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Alexandra Triana, a University of Virginia student and tutor with the university’s Latino Student Alliance, helps Cale Elementary School second-grader Jason Aguilar with his homework at the Southwood Community Center.

It’s 5 p.m. on a Monday and 7-year-old Jason Aguilar is hunched over a table concentrating on his homework.

His pudgy eyebrows rise, pushing a tightly cropped haircut back on his head. He carefully writes the next word as University of Virginia student Alexandra Triana looks on.

“Good, Jason,” Triana says softly. The second-grader at Cale Elementary beams.

Flanked by trailer homes in an Albemarle County neighborhood, the Southwood Community Center is a place where Spanish is spoken more than English. There are no grand lawns, uniforms or specialized teachers, but helping to make students college ready is part of the goal of the tutoring program at the center.

Thanks to a partnership between the UVa Latino Student Alliance and Albemarle County Public Schools, Jason is among dozens of elementary and middle school children getting a leg up and over the barriers that can often prevent getting a college education. Southwood is in the Cale school district and the school’s Latino population comprises nearly 22 percent of the student body.

Not all, but many in the after school program have parents who do not speak English as a first language — or at all.

“You are putting these kids in classes who have to learn language and content at the same time. That creates a big disparity,” said Gloria Rockhold, community engagement manager for Albemarle schools.

She started the program last year with the help of a handful of community volunteers in response to growing trends and needs.

The number of Latino students in Albemarle’s public schools has increased from 3.5 percent to 5.2 percent, or 200 students, in the last five years. They represent a 1.5 percentage point increase in the total student population, according to district statistics.

Latino students in the county have boosted SAT scores by 50 points on three different tests in the last three years; their graduation rates climbed 6 percentage points last year; and they registered a 5-point increase in reading and a 10-point increase in math during the last three years.

However, compared with their peers, Latino students still trail the overall pass rate by 10 percentage points in both reading and math.

Latino students performed the lowest in history and science, with 76 percent and 78 percent passing, respectively — a 14 percentage point gap compared with all students.

Some, like Rockhold, believe at least some of the disparity is due to language and economic barriers.

“The first year was a great learning experience, but with Alexandra and the Latino Student Alliance, we were able to get more one-on-one tutors,” Rockhold said. “We have more structure and documentation.”

However, success demands more resources, and there is now a waiting list for the program.

“Just in this neighborhood, we could have at least 20 more kids,” Rockhold said. “I’m looking for more tutors. Personally, I’d like to get 50 people who will give up two hours a week. It’s not really that hard, when the intention is there.”

For 20-year-old UVa student Nelson Lopez, intention is everything.

“It’s decided. We are doing math,” he tells a group of elementary school girls he tutors as part of the LSA program.

They grudgingly accept the decree and sit down in the afternoon sunlight on the community center’s steps.

“Because of programs like this, I don’t know if I would have failed, but it definitely helped me,” Lopez said.

He grew up in a rough neighborhood in Alexandria. He was raised by his mom, who emigrated from El Salvador and doesn’t speak English. Lopez said a tutor came into his life at just the right time.

“When I got home, I was basically on my own,” he said. “Mom was at work and didn’t know the language, so my tutor was important.”

He began reading. “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” was Lopez’s favorite. The story started him on his path to literacy, and eventually, the university.

“[My tutor’s] main job was really showing that he cared,” Lopez said.

A second year student, he has a scholarship and is on the dean’s list. After graduation Lopez hopes to work at a nonprofit organization in El Salvador.

“I’m paying back someone else’s very selfless activities,” he said. “I feel good about it.”

While the younger children he tutors seem to take to doing schoolwork, his older pupils can be more resistant academically.

Still, he sees benefit to some kids just showing up each week.

“I have one kid I work with that is in eighth grade and I know if I had more time to work with him, I could do more,” Lopez said. “But even with those who do not go on to be great students, at least they are here, with someone looking after them. At least they have this.”

The next step for the program, organizers said, is to get the parents more involved.

“Tutors can help teach whole families how to tutor,” Rockhold said. “By teaching one person, you can have a huge advantage in a community.”

There are also plans to extend the model into another part of the county and enlist engineering students from UVa to teach math.

While many students in the program have some connection to the Latino culture, Rockhold said the program is open to anyone.

“It can’t just be Latinos, because then we are excluding groups. I felt like we as a community need to model what we want the kids to model. So inclusiveness is the issue,” Rockhold said.

As for whether it is working, there are no firm numbers yet to measure how the tutored students perform versus those who are not tutored. However, Rockhold said, she can already see a difference on an individual level, in the faces of students such as Jason.

“It seems to me that forming these relationships is the key component in education,” she said.
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A new partnership between the University of Virginia and Albemarle County Public Schools focuses on a fast-growing demographic in the area.

U.Va.'s Latino Student Alliance is offering tutoring and mentoring primarily to Spanish-speaking children right now, with the goal of expanding to other children in the future. 

A few U.Va. students volunteered individually last year and this summer, working with Albemarle schools community engagement manager Gloria Rockhold. It was so rewarding that they decided to formalize the program.

The students sought input from Phoebe Haupt-Cayasso, head of multicultural services in the Office of the Dean of Students, and administrative support and training from Madison House, the U.Va. student volunteer center.

"There is one-on-one tutoring, plus mentoring," said Alexandra Triana, a second-year student who is the alliance's community outreach chairwoman. The tutoring takes place twice a week at the nearby Southwood Community Center. About 30 undergraduates work with one or two students each.

One of the goals of the program is to reach out to the families of the young students they are helping, to involve the parents in their children's education and offer mentoring to them, also. The U.Va. tutors  answer parents' questions about school scheduling and other activities.

Studies indicate that students who are struggling academically and from low socio-economic backgrounds often are from families who need help with the educational process, Rockhold said.

"The partnership works to bring students, mentors and their families together as partners in education, and to help families learn how they can be more involved with their child's learning, which leads to better achievement," she said.

According to the U.S. Census Bureau, Albemarle's Latino population more than doubled between 1990 and 2000. Most of the youth with whom the U.Va. tutors are working have Latino backgrounds – Mexican, Salvadoran and Honduran. They speak Spanish at home, but in tutoring, they must use English as often as possible in order to do better in school. 

When Rockhold visited one student's home, she found the girl crying because she wasn't able to do her math homework. The girl's mother was frustrated because she was good at math in her native language, she said, but couldn't explain it in English. Now the mother is also getting tutored, so she'll be of more help to her children.

The U.Va. students are involving families in another way – by inviting them to events like last month's Symphony Under the Stars concert at the University and a picnic this month. 

It's all part of bonding with the children, said Allie Cooper, another tutor. The alliance recruited mostly first- and second-year students to encourage them to work with the same children for three or four years.

