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Topics of Professional Interest
Retaining Hispanic Dietetic Undergraduate Students
through Mentoring and Professional Development
T
HE ACADEMY OF NUTRITION
and Dietetics’ (the Academy’s)
commitment to diversity
within the profession and the

reduction of health disparities is re-
flected by its diversity philosophy
statement,1 the Commission on Die-
tetic Registration Code of Ethics,2 the
Accreditation Council for Education
in Nutrition and Dietetics standards,3

and in terms of education preparation
and retention, the Academy’s Diver-
sity Mentoring project.4 The need to
augment the number of registered
dietitian nutritionists (RDNs) who
are culturally competent to serve
the increasing minority populations
can be accomplished by implement-
ing new curriculum for all dietetic
students5 ,6 and by adding to the
recruitment of culturally diverse stu-
dents into undergraduate dietetic
programs.3 The need to increase
recruitment has been documented,6

but the literature has not addressed
retention of students once they have
been accepted in to a d i e te t i c s
program.
This article describes the implemen-

tation and evaluation of a mentoring
program for Hispanic* undergraduate
dietetics students alongwitha study that
illustrates specific ways in which a
mentoring program can retain minority
students in the dietetics professions and
provide support for their successful en-
try into the profession.7
BACKGROUND
Hispanics suffer from poor college
completion rates when compared with
other Americans; only 35% of 18- to
24-year-old Hispanics who are enrolled
in college finish their degree, compared
with 46% of whites.8 Only 11% of His-
panics aged 18 to 24 years have a bach-
elor’s degree compared with 34% of
whites.9 Factors that contribute to
decreased retention and poor academic
achievement include low income10;
disconnection with institution’s faculty,
student life, and department re-
sources11,12; lackof college-educatedrole
models13-15; lack of parental higher ed-
ucation16; or parents prioritizing obliga-
tions to help with family chores and
spend time with family and school
work.17,18 Mentoring may serve as a
strategy to retain Hispanic students in
higher education programs.19,20

Mentoring is an effective means of
diversifying the health professions.6,21

Two outstanding mentoring programs
in the field of dietetics have been
c and Latino are
in the literature
s of Spanish-
cent who desig-
xican-American,
n, Cuban, or of
. This group is
als with diverse
ntries of origin
Central America
cent immigrants
dividuals whose
the United States
rticle will use the

OURNAL OF THE ACAD
established at the educational prepara-
tion level—the Mentoring Multicultural
Students for the Food and Nutritional
Sciences Program6,22 and theAcademy’s
Building our Future Mentoring Project.4

Other well-evaluated mentoring pro-
grams in fields related to dietetics
include Louisiana State University’s
mentoring program for the science,
technology, engineering, and mathe-
matics fields,23 and allied health.24 Cal-
ifornia State Polytechnic University,
Pomona, is a Hispanic Serving Institu-
tion, with Hispanics comprising ap-
proximately 25% of the student body.
The California State Polytechnic Uni-
versity in Pomona’s Dietetic Mentoring
Program was adapted to fit the needs
of Hispanic students, but is suitable for
any student. This mentoring program
is the first to specifically address the
needs of Hispanic undergraduate di-
etetics students and is based on the
well-documented Tinto theory11 on
higher education retention. Tinto’s
theory identifies three major reasons
for students’ departure from higher
education before earning a degree: ac-
ademic difficulties, inability to match
educational and occupational goals,
and failure to integrate into the intel-
lectual and social life of the institution.

Within the Estudiante Dietético
enhanced undergraduate dietetic cur-
riculum—aimed toward increasing di-
etetics students’ cultural competency,
especially with the Hispanic population
(funded through US Department of
Agriculture-Health Sciences Institute
grant 2009-01198)—we sought to meet
the Academy’s objective to diversify the
RDN workforce by creating and evalu-
ating a studentmentoring program that
would encourage Hispanic students to
complete their bachelor’s degree, attain
a high grade point average, improve
their cultural competency, and learn the
professional skills necessary to have a
competitive edge as they compete for
dietetics internships. The mentoring
program was provided during the
course of 1 academic year and included
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Figure. Estudiante de Dietético program model. Source: Adapted with permission24: Gardner JD. A successful minority retention
project. J Nursing. 2005;44(12):566-568.
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the following: a retention coordinator,
mentors with similar ethnic back-
grounds and common personal and/or
professional goals to their assigned
mentee, opportunities to increase
awareness and connectedness with
university resources, inclusion of family,
and field experience with RDNs and
food and nutrition practitioners who
service the Hispanic community. This
mentoring project was funded in part
by ADVANCE Transformation Grant
054826 from the National Science
Foundation.
DESCRIPTION OF ESTUDIANTE
DIETÉTICO MENTORING
PROGRAM
The Estudiante Dietético mentoring
program model was a synergetic effort
to integrate didactic and experiential
education with support from a reten-
tion coordinator, assigned mentor, and
family. The role of the retention coor-
dinator was to enhance cohesion in the
student cohort, involve family, coordi-
nate student involvement in the com-
munity, and facilitate use of university
resources, as shown in the Figure.
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Participants
California State Polytechnic University,
Pomona, Institutional Review Board
(Protocol 10-172) approved the study
protocol and all participants provided
written informed consent. The sample
consisted of 30 undergraduate dietetics
students recruited from the Estudiante
Dietético program. After attending a
presentation about the mentoring pro-
gram, interested students completed
the informed consent forms. Twenty-
four students (23 women, one man)
volunteered to participate. The mean
age was �23.3 years (range, 19 to 33
years). Students reported their ethnicity
as Mexican American 54% (n¼13), other
Hispanic 17% (n¼4), white non-
Hispanic 17% (n¼4), Pacific Islander 8%
(n¼2), Asian Indian 4% (n¼1), and black
0 (n¼0). Demographic data and student
expectations for the mentoring pro-
gram were collected by surveys. A
one-page biography, a recent photo-
graph, and proof of negative tubercu-
losis test (needed to observe clinics)
were required from each participant
before starting the program. Written
student reflections were collected after
each field and mentor observation
ION AND DIETETICS
experience. Before and after mentoring
intervention assessments of satisfaction
with the Human Nutrition and Food
Science (HNFS) Department program
were also assessed. A control group of
32 dietetics students not participating
in the Estudiante Dietético curriculum
or the mentoring program provided
the department satisfaction compari-
son data. Before and after data were
collected from 17 students (16 women,
one man). Mean age for the control
group was �22.4 years (range, 19 to
33 years), which was not significantly
different from the participating group
(P<0.277). Reported ethnicity for the
control group (n¼17) was as follows:
white 53% (n¼9), Asian 24% (n¼4),
Mexican American 6% (n¼1), mixed
race 18 % (n¼3), and black 0 (n¼0).
The ethnicity of the control students
sample was similar to the distribu-
tion of ethnicities in the department;
however, there were fewer Hispanic
students in the control sample.

Retention Coordinator
The retention coordinator is an RDN
with 7 years’ professional experience
working with the Hispanic community
February 2014 Volume 114 Number 2
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and is a graduate student in the Univer-
sity. She is Hispanic, biliterate in English
and Spanish, and familiar with the dif-
ficulties a Hispanic student may experi-
ence in highereducation. She conducted
an informal voluntary needs assessment
with each student to assess his or her
academic situation and career goals.
Thereafter, shewas available to students
through e-mail, telephone, and sched-
uled appointments at the University.
The retention coordinator also sched-
uled all guest speakers, social gather-
ings, presentations, and resources
provided by University Student Support
Services.

Mentor Recruitment
The retention coordinator recruited
mentors by contacting local RDNs and
food and nutrition practitioners work-
ing with the Hispanic community
through the HNFS Department alumni
e-mail list, face-to-face meetings, tele-
phone calls, e-mails, and referrals. A
follow-up recruitment letter to inter-
ested RDNs and other nutrition pro-
fessionals living within a 40-mile radius
of campus was sent 2 months before
the start of the program, explaining
the program components as well as
expectations for mentor availability and
commitment. A total of 21 food and
nutrition practitioners served as men-
tors, including 17 RDNs (12 working in
nutrition education and five working in
a clinical setting) and four public health
professionals working in nutrition edu-
cation. Although Hispanic RDNs were
preferred as mentors, only four were
available at the time of the study. Two
Hispanic public health professionals
were recruited to expand the number of
similar ethnicity mentors. Mentors were
asked to complete a one-page biography
about their recent work experience,
a brief personal background question-
naire, and supply contact information.
Mentors attended an orientation pro-
vided by the retention coordinator
about the expectations of the program
and elements of good mentoring. Men-
tors were asked to permit their student
mentee to shadow them in their work
environment twice during the program.
Mentors arranged this with their work
environment before student visitation.

Mentor Matching
The retention coordinator matched
students and mentors based on their
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biographies, proximity of student living
arrangements, student dietetics career
goals, and mentor availability to pro-
vide worksite experience. Mentors
with similar ethnic backgrounds were
matched whenever possible because
minority students are more motivated
in higher education when role models
of the same background are acces-
sible.25,26 Because of the number of
mentors, some students were matched
with a mentor willing to work with
two students. Mentors and students
were introduced at the beginning of
the academic year at a social event
designed to introduce the program.
Mentors established and sustained
informal relationships with student
mentees through telephone, e-mail,
and occasional face-to-face meetings.
Dietetics Work Experience
Students were given the opportunity to
shadow and/or assist a nutrition pro-
fessional or nutrition educator within
clinical, community, and nutrition edu-
cation settings. Students controlled the
amount of time they wanted to dedi-
cate to work experience. Students were
asked to complete one-page reflection
summaries for each observed activity
and to describe lessons learned through
their experience.
Professional Development
A combination of didactic education
and field experience has been shown to
enhance student learning and motiva-
tion to succeed.27 The didactic educa-
tion and field experiences included
bimonthly meetings with guest
speakers who presented such topics as
interviewing tips and study skills;
presentations by the retention coordi-
nator on personal growth strategies
such as Strengthsquest,28 which helps
students identify and match strengths
to a career-planning path; Spanish-
language practice meetings; and
dietetics-related skill building activities
such as carbohydrate counting, coun-
seling patients, and delivering nutri-
tion education. In addition, in order to
stimulate mentor and mentee in-
teractions, the retention coordinator
designed and facilitated two hands-on,
interactive workshops. One workshop
involved reviewing and practicing
writing problem, etiology, and signs/
symptoms statements under the
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guidance of a clinical RDN. The other
workshop involved the mentors and
mentees in pairs presenting a cooking
demonstration for the group.

Social Events
Because lack of familial support can
significantly impact student attri-
tion,18,29 two family-centered gather-
ings were held during the academic
year. A “Family Night” was held to
invite parents and significant others to
learn about the program, understand
the rigor of the dietetics coursework,
and meet the program’s faculty, men-
tors, and the retention coordinator. The
“End of Year Dinner” was held to
recognize students, their families, and
their mentors for their accomplish-
ments and their dedication to the pro-
gram and dietetics profession. These
activities are important because a suc-
cessful strategy in retaining Hispanic
college students involves integrating
and educating the whole family about
the college experience30 and recog-
nizing student accomplishment.31

University Services
The retention coordinator provided
orientations on the academic support
services offered by the University. Stu-
dents were strongly encouraged to
seek services such as computer skills
training, public speaking, tutoring, and
participating in mock job interviews. If
students were struggling with an aca-
demic course, the retention coordi-
nator helped them develop a plan to
improve their achievement, including
formation of small peer study groups,
tutoring, and asking for additional
support from the course instructor.
Students who sought Student Support
Services were asked for evidence of
participation.
ASSESSMENT
Several measures were used to assess
success of the program in meeting its
goals. These include perceived support
and satisfaction, attendance, re-
flections, and analysis.

Perceived Support and
Satisfaction
Using a five-score (strongly disagree,
disagree, neutral, agree, and strongly
agree) rating scale and questions
EMY OF NUTRITION AND DIETETICS 191



Table. Ratings of overall satisfaction in the Estudiante de Dietético mentoring program

Item
Strongly agree
% (n)

Agree
% (n)

Neither agree
nor disagree
% (n)

Disagree
% (n)

Strongly disagree
% (n)

1. The program offered practical
information and advice

88 (21) 13 (3) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0)

2. The program increased my
competency to work with the
high-risk population

71 (17) 17 (4) 13 (3) 0 (0) 0 (0)

3. The program enhanced my
self-confidence as a working
professional

75 (18) 21 (5) 4 (1) 0 (0) 0 (0)

4. The program components met
my needs

71 (17) 25 (6) 4 (1) 0 (0) 0 (0)
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adapted from the Affirming At-Risk
Minorities for Success study,26 partic-
ipants rated their level of perceived
support in professional development,
academics, and field experience re-
ceived from the HNFS Department.
Participants also rated their level of
satisfaction with professional devel-
opment, academic support, field ex-
perience and mentor accessibility,
effectiveness, accessibility of the re-
tention coordinator, and overall satis-
faction with the mentoring program.
Ratings were made both before
(early October) and at the conclusion
(end of May) of the study. This me-
asure was used to compare partici-
pants in the Estudiante Dietético
mentoring program with the control
group.
Attendance
Attendance was recorded at meetings,
workshops, field experience, and social
events for participants, mentors, and
family members throughout the
program.
Reflections
Mentees wrote reflections after a
mentor site visitation, field experience,
or workshop attendance. These were
evaluated using Krueger’s systematic
transcription-based content analysis
methods32 to determine whether there
were themed responses. Among the
mentees, 17 of the 24 (71%) students
provided written personal reflections.
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Analysis
Of the 24 student mentees enrolled, 23
(96%) completed the mentoring pro-
gram. All Hispanic students in the men-
toring program (n ¼ 17) were retained
and continued as dietetics students at
the program’s conclusion. Although one
student dropped out of the mentoring
program, data on all 24 were used in the
analysis. There was no significant differ-
ence between perceived HNFS Depart-
ment support among student mentees
compared with the control group. The
students gave strongly positive satisfac-
tion rates of thementoring program. The
Table provides the results on those
questions related to student satisfaction
with the mentoring program.
Satisfaction Results
All (100%) students agreed or strongly
agreed that their professional skills
increased at the conclusion of the pro-
gram,22of23students (96%) agreed that
the field experience was a good use of
their time, and 20 of 23 students (87%)
agreed that their mentor encouraged
them and provided adequate support.
Availability of the retention coordinator
wasvery important to the students; 20of
23 (87%) students strongly agreed that
she made herself available when the
students needed assistance. In addition,
the retention coordinator was an
important source of support for the aca-
demic and professional goals of the stu-
dents; 71% of students strongly agreed
that they believed she supported their
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academic goals, and 83% of students
(n¼20) strongly agreed she supported
their professional goals.

Student attendance at events ranged
from 52% to 88% (n¼24). The highest
student attendance was for the in-
teractions/observations with their
mentors, which reached 68% to 88%.
Mentor attendance at meetings aver-
aged 36%, and the average attendance
of students’ significant others was 42%.

Two RDNs evaluated the 17 students’
written reflections. The reflections
were organized into themes using
Krueger’s Grounded Theory guidance
techniques.32,33 The following themes
emerged: appreciation of their inter-
action with their mentor and the re-
tention coordinator, and appreciation
for their field experience. Three students
reported that they were “sometimes
frustrated by schedules that conflicted
with their mentor’s availability.” Several
students reported that their attendance
at events was dependent on their other
work assignments and academic work-
loads and not on their interest in the
topic. Two quotations summarized stu-
dents’ feelings about the mentoring
program: “This has been one of the best
experiences in my college career thus
far,” and “. it was very comforting to
know I can come to her [the retention
coordinator] whether I have a personal
or academic dilemma.”
LESSONS LEARNED
Having a retention coordinator who
is Hispanic and can empathize with
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students’ experiences, and who can
serve as a liaison between the mentors,
the faculty, and the students, was an
important factor in this mentoring
program. Students considered the re-
tention coordinator to be highly valued
and a role model, “. someone trust-
worthy we can go to for help.” Another
important lesson is the need for better
communication with department fac-
ulty to avoid conflicts between sched-
uled mentoring events and midterm
exams or large class projects. It is
hoped that better communication will
increase student attendance at the
events.

In addition, student responses suggest
that more emphasis should be placed on
informing the mentors of their role and
of including family/significant others in
more events. This mentoring program
provided professional development,
camaraderie, and connection with the
field of dietetics and the HNFS Depart-
ment. Continuation and assessment of
the long-term retention rates and di-
etetics internship success rates of these
students compared with Hispanic stu-
dents who are not involved in a men-
toring program should be done. This
initial mentoring experience suggests
that the Estudiante Dietético project has
the potential to increase the number
of well-trained Hispanic RDNs. This is
not only an important departmental
program goal (students be culturally
competent), but it contributes to the
diversification of the dietetics profes-
sion, therebyhelping todecreasesomeof
the racial/ethnic disparities in health
care.
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