than race. In our variable, those who
reported Hispanic ethnicity were coded as
Hispanic regardless of their racial classifica-
tion. The neighborhood disadvantage variable
was developed to identify the concentrated
disadvantage that is associated with racially
segregated urban neighborhoods (Sampson,
Morenoff, and Earls 1999). The scale used
data from the 1990 U.S. census and was
measured at the block-group level. Five items
were included: percentage below the poverty
line, percentage receiving public assistance,
percentage unemployed, percentage of
female-headed families with children, and
percentage black. The items were submitted
to a principle-components factor analysis, and
only one factor was extracted with factor
loadings ranging from .72 to .89. In creating
the summed scale, individual items were
weighted by their factor scores. 
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Parental Resources In the parent survey, the
responding parent reported the total house-
hold before-tax income. We also included
whether or not the responding parent was a
member of the PTA as a measure of intergen-
erational closure. Living in a two-parent biolog-
ical family was coded 1 if the young person
lived with both biological parents and 0 for all
other family types. Highest parent’s education
was measured using the parent report. The
responding parent was asked: “How far did
you go in school?” and “How far did your cur-
rent spouse or partner go in school?” Parental
education was the higher of the two reports.
If a parent report was not available, we used
the Wave 1 child in-home data (when avail-
able) or the in-school data. Relationship with
parents consisted of the mean score of four
items concerning the quality of the parent-
child relationship. The youths said whether
they (1) felt close to their mothers or fathers,
(2) felt that their mothers or fathers were
warm, (3) felt that they communicated well
with their mothers or fathers, and (4) were
satisfied with their relationships with mothers
or fathers. The responses were rated on a 5-
point scale, which ranged from 1 (“not at all”
for the first item and “strongly disagree” for
the remaining three) to 5 (“all the time” for
the first item and “strongly agree” for the
remaining three). Mean scores were calculat-
ed for these items (a Cronbach’s alpha of .86
for fathers and .90 for mothers). The mean of
the mothers’ and fathers’ scores was used. 

Peer Resources The respondents were asked
to nominate up to 10 friends (5 male and 5
female). Number of friends is the sum of the
respondents’ total nominations. When one of
the nominated friends was also a member of
the Add Health sample, it was possible to
match the nominations with the data from
transcripts. Mean friends’ 9th-grade GPA was
the mean of the average grade for the entire
school year for all nominated friends who
could be matched with valid data from the
transcript. This variable was used as a predic-
tor of 12th-grade GPA and educational attain-
ment (see Table 2). For the analysis of the
mentoring antecedents (see Table 3 and
Appendix Table A1), we used mean friends’
Wave 1 GPA, which was the mean of the aver-
age grade for all nominated friends who had
valid Wave 1 data. Peer network centrality was

measured using the Bonacich centrality meas-
ure (Bonacich 1987), which is an ego-based
measure of centrality that is weighted by the
centrality of those to whom ego is tied. 

School Resources We used two questions
from the in-school survey to assess the stu-
dent-teacher environment at school. The
respondents reported how often they had
trouble getting along with teachers at their
school and how much they agreed that teach-
ers at their school treat students fairly. The
mean of these two items was calculated for
each school. School administrators estimated
the average class size in their school. They also
reported on the overall school size. The
response categories presented to them were
(1) small (1–400), (2) medium (401–1,000),
and (3) large (1,001–4,000).

Personal Resources The interviewers were
asked to rate each respondent’s attractiveness
in terms of physical appearance and personali-
ty. Responses ranged from 1 “very unattrac-
tive” to 5 “very attractive.” The respondents’
college aspirations were assessed using the fol-
lowing question: “How much do you want to
go to college?” Responses ranged from 1
(low) to 5 (high). The Add Health Picture
Vocabulary Test (PVT) is an abridged version
of the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test,
Revised (Dunn 1981), which was designed to
measure hearing vocabulary for Standard
American English. Scores were standardized
by age to have a mean of 100 and a standard
deviation of 15. To account for some of the
difficulties with the timing of the formation of
mentoring relationships and Add Health’s
measurement of mentoring, we used two dif-
ferent measures of GPA. The analysis of 12th-
grade GPA and highest degree achieved (see
Table 2) used 9th-grade GPA, which was taken
from the AHAA and is the average of all cours-
es taken for the entire 9th-grade year. We
used the self-report of grades from Wave 1 to
create a measure of GPA in the analysis pre-
dicting mentoring relationships (see Table 3
and Appendix Table A1). 

Additional Variables  We controlled for a
number of additional variables. Age was meas-
ured in years at the time of the Wave 3 inter-
view. Gender was indicated with a dummy
variable for female (male = reference catego-
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ry). Private school was also a dummy variable
(private school = 1, public school = 0).
Extracurricular activities were measured by
summing the affirmative responses to a list of
activities that the students reported being
involved in, including school academic clubs
(e.g., math or French), sports teams, and stu-
dent government. The respondents reported
the number of hours they worked for pay dur-
ing a typical nonsummer week. We created
categories representing 0 hours, 1 to 20
hours, and 20+ hours. Descriptive statistics for
all the variables are presented in Table 1.

Analysis

The analysis proceeds in three stages. First, we
model 12th-grade GPA and highest degree
achieved using ordinary least-squares (OLS)
regression and the ordinal logit model (Long
1997), respectively. This set of analyses con-
trols for resources that are related to educa-
tion to assess the independent effects of men-
toring (Hypothesis 1) and whether a mentor’s
social role has an impact on the educational
process (Hypothesis 2). Second, we investi-
gate whether the prevalence of mentoring
relationships for youths depends on their
advantaged or disadvantaged status, as indi-
cated by social background and parental,
peer, school, and personal resources
(Hypothesis 3). To ensure that our measures
of advantage/disadvantage condition the for-
mation of mentoring relationships as opposed
to being their result, we include only respon-
dents in this portion of the analysis who
reported that their mentor became important
after Wave 1. Third, we test whether the effect
of mentoring relationships on educational
outcomes depends on resources available to
youths (Hypothesis 4). Specifically, we exam-
ine interactions between having a mentor (in
particular, the mentor’s social role) and other
resources, such as parents’ socioeconomic
status, friends’ grades, a positive student-
teacher environment, and educational aspira-
tions. Positive interactions between youth
resources and mentoring would indicate that
mentors are more effective for youths with
many resources; negative interactions suggest
that mentors are more effective for disadvan-
taged youths who lack resources.

RESULTS

First, we report the impact that informal men-
tors have on the educational achievement
and attainment of young people. Models 1–3
in Table 2 present the slope coefficients from
the OLS regression on 12th-grade GPA. It is
important to note that because we controlled
for 9th-grade GPA, the results for the first
three regression models report the relation-
ship between mentoring and a change in a
young person’s GPA between the 9th and
12th grades. Model 1 estimates the relation-
ships between GPA and various resources and
serves as a baseline for testing the independ-
ent effect of mentoring on grades. 

On average, the young women displayed a
greater increase in grades over the course of
high school than did the young men.
Students who attended private schools had
smaller increases in grades than did those in
public schools, perhaps because private
school students had higher GPAs beginning in
the 9th grade (the mean GPA for students in
private schools was 2.94 compared to 2.57 in
public schools). Black and Asian youths
showed less change in GPA relative to whites.
Parental resources (living with biological par-
ents, highest parent’s education, and quality
of the relationship with parents) are all posi-
tively related to change in grades. Among
peer resources, only friends’ average GPA is
significantly related to grades—young people
have higher grades when their friends are
high achievers. Having a positive student-
teacher environment in the school is associat-
ed with students’ higher achievement. Being
more physically attractive is also positively
related to an increase in grades from the
freshman to the senior year. In Model 2, hav-
ing a mentor is highly significant and positive-
ly related to higher grade achievement, even
after all the other independent variables are
controlled. The control variables changed lit-
tle with mentoring included in the regression
model. The results in Model 3 show that all
the social roles of mentors except for friends
contribute to significant increases in grades.  

Models 4–6 in Table 2 focus on the highest
degree achieved and report the odds ratios
from ordinal logistic regression on this out-
come. Odds ratios represent the factor
change in the odds of an event occurring for
a unit change in the independent variable.
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Table 1. Informal Mentoring and Education: Descriptive Statistics (N = 12,621)

Variable Mean SD Minimum Maximum

12th-Grade GPAa 2.75 .73 0 4
Highest degree achieved 2.71 1.08 1 5
Age 21.72 1.82 18 27
Female .49 .50 0 1
Private school .07 .26 0 1
Extracurricular activities 1.64 2.12 0 15
Work

0 hours .47 .50 0 1
1 - 20 hours .41 .49 0 1
21+ hours .12 .32 0 1

Social Background
Race-ethnicity

White .65 .48 0 1
Black .16 .36 0 1
Asian .04 .20 0 1
Hispanic .12 .32 0 1
Native American .03 .17 0 1

Neighborhood disadvantage .55 .43 0 3
Neighborhood disadvantage—Missing .14 .35 0 1

Parental Resources
Family income (in $1,000) 45.82 40.74 0 999
Family income—Missing .21 .41 0 1
Parent in PTA .33 .44 0 1
Parent in PTA—Missing .12 .32 0 1
Two-parent biological family .57 .49 0 1
Highest parent’s education 2.80 1.01 0 4
Relationship with parents 3.26 .66 1 4

Peer Resources
Number of friends 6.43 3.46 0 10
Friends’ mean 9th-grade GPA 2.86 .43 0 4
Friends’ mean 9th-grade GPA—Missing .39 .49 0 1
Friends’ mean Wave 1 GPA 2.89 .53 1 4
Peer network centrality .83 .52 0 4
Peer network centrality—Missing .32 .47 0 1

School Resources
Student-teacher environment 3.60 .14 3 4
Student-teacher environment—Missing .28 .45 0 1
Average class size 25.60 4.94 10 39
School size 2.22 .71 1 3

Personal Resources
Physical attractiveness 3.57 .86 1 5
Personality attractiveness 3.60 .83 1 5
College aspirations 4.44 1.02 1 5
Picture Vocabulary Test 100.55 14.09 10 137
Picture Vocabulary Test—Missing .05 .22 0 1



Odds ratios higher than 1 represent an
increase, and those lower than 1 indicate a
decrease in the odds of the outcome. For
example, the odds ratio for age in Model 4 is
1.415, indicating that a year increase in age
increases the odds of obtaining more educa-
tion by a factor of 1.415, or about 42 percent.
Alternatively, the odds ratio for working 21
hours or more per week, .892 (though not
statistically significant), means that intensive
work experience decreases the odds of higher
educational achievement by a factor of .892
(or by about 11 percent) relative to not work-
ing. 

Model 4 reports the baseline results before
examining whether having a mentor affects
educational attainment. Older youths com-
pleted more schooling, but they also had
more time to advance through higher educa-
tion.2 Young women achieved higher levels of
education, as did students who participated
in extracurricular activities and attended pri-
vate school. Black, Hispanic, and Asian youths
tend to rank higher on educational attain-
ment when other resources are controlled,
while youths from disadvantaged neighbor-
hoods rank lower. Higher incomes and having
a parent in the PTA are both associated with
increases in the odds of further educational
advancement. Parents’ education and living
with both biological parents are positively
related to attainment, but the quality of the
parent relationship is not. Number of friend-
ships, friends’ GPA, and being more central in
one’s peer network are all positively related to
attainment. School resources, however, are

not significantly related to the highest degree
attained. Being more personally attractive,
having higher educational aspirations and
higher grades as a freshman, and scoring
higher on the PVT are all significantly predic-
tive of advancement in educational attain-
ment. Having a mentor is also beneficial for
educational attainment (see Model 5). Youths
with a mentor are 53 percent more likely to
advance to the next level of education than
are youths who do not have a mentor.
Teacher mentors are most strongly related to
attainment, but relative, friend, and commu-
nity mentors also have positive and significant
effects (see Model 6). 

To summarize the analysis thus far, infor-
mal mentors have a positive impact on young
people’s education, lending strong support to
Hypothesis 1. These findings are consistent
with those in the literature that mentors are
significant influences on the education of
young people. The effect of mentoring
remains strong and statistically significant
even after the effects of other resources
(including social background and parent,
peer, teacher, and personal resources) that are
known to influence education are controlled. 

We turn next to whether the resources of
students facilitate the formation of mentoring
relationships. Table 3 reports the predicted
probabilities of having a mentor with a partic-
ular social role for advantaged and disadvan-
taged youths. These results are based on the
multinomial logistic regression reported in
Appendix Table A1.3 We present our findings
as predicted probabilities because this
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Table 1. Continued

Variable Mean SD Minimum Maximum

9th-grade GPA 2.60 .89 0 4
Wave 1 GPA 2.89 .75 1 4

Mentoring
Mentor .75 .44 0 1

Social role
Relative .26 .44 0 1
Teacher .19 .39 0 1
Friend .13 .34 0 1
Community .16 .37 0 1

aValid N = 9,216.
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Table 2. Influences on Educational Achievement and Attainment

12th-Grade GPAa Highest Degree Achievedb

Variable (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Age -.007 -.005 -.004 1.373*** 1.381*** 1.387***
Female .204*** .203*** .204*** 1.312*** 1.298*** 1.301***
Private school -.113* -.110 -.110 1.842*** 1.860*** 1.842***
Extracurricular activities .008 .007 .007 1.058*** 1.055*** 1.052***
Work

0 hours — — — — — —
1–20 hours -.023 -.028 -.026 1.052 1.036 1.044
21+ hours -.043 -.049 -.046 .891 .879 .889

Social Background
Race

White — — — — — —
Black -.076* -.078* -.077* 1.760*** 1.755*** 1.754***
Asian -.116* -.114* -.115* 1.373 1.387 1.376
Hispanic -.037 -.035 -.035 1.225 1.247 1.250
Native American -.031 -.031 -.028 .814 .818 .823

Neighborhood disadvantage -.028 -.029 -.031 .826 .823* .824*
Neighborhood disadvantage—Missing .010 .008 .006 .926 .919 .912

Parental Resources
Family income (in $1,000) .001** .001** .001** 1.003*** 1.003*** 1.003***
Family income—Missing -.021 -.020 -.019 .970 .973 .973
Parent in PTA .017 .019 .018 1.217*** 1.226*** 1.222***
Parent in PTA—Missing .041 .043 .042 .986 .990 .982
Two-parent biological family .058** .058** .057** 1.579*** 1.579*** 1.573***
Highest parent’s education .044*** .041*** .041*** 1.443*** 1.431*** 1.435***
Relationship with parents .035* .035* .035* 1.045 1.042 1.042

Peer Resources
Number of friends .004 .003 .003 1.020 1.015 1.015
Friends’ mean 9th-grade GPA .102*** .101*** .100*** 1.174** 1.167* 1.163*
Friends’ mean 9th-grade GPA—Missing .004 -.001 .000 1.155 1.126 1.125
Peer network centrality .008 .010 .011 1.152* 1.157* 1.159*
Peer network centrality—Missing .119 .116 .119 .824 .813 .820

School Resources
Student-teacher environment .255* .250* .246* 1.381 1.343 1.331
Student-teacher environment—Missing -.090 -.085 -.089 1.021 1.045 1.029
Average class size -.002 -.002 -.002 .990 .990 .990
School size -.084** -.085** -.086** 1.283** 1.278** 1.269**

Personal Resources
Physical attractiveness .035** .036** .037** 1.028 1.035 1.038
Personality attractiveness .015 .013 .012 1.089* 1.079* 1.079*
College aspirations .023 .021 .020 1.489*** 1.482*** 1.477***
Picture Vocabulary Test .002* .002 .002 1.026*** 1.025*** 1.024***
Picture Vocabulary Test—Missing -.008 -.009 -.010 1.038 1.033 1.028
9th-grade GPA .556*** .553*** .551*** 2.301*** 2.290*** 2.268***



approach allowed us to create hypothetical
profiles of youths that have substantive mean-
ing (see Table 3 for a description of the pro-
files). To avoid extreme and unrealistic esti-
mates, we use the 20th and 80th percentiles
to represent youths who are advantaged and
disadvantaged in terms of resources. For
example, we compare the probabilities of
having mentors for youths from advantaged
social backgrounds (whites and Asians plus
those in the 20th percentile for neighborhood
disadvantage) to youths from disadvantaged
social backgrounds (blacks, Hispanics, and
Native Americans plus those in the 80th per-
centile for neighborhood disadvantage).4

Overall, disadvantaged youths are signifi-
cantly less likely to report having a mentor
than are advantaged youths across each of
the categories that we modeled. Youths from
advantaged social backgrounds identify a
mentor 66 percent of the time compared to
62 percent for youths from disadvantaged
backgrounds, but this difference is not statis-
tically significant. Parental resources, howev-
er, significantly predict having a mentor.
Having advantaged peer resources, such as
having more friends, having friends with
higher GPAs, and being central in one’s peer
network, increases the chances of having a
mentor—68 percent for advantaged youths
versus 61 for disadvantaged youths. School
resources are unrelated to identifying a men-
tor. Personal resources, such as having a more
attractive personality and physical appear-

ance, higher educational aspirations, and
intelligence, display the largest gap in the
probability of having a mentor. Seventy-four
percent of these advantaged youths have
mentors compared to only 53 percent of the
disadvantaged. A young person who faces all
these disadvantages has only a 44 percent
likelihood of having a mentor, while an
advantaged youth has an 82 percent chance.
Although no respondents in the sample were
disadvantaged or advantaged in all these
ways, this difference provides a sense of the
power that resources exert on the possibility
of having a mentoring relationship. 

The overall pattern of advantaged youths
being more likely to have a mentor persists,
regardless of the mentor’s social role,
although in some cases there are no differ-
ences in the predicted probabilities or the dif-
ferences were not statistically significant. The
level of parental resources significantly pre-
dicts the probability of having a teacher men-
tor: 20 percent of youths with advantaged
parental resources identified a teacher men-
tor, compared to 14 percent of youths with
few parental resources. Personal resources
contribute significantly to the likelihood of
having a teacher mentor or a mentor in the
community. The combined advantage versus
disadvantage comparison suggests that social
resources play an important role in channel-
ing youths into mentoring relationships, espe-
cially those with teachers and community
members. 
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Table 2. Influences on Educational Achievement and Attainment

12th-Grade GPAa Highest Degree Achievedb

Variable (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Mentoring
Mentor .103*** 1.529***
Social role

Relative .100*** 1.501***
Friend .059 1.400***
Teacher .151*** 1.987***
Community .088** 1.303***

Constant -.483 -.514 -.491
N [9,216] [9,216] [9,216] [12,621] [12,621] [12,621]

aUnstandardized coefficients from the OLS regression.
bOdds ratios from the ordered logistic regression. 
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001; two-tailed tests.



Finally, we examined the interactions
between mentors’ social role and the
resources available to young people to deter-
mine the extent to which mentoring relation-
ships unlock existing resources or compensate
for the lack thereof. We used Model 3 (for

GPA) and Model 6 (for the highest degree
achieved) from Table 2 as baselines and esti-
mated a series of models that included a sin-
gle interaction term between the mentor’s
social role and a youth resource. In Table 4,
we report only the significant interaction
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Table 3. Predicted Probabilities of Having a Mentor from the Multinomial Logistic
Regression for Advantageda and Disadvantagedb Youths

Mentor’s Social Role

Variable Mentor Relative Friend Teacher Community

Social Background
Advantage 66 11 15 18 22
Disadvantage 62 13 16 15 18

Parental Resources
Advantage 68 14 14 20 20
Disadvantage 60 10 16 14 20

Peer Resources
Advantage 68 12 17 17 21
Disadvantage 61 12 14 15 20

School Resources
Advantage 64 11 19 16 18
Disadvantage 65 12 14 18 21

Personal Resources
Advantage 73 12 13 23 25
Disadvantage 53 11 17 10 15

Full Model
Advantage 82 11 15 32 24
Disadvantage 44 9 15 7 13

Note: N = 7,840—Includes only respondents whose mentors became important after Wave
1 to ensure temporal ordering. Bolded predicted probabilities represent statistically significant
differences (i.e., did not have overlapping 95% confidence intervals) within type of resource
and social role. Within a row of the table, the sum of the mentor’s social roles may not equal
the report of mentor because of rounding. 

aAdvantage: social background—white or Asian,.24 neighborhood disadvantage, parental
resources—$58,000 parental income; participates in the PTA, lives with both biological par-
ents, has a parent with a college degree, 3.75 connection to parents; peer resources—nomi-
nated 10 friends, 3.3 mean friends’ Wave I GPA, 1.16 peer network centrality; school
resources—4 teacher-student environment, 20 students per class at school, 2 (401–1,000 stu-
dents) school size; personal resources—very attractive personality, very attractive physically,
high aspirations to attend college, 113 PVT score, 3.5 GPA. 

b Disadvantage: social background—black, Hispanic, or Native American, .78 neighborhood
disadvantage; parental resources—$23k parental income; Does not participate in the PTA, does
not live with both biological parents, highest parent education is high school diploma, 2.5 con-
nection to parents; peer resources—nominated 4 friends, 2.5 mean friends’ Wave 1 GPA, .34
peer network centrality; school resources—3.5 student-teacher environment, 30 students per
class at school, 3 (1,001–4,000 students) school size; personal resources—unattractive person-
ality, physically unattractive, low aspirations for college, 87 PVT score, 2.0 GPA. 



coefficients from these models. To decrease
the likelihood of chance results, we present
only interactions that were significant at p <
.01. For the most part, negative interactions
indicate that mentors are compensatory,
while positive interactions involve comple-
mentary resources. 

Few of the interactions proved to be statis-
tically significant for the models predicting
educational performance in high school. No
clear patterns of association emerged, sug-
gesting that mentoring has a similar impact
on the educational achievement of those with
both few and many social resources.
However, the educational attainment interac-
tions reveal two notable patterns. First, men-
toring from relatives interacts with several of
the personal resource variables in a positive
direction, suggesting that relative mentors
complement existing personal resources in
educational attainment. In other words, rela-
tives in the mentor role are more effective
among youths who already have substantial
personal resources. Second, teacher mentor-
ing interacts negatively with indicators from
each of the resource domains (with the
exception of school resources). Note that the
only positive interaction for teacher mentors
is with neighborhood disadvantage, which is
coded in the opposite direction (higher values
indicate a greater disadvantage) compared to

the other variables (where higher values refer
to a greater advantage). 

It is important to keep in mind that these
coefficients represent interaction effects and
cannot be interpreted in isolation from their
main effects. For example, the interaction
coefficient for teacher and white or Asian is 
-.427 (see Table 4). The negative valence of
the coefficient indicates that the change in
the odds of having a mentor is smaller for
white or Asian youths than for youths from
other racial-ethnic backgrounds. Whether or
not this finding ultimately means that teacher
mentors harm white or Asian youths depends
on the magnitude of the interaction and main
effects. To clarify the interpretation of interac-
tion effects and provide a sense of their sub-
stantive importance, we plotted the change
in probability of attending college across dif-
ferent levels of resources for youths who
reported a relative and teacher mentor in
Figures 1 and 2. These figures incorporate
both interaction and main effects. The values
of resources measured as continuous variables
(presented on the category axis) represent the
20th, 40th, 60th, and 80th percentiles. 

Figure 1 reveals the complementary role of
relatives as mentors. Youths with these mentors
are more likely to attend college than are those
without, but the gap between the two is great-
est among youths with the greatest amount of
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Table 4. Interactions Between Mentoring and Other Resources

Variable Relative Friend Teacher Community

12th Grade GPA
White or Asian -.109
Student-teacher environment .351
Parent in PTA .138
Number of friends -.020

Highest Degree Achieved
White or Asian -.427
Neighborhood disadvantage .409
Parent in PTA -.505
Highest parent’s education -.268
Friends’ average GPA -.433
Personality attractiveness .173
9th-grade GPA .187 -.288
Picture Vocabulary Test .013 -.019

Note: To reduce the potential of reporting chance results, we present only coefficients that
are significant at p < .01, two-tailed tests.



personal resources. In contrast, the compensa-
tory nature of mentoring relationships is shown
in Figure 2 by large differences in the probabil-
ity of attending college when resources are low
and small differences when resources are high.
For example, youths with parents whose educa-
tion is limited have only a 35 percent probabil-
ity of attending college. But if they have a
teacher as a mentor, their chances increase to
65 percent. Children of highly educated par-
ents are very likely to go on to college, regard-
less of whether they have a teacher as mentor
(75%) or not (67%). In other words, the nega-
tive interaction indicates that the help of
teacher mentors is less consequential for the
advantaged than it is for the disadvantaged.
Thus, relative mentors serve as complementary
resources for educational attainment, whereas
teacher mentors have a compensatory impact
on educational attainment.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Informal mentoring is an important and
understudied resource for youths in their edu-

cational careers. In a nationally representative
sample of youths, we find that exposure to
the mentoring of an adult is associated with
greater educational success, in terms of both
educational performance in high school and
overall educational attainment. The effect of
mentoring on education remains strong even
after social background and parental, peer,
school, and personal resources are controlled.
Mentors vary by social role in their effect on
youths’ educational outcomes. It is not sur-
prising that young people with teachers as
mentors tend to have greater educational suc-
cess, whereas having a friend as a mentor is
unrelated to an improvement in grades in
high school. 

Contrary to usual expectations, much of
the evidence shows that mentoring relation-
ships that develop naturally have the potential
for contributing to—rather than reducing—
social inequality. First, youths have unequal
access to the benefits of informal mentoring.
Overall, those with an advantaged back-
ground are more likely than the disadvan-
taged to have an informal mentoring relation-
ship. In other words, mentoring is most com-
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Figure 1. Interaction Between Having a Relative as a Mentor and Youth Resources on the
Highest Degree Achieved: Probability of Attending College. Note: The category axis represents
the 20th, 40th, 60th, and 80th percentiles.



mon among youths who already possess a
wealth of social resources. Second, relatives
appear to be more effective as mentors for the
educational attainment of youths who have
many personal resources on which to draw.
This finding suggests that young people with
a great many personal resources are in a bet-
ter position than are others to take advantage
of the guidance, advice, and support provid-
ed by relatives in the mentor role. In these
ways, mentoring serves primarily as a comple-
mentary resource for advantaged young peo-
ple. 

These findings are consistent with prior
research, which indicated that middle- and
upper-class students develop a broader net-
work of support relationships than do lower-
and working-class students (e.g., Ianni 1989).
Future research should investigate in greater
detail the microprocesses that link youths to
informal mentors. For example, recent
research suggested that some individuals may
possess a “social intelligence” that enables
them to establish rapport and manage social

interactions with relative ease (Goleman
2006). Young people with these abilities
would be more likely than others to establish
and maintain relationships with nonparental
adults. At the same time, other researchers
have noted that a youth’s failure to engage in
relationships with adults is often a purposive
response to disadvantage. That is, some
young people in disadvantaged social envi-
ronments tend to develop a “defiant individ-
ualist character,” which involves extreme
competitiveness, mistrust, and self-reliance
(Sánchez-Jankowski 1991). Such attitudes
limit help-seeking efforts, produce social isola-
tion, and are likely to impede both academic
and personal development (Stanton-Salazar
2001).5

At the same time, disadvantaged youths
benefit significantly when they develop rela-
tionships with mentors. The presence of men-
tors is related to substantial improvements in
the educational fortunes of disadvantaged
youths, even in those instances when mentor-
ing does not provide benefits as profound as
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Figure 2. Interaction Between Having a Teacher as a Mentor and Youth Resources on the
Highest Degree Achieved: Probability of Attending College. Note: The category axis for con-
tinuous variables represents the 20th, 40th, 60th, and 80th percentiles.



those for more advantaged youths.
Furthermore, compelling evidence on the com-
pensatory role of teacher mentoring for educa-
tional attainment is encouraging. Consistent
with prior research (Stanton-Salazar 2001), we
found that the influence of teacher mentors on
educational attainment is the greatest among
the most disadvantaged youths. This finding
highlights an interesting paradox. Teacher
mentors simultaneously serve as complementa-
ry and compensatory resources for young peo-
ple. On the one hand, they are complementary
in prevalence, with advantaged youths being
most likely to identify a teacher as a mentor. On
the other hand, they are compensatory in effec-
tiveness, with disadvantaged youths gaining
more from having a teacher as a mentor.
Disadvantaged youths are the least likely to
have teacher mentors, but they are the most
likely to benefit from them.

Of course, the mentoring module available
in the Add Health data set has a number of
limitations.6 First, the fact that the mentoring
module was measured concurrently with edu-
cational attainment leaves open the possibili-
ty that the responses may have been influ-
enced by educational attainment. Second,
the youths were asked to identify only the
“most influential” mentor. Some studies have
found that youths identify a variety of individ-
uals in their social networks who provide
mentoring functions (e.g., Darling et al.,
2002). It is possible that youths who have
multiple mentors, either simultaneously or
serially, experience even greater gains in their
academic careers. Moreover, when the youths
had multiple mentors in their lives, the word-
ing of the question may have led them to
recall long-lasting mentors more often than
mentoring relationships that were more
ephemeral in nature. Therefore, when com-
pared to the full population of mentoring
relationships, it is reasonable to assume that
this measure may be biased toward long-term
mentoring relationships, although we cannot
be certain on this point, given the available
data. However, this potential bias is unlikely to
alter the findings in a substantial way. Prior
research showed that even temporary assis-
tance from mentors often has long-term con-
sequences for developmental trajectories
(Stanton-Salazar and Spina 2003). 

Third, we are limited in our ability to assess
the influence of the characteristics of mentors

on the educational outcomes of youths. For
example, these outcomes are likely to be
dependent as much on the quality of mentors
as they are on the resources of youths. Youths
with higher levels of personal resources could
benefit more from having a relative as a men-
tor because their relatives come from advan-
taged social backgrounds themselves and
consequently have skills that the relatives of
disadvantaged youths are less likely to have
(Anderson 1999). Similarly, teacher mentors
may help disadvantaged youths not just
because teachers are key in the educational
careers of young people, but because they
come from more advantaged backgrounds
and thus have more to contribute to adoles-
cents’ success. The Add Health data, however,
do not contain measures of the social class or
status of mentors that would be necessary to
test these ideas empirically. Therefore, we
regard these issues as problems for further
investigation.

Overall, the findings of this study validate
the efforts of formal mentoring programs to
match disadvantaged youths with non-
parental adults. Not only are these youths at
risk of countless negative life events and dis-
appointments during the transition to adult-
hood, they are also (not coincidentally) at risk
of failing to develop an important relationship
with a nonparental adult. With this point in
mind, additional programs are needed to link
disadvantaged youths to adults outside the
family. Such initiatives would supplement the
gaps in informal mentoring relationships and
help young people succeed in educational
settings. On the basis of the findings present-
ed here, advances in the area of teacher men-
toring offer the greatest promise for reducing
social inequities. These relationships provide
the greatest compensatory benefits for disad-
vantaged youths, while their relative absence
among the disadvantaged highlights a poten-
tial target for social intervention programs.
Programs that facilitate the development of
mentoring relationships between at-risk
youths and teachers therefore deserve to be a
priority in policy considerations. 

The study also contributes to the research
literature on educational achievement and
attainment. Social and behavioral scientists
have long emphasized the constraints, social
control mechanisms, and norm-enforcement
activities that are designed to keep youths on
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the “right track” (Dika and Singh 2002). More
recently, scholars have convincingly argued
for the importance of supplementing this per-
spective with one that views social relation-
ships as providing valuable resources for
youths to draw upon when making the tran-
sition to adulthood (Kim and Schneider
2005). Our research is aligned with the latter
strategy. Success in the educational process is
often accompanied by help from caring
adults in the lives of young people. Mentors
play an important role in this process.
Research on formal mentoring relationships
has identified a variety of mechanisms by
which mentors influence the lives of young
people (Rhodes et al. 2000; Stanton-Salazar
and Dornbusch 1995), yet little is known
about the mechanisms that operate in these
informal relationships. Future research would
profit from in-depth investigations of those
mechanisms.

The study also demonstrates the impor-
tance of the social context surrounding infor-
mal mentoring relationships. More research
attention is needed on how the timing of
mentoring is related to its character and effec-
tiveness, since the timing of life transitions
can have substantial developmental effects
(Elder and Shanahan 2006). The establish-
ment of mentoring relationships is a potential
life-altering event when experienced at a piv-
otal time in a person’s life. Thus, we need to
gain a better understanding not only of the
short-term gains from social relationships, but
of how these experiences contribute to
longer-term patterns of attainment and
resource accumulation across the life course. 

NOTES

1. An additional sample weight was created
so that the ratio of respondents with mentors

was the same in this reduced sample as in the
original sample. A disproportionate number of
those who were removed reported having an
adult relative as mentor. Analyses (not reported
here) suggested that respondents who were
excluded for this reason were older and more
likely to live with both biological parents and
had lower PVT scores. Furthermore, the results
in Table 4 do not differ substantially from analy-
ses (not reported here) in which these respon-
dents were included. 

2. To examine whether the relationship
between age and educational attainment
influenced our results, we compared analyses
of highest degree achieved in Table 3 for a
younger (age 18–21) and an older (age
22–27) cohort (results not shown). We found
no substantive differences in the effects across
the two groups.

3. To calculate predicted probabilities for a
particular social role, that response category
must be set as the reference category in the
multinomial logistic equation. For instance,
Appendix Table A1 reports odds ratios for the
analysis that was used to calculate the predict-
ed probabilities of not having a mentor
(which we report as having any kind of men-
tor for a more straightforward interpretation).
Thus, the results in Appendix Table A1 are
actually the results of only one of five equa-
tions that were used to calculate the entire set
of predicted probabilities.

4. We conceptualize private school,
extracurricular activities, and employment as
environments that may be conducive to the
formation of mentoring relationships but not
resources per se. We therefore included these
variables in the logistic regression, but held
them constant in the calculation of predicted
probabilities.

5. We thank one of the reviewers for direct-
ing our attention to this line of research.

6. We thank the anonymous reviewers for
pointing out these limitations.
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APPENDIX

Table A1. Antecedents of Informal Mentor Relationships: Odds Ratios from the
Multinomial Logistic Regression

Relative Friend Teacher Community

Age .820*** .852*** .713*** .909**
Female 1.554*** 1.240* 1.184 .969
Private school 1.225 .824 1.035 .696
Extracurricular activities 1.015 1.033 1.057* .995
Work

0 hours — — — —
1–20 hours 1.239 1.325* 1.122 1.207
21+ hours .789 1.479* .877 1.040

Social Background
Race-ethnicity

White — — — —
Black 1.041 .932 .944 .707*
Asian .846 1.209 1.041 .906
Hispanic .934 .901 .699* .851
Native American 1.120 1.638* .961 .797

Neighborhood disadvantage .982 1.003 .754 .952
Neighborhood disadvantage—Missing 1.442* .887 1.295* 1.042

Parental Resources
Family income (in $1,000) 1.001 1.000 .999 1.000
Family income—Missing .923 .998 .895 .911
Parent in the PTA .892 .827 .989 .888
Parent in the PTA—Missing 1.171 .920 .901 .729
Two-parent biological family 1.384** .957 1.260* 1.122
Highest parent’s education 1.067 1.127* 1.221*** 1.164**
Relationship with parents 1.142 1.040 .988 .947

Peer Resources
Number of friends 1.045* 1.068** 1.063** 1.062***
Friends’ mean Wave 1 GPA .877 1.115 1.096 1.030
Peer network centrality 1.089 .932 .861 .822
Peer network centrality—Missing 1.399 1.408 .989 1.026

School Resources
Student-teacher environment .952 1.983 1.230 .821
Student-teacher environment—Missing .633 .508* 1.104 .793
Average class size 1.000 1.004 1.003 1.001
School size 1.105 .992 1.245* 1.026

Personal Resources
Physical attractiveness .961 .870 .911 .985
Personality attractiveness 1.142 1.094 1.073 1.080
College aspirations 1.095 1.038 1.262*** 1.164**
Wave 1 GPA 1.235* .987 1.426*** 1.039
Picture Vocabulary Test .998 1.016*** 1.026*** 1.025***
Picture Vocabulary Test—Missing 1.447 1.167 1.190 1.132

Note: No mentor is the reference category. N = 7,840.  
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001; two-tailed tests.
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