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Abstract

The Rebooting through EmTech Programs (REP) initiative, funded by the National Science
Foundation, supports low-income and underrepresented students in computing fields—
specifically cybersecurity, data analytics, and information systems technology. Over the past
two years, REP sought to bridge academic achievement and career readiness by integrating
mentorship, scholarships, and experiential learning into a cohesive student success framework.
This mixed-methods evaluation of the REP Scholars Program at Miami Dade College reveals
measurable improvements in students’ academic performance, self-efficacy, and professional
preparedness. Surveys, focus groups, and institutional data demonstrate that structured
mentorship and applied learning opportunities not only enhance academic persistence but also
empower students to transition confidently toward technical careers. Findings suggest that
holistic, equity-centered initiatives like REP provide a replicable model for linking academic
excellence with workforce readiness in higher education.
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Introduction

The transformation of the 2lIst-century workforce depends on increasing participation of
historically underrepresented groups in computing and engineering fields (National Science
Board, 2022; National Science Foundation, 2023). While community colleges are critical
gateways for these learners, many students face systemic barriers, including limited financial
resources, external responsibilities, and low confidence in navigating career pathways—factors
that hinder persistence and success (Carnevale & Smith, 2018; Jury et al., 2017; Ko et al., 2025).

Miami Dade College (MDC) is the largest and most diverse public college in the United States
and the largest hispanic-serving institution, conferring more associate degrees to Hispanic
students than any other college. Nationwide MDC has the highest enrollment of Hispanic
undergraduates (81,398) and ranks third for Black non-Hispanic undergraduate enrollment,
reflecting the rich racial and ethnic diversity of South Florida.

The Rebooting through EmTech Programs (REP) initiative was created to address these
opportunity gaps in computing and technology education. At MDC, where 68% of students are
low-income and 58% are first-generation, REP provides resources and support for junior and
senior students pursuing degrees in cybersecurity, data analytics, and information systems
technology. The program aims to bridge academic achievement and career readiness by
integrating technical coursework with mentorship, scholarships, and professional development.

The purpose of this study is to evaluate how the REP model supports that bridge—how students’
academic progress and personal growth translate into employability and career confidence.
Specifically, the study examines:

1. How REP enhances academic achievement and persistence.

2. How mentoring and experiential learning prepare scholars for tech careers.

3. What barriers remain for students navigating both college and career readiness.

Conceptual Framework

The REP’s structured supports bridge academic achievement and career readiness through a
comprehensive framework of financial, academic, and professional development opportunities
(see Figure 1). A dedicated scholarship provides stability and reduces financial barriers,
enabling students to focus on their studies and long-term goals. EmTech Connect offers virtual
one-on-one mentoring, exposure to industry tech leaders, and targeted academic guidance.
Savvy Tech Workshops enhance employability through applied learning and financial literacy,
preparing students to become responsible consumers, successful entrepreneurs, and wise
investors. The Leadership Rotation Academy cultivates personal growth, confidence, and
career success through intentional leadership development. Complementary academic tracks—
Research, Internship, and Digital Upskilling—extend experiential learning, faculty-led projects,
and certification pathways. Together, these integrated supports form a cohesive model that
links academic persistence with professional preparedness.
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Figure 1
The REP Academic—Career Readiness Pathway
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The Need for Bridging Academic and Career Development

Research consistently underscores that underrepresented students often experience a
disconnect between academic achievement and professional readiness. Although grades and
course completion indicate academic success, they do not always equate confidence or
employability in technical fields (Othman et al., 2024). Programs that intentionally integrate
career preparation with academic learning show greater impact on post-graduation outcomes
(Miller et al., 2018; Peng & Ali, 2025).

The concept of “bridging” in education refers to creating structured pathways that translate
classroom learning into real-world applications. When academic achievement and workforce
preparation are developed in tandem, students gain both the credentials and competencies
necessary for long-term success (U.S. Department of Education, 2023).

Mentorship as the Structural Connector

Mentorship serves as the critical “bridge beam” in many successful STEM equity programs.
Faculty mentors provide emotional support, reinforce belonging, and model professional
identity development (Ashtiani & Feliciano, 2018; Miske & Sogunro, 2024). Effective
mentoring extends beyond advising to include personalized coaching in problem-solving,
communication, and goal setting—skills directly transferable to the workplace (Campbell &
Mogashana, 2024).

Mentorship is especially vital for first-generation and minority students, who often lack access
to networks and social capital within technical fields (Ashcroft et al., 2021). Programs like REP
leverage mentoring to connect institutional resources, student motivation, and industry
expectations, turning support into sustained achievement.
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Experiential Learning and Career Readiness

Hands-on experiences help students apply theoretical knowledge and develop professional
competencies. Internships, applied projects, and workshops serve as practical spaces for
integrating academic content into career contexts. REP’s design—featuring résumé-building,
mock interviews, and technical certifications—aligns with evidence-based strategies for
developing employability in low-income and underrepresented student populations (Cummins
etal., 2019).

Holistic and Equity-Based Models of Student Success

Holistic models—addressing academic, financial, and social-emotional factors—significantly
increase persistence among underserved students (Van Pham, 2024). REP operationalizes this
approach through scholarships, peer engagement, and targeted mentoring, creating a
comprehensive ecosystem that connects learning with livelihood.

Methodology

A mixed-methods approach analyzed REP outcomes from Fall 2023 through Spring 2025.
Quantitative data assessed measurable academic and career-related changes, while qualitative
insights captured scholars’ lived experiences.

A total of 74 unique REP scholars participated across four survey cycles: Fall 2023 (48), Spring
2024 (62), Fall 2024 (49), and Spring 2025 (39). Surveys achieved 100% response rates each
term. Four student focus groups were held in April 2024 across all program disciplines
(Cybersecurity, Data Analytics, and Information Systems Technology). A faculty mentor focus
group in Spring 2025 included two mentors plus one written response.

As summarized in Table 1, multiple data sources were integrated to provide a comprehensive
understanding of REP scholars’ academic and career development experiences, including their
perceptions of mentoring, belonging, and workforce preparation. Quantitative results used
paired t-tests (p < .05). Qualitative data were analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-
phase thematic method.

Table 1
Evaluation Data Sources and Methods

Data Source Participants (N) Timing Purpose Analysis Method

Track academic &
career confidence;
measure change

Fall 2023 —
Spring 2025

Descriptive &

Surveys (pre/post) | 48-62 per semester paired t-tests

Student focus Explore mentoring,

N =23 (4 groups) April 2024 Thematic coding

groups belonging, career goals
Faculty mentor Understand mentoring Thematic
focus group + N=3 Spring 2025 | practices & student .

. : analysis
written responses 1mpact
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REP & non-REP
comparison

Assess GPA,
completion, persistence

Comparative

2023-2025 :
metrics

Institutional data

Results
Academic Achievement: Laying the Foundation

Quantitative analyses examined GPA, course pass rates, and persistence to assess the impact
of REP participation on academic success compared with non-REP peers (see Table 2).
Multivariate regression models controlled for demographic and enrollment factors, including
student age, race/ethnicity, gender, in-state residency, and transfer status.

Table 2
Regression Summary of Student Academic and Persistence Outcomes (Fall 2023—Spring
2025)
Outcome Variable Significant Direction | Statistical Notes
Predictor of Effect | Significance
GPA (Fall 2023) REP participation Positive | p<.01 Strong initial
program effect
GPA (Spring 2024) REP participation; | Positive |p <.05* GPA increases
Age slightly with age
GPA (Fall 2024) REP participation Positive | p<.10 Maintained gains
over time
GPA (Spring 2025) - - n.s. No significant
effect detected
Overall Pass Rate REP participation; | Positive | p <.01; REP scholars’
Transfer status p<.10 pass rates +11%
Persistence REP participation Positive | p<.01 Higher semester-
Fall 2023 — Spring to-semester
2024 retention
Persistence REP participation Positive | p<.10 Sustained multi-
Fall 2023 — Spring semester
2025 persistence

Note. Statistical significance determined at p <.05. “n.s.” = not significant.

Results showed that REP participation was a statistically significant positive predictor of GPA
in three of the four semesters analyzed (Fall 2023, Spring 2024, and Fall 2024) with the
strongest effect during the program’s first year. Across all GPA models, demographic factors
showed no consistent impact, indicating the program’s equitable influence on student
outcomes. Age showed a mild positive relationship with GPA in Spring 2024 and Spring 2025,
suggesting slightly higher achievement among older participants.

REP scholars also achieved an 11% higher overall pass rate than non-REP peers (p < .01),
while transfer students showed a modest 4% gain (p < .10). Persistence followed similar
patterns, with significant retention from Fall 2023 to Spring 2024 and sustained continuation
through Spring 2025. None of the control variables were significant, confirming that
improvements were specific to REP participation.
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The mean GPA increased from 2.8 to 3.4, and 88% of participants persisted to the next
academic year. Students frequently credited mentoring and reduced financial stress as key
factors that enabled stronger academic focus and consistency in performance. One scholar
reflected, “Having a mentor who checks in about both school and my goals kept me on track
in both.” This reflection captures the program’s central purpose—integrating academic
accountability with personal and professional development support to foster sustained
achievement.

These results demonstrate the measurable academic impact of REP’s integrated supports,
particularly during students’ first year of participation. Gains in GPA, pass rate, and persistence
complement qualitative findings that emphasize the role of mentoring, financial assistance, and
experiential learning in fostering academic confidence and retention.

Career Readiness: From Classroom to Career

The evaluation also assessed REP’s influence on students’ professional preparedness,
employability skills, and career confidence. Surveys, focus groups, and interviews provided
complementary perspectives on how participants translated academic progress into career
readiness.

Quantitative results from pre- and post-program surveys indicated significant increases in
students’ self-assessed employability competencies across multiple domains. Among 56
participants who attended the Tech Internship and Job Search workshop, self-rated knowledge
rose from an average of 3.29 to 4.66 on a five-point scale (p < .001). Comparable gains were
observed in résumé development, interview preparation, and professional networking
confidence. As shown in Table 3, scholars reported substantial growth in career confidence,
goal setting, and readiness for internships and employment.

Table 3
Career Readiness Indicators Among REP Scholars (2023-2025)
Indicator Pre-Program | Post-Program | Change | Statistical Data
Mean Mean Significance Source
Career 3.21 4.58 +1.37 p <.001 Survey
Confidence
Networking & 3.46 4.61 +1.15 p <.001 Survey
Communication
Résumé and Job 3.29 4.66 +1.37 p <.001 Workshop
Search Skills feedback
Tech Interview 3.11 4.32 +1.21 p<.0l%* Survey
Preparedness
Goal Setting and | 3.52 4.63 +1.11 p <.001 Focus
Career Planning group
synthesis

Note. N = 74 (aggregated survey participants, 2023—-2025); subsample N = 56 for workshop-based measures.
Scale: 1 = low confidence, 5 = high confidence. Statistical significance based on paired t-tests.

Focus group data reinforced these trends, revealing that REP’s integrated mentoring,
workshops, and career development activities effectively bridged classroom learning with
industry expectations. One student reflected, “My mentor provided valuable guidance tailored
to my career goals in cybersecurity and international relations. They helped me strategize my
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professional development, including certification choices and skill-building, and offered
insights into career paths I hadn’t considered before.” Another participant added, “The
mentorship program was by far the most informative and valuable experience I’ve had with
anyone in the technology industry. I learned about potential careers and the responsibilities
they entail. This knowledge dismissed any doubts I had about opportunities in the field.”

Faculty and industry mentors noted that REP’s structured career programming enhanced
students’ confidence and professional identity. The faculty described flexible, empathetic
mentoring approaches that integrated goal mapping and skill-building, noting that these efforts
helped students connect their academic experiences to tangible career pathways.

Qualitative findings also illustrated how REP facilitated a developmental shift from student to
emerging professional. Many scholars credited the combination of hands-on workshops and
mentorship for improving their readiness to navigate internships, certification pathways, and
entry-level employment. One student summarized the experience succinctly: “REP didn’t just
help me with grades, it helped me understand how my technical skills fit into real-world jobs.”

These findings affirm REP’s role as a bridge between academic learning and workforce
participation. Students gained not only technical proficiency but also the self-efficacy and
career awareness necessary for sustained professional success.

Mentorship: The Bridge Between Achievement and Readiness

Students overwhelmingly (95%) rated mentorship as “very valuable,” crediting mentors for
helping them connect academic progress to tangible career goals. Faculty mentors described
personalized, supportive approaches involving one-on-one guidance, goal mapping, and
encouragement of professional identity. As one mentor reflected, “My experience of mentoring
REP scholars has been incredibly rewarding. I’ve had the opportunity to guide talented and
motivated students while witnessing their growth and success firsthand.” Another mentor noted
that they “[have to] always be flexible in regard to how my mentee receives and likes to process
information.” Similarly, one faculty member emphasized that mentorship builds confidence
and direction toward success, explaining that sharing professional experiences and wins in the
same field contributes to student persistence and retention.

Collectively, these perspectives reveal a shared sense of purpose: mentors view flexibility as
essential to effective guidance, while students experience mentorship as a transformative space
for clarifying career direction and developing professional confidence. One student described:

A particularly positive experience I’ve had with REP was accessing the mentorship
program. My mentor provided valuable guidance tailored to my career goals in
cybersecurity and international relations. They helped me strategize my professional
development, including certification choices and skill-building, and offered insights
into career paths [ hadn’t considered before. This personalized support not only boosted
my confidence but also helped me clarify my goals and stay motivated. The mentorship
felt like having a dedicated ally in my journey, which has been incredibly empowering
and impactful.

Another student echoed this sentiment, stating:
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A positive experience I had with REP was when I completed my mandatory meeting
with the faculty mentor. Talking to my mentor was by far the most informative and
valuable conversation I have had with anyone in the technology industry. I learned
about the potential careers I can pursue once I graduate and the responsibilities that
each of those careers entail. This knowledge dismissed any doubts I had about the job
opportunities in the industry, and I am beyond grateful that REP gave me the
opportunity to have this meeting.

Overall, REP scholars expressed exceptionally high satisfaction with the mentorship
component of the program (see Figure 2). No students indicated dissatisfaction or strong
dissatisfaction across survey terms. Most reported being very satisfied with their experience—
Fall 2023 (100%, N = 48), Spring 2024 (97%, N = 60), Fall 2024 (98%, N = 48), and Spring
2025 (100%, N = 39).

Figure 2
Mentoring Satisfaction by Degree Program and Semester (2023-2025)

100%
90%
80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%

0%

Fall Spring Fall Spring Fall Spring Fall Spring Fall Spring Fall Spring

2023 2024 2024 2025 2023 2024 2024 2025 2023 2024 2024 2025

BS Cybersecurity BS Data Analytics BS Information Systems
Technology

m Very Satisfied m Satisfied m Neither satisfied or dissatisfied m Dissatisfied m Strong Dissatisfied

Challenges: Crossing the Bridge

Despite strong outcomes, some scholars struggled with external demands. Many worked full
time or supported families, limiting engagement in extracurricular opportunities.
Approximately one-third described time management as their greatest obstacle, followed by
financial strain and competing obligations. Others expressed a limited sense of campus
belonging beyond the REP community.

As one student explained:

Balancing school and family life has been a significant challenge for me, but fortunately,
I have a wonderful support system that has made the journey more manageable. Despite
the demands of extensive studying, my family has been understanding and supportive,
offering encouragement and creating an environment conducive to my academic
pursuits.

ISSN: 2186-5892 1422



The Asian Conference on Education 2025 Official Conference Proceedings

Another participant echoed similar sentiments, noting that:

One of the main difficulties has been balancing academic responsibilities with personal
obligations. At times, managing coursework alongside part-time work and family
commitments has been overwhelming. Additionally, adapting to new academic
expectations and navigating a rigorous schedule has tested my time management and
stress-coping skills. However, being part of the REP program has helped me stay
grounded. The support and resources provided have made it easier to ask for help when
needed and continue moving forward despite the obstacles.

Figure 3 below illustrates the relative emphasis of these challenges as coded from focus-group
and survey data. Time constraints and financial stress emerged most frequently, followed by
family obligations and limited peer engagement. The figure represents qualitative frequency
rather than quantitative measurement, aligning with the mixed-methods approach used in this
evaluation.

Figure 3
Student-Reported Barriers to Balancing Academics and Career Preparation

Barriers to Balancing Academics and Career Preparation
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Note. This chart visualizes the relative frequency of barriers identified through focus-group and survey
responses among REP Scholars. Bar heights represent the prominence of qualitative themes (time constraints,
financial stress, family obligations, and limited peer engagement) rather than numerical percentages. Categories
with no or irrelevant responses were omitted to enhance clarity of comparison.

Following these findings, several students elaborated on the practical challenges of managing
multiple responsibilities while remaining engaged in program activities. One participant
shared:

While the REP Scholars program has been incredibly beneficial, one aspect that could
be improved is the scheduling of meetings. As a working student, I sometimes find it
challenging to attend meetings because they often coincide with my job schedule.
Adjusting the timing of these meetings to accommodate students who work during
traditional business hours would greatly enhance the experience for individuals like me.
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Another student emphasized the ongoing struggle with maintaining equilibrium between
school, work, and personal life, stating:

Since enrolling as a REP scholar this year, one of my primary challenges has been time
management. Balancing full-time school with work and personal responsibilities has
been difficult, and maintaining a healthy work-life balance requires continuous effort
and adjustment. However, this experience has taught me valuable lessons about
prioritization and resilience.

These reflections highlight the tension between opportunity and accessibility that many REP
Scholars experience. They underscore the need for flexible scheduling and structural supports
that accommodate students balancing employment and family obligations—an essential factor
in sustaining equitable participation in STEM pathways.

Discussion

Miami Dade College’s 2021-2026 Strategic Plan includes the second goal of Accelerating
Academic Excellence and Innovation. This goal emphasizes enhancing industry certification
and implementing equity-minded, student-centered, high-impact teaching strategies that
promote student success and learning outcomes (Miami Dade College [MDC], 2021).

The REP program strongly encouraged scholars to pursue certifications and resulted in 33
distinct certifications earned during the program period. These findings affirm REP as a
practical model for bridging academic achievement and career readiness. Academic gains
established a foundation for employability, while experiential learning and mentorship served
as conduits to workforce preparedness.

The implementation of the REP approach directly reflects the intent of the MDC Strategic Plan
by giving scholars a broader understanding of both their academic development and their
chosen industry. Workshops, industry connections, and internship opportunities collectively
embody this strategic goal.

Mentorship as Structural Support

Miami Dade College’s 2021-2026 Strategic Plan identifies Fueling the Talent Needs of a
Global Economy as its fourth goal. To prepare students for future jobs, scholars must persist in
their program of study through completion. This includes participation in internships, research,
and engagement with industry mentors—all of which are integral components of the REP
program (MDC, 2021).

Mentorship emerged as the strongest structural element of the REP bridge. Faculty mentors
facilitated academic resilience and illuminated career pathways, consistent with evidence that
mentoring boosts persistence and self-efficacy. To ensure students were exposed to relevant,
real-world learning, MDC also leveraged existing industry partnerships and expanded to
include new collaborators for targeted workshops and experiential opportunities. The
graduation of 74 REP scholars demonstrates the effectiveness of both the mentorship model
and the broader REP program.
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Career Integration and Applied Learning

Miami Dade College has prioritized teaching and learning innovations to ensure that programs,
curricula, and course offerings remain agile, market-aligned, and lead to high-demand, high-
wage jobs. Desired outcomes include persistence, degree attainment, and certification
completion (MDC, 2021).

The REP workshop series directly connected classroom content to real-world practice. Gains
in résumé writing, financial literacy, and interview skills demonstrate the benefit of embedding
employability within academic programs. Practical outcomes included the attainment of 33
unique certifications among REP scholars, underscoring the program’s emphasis on applied
learning.

These outcomes align with Miami Dade College’s (2021) high impact strategies to:
e 2.3 Prioritize teaching and learning innovations to ensure that programs, curricula, and
offerings are agile, market-aligned, and lead to high-demand, high-wage jobs.
e 4.1 Ensure outcomes for all students, including persistence, degree and certification
completion, as well as transfer success and job placement.
e 4.2 Provide all students with access to high-quality experiential learning such as
internships, apprenticeships, research, and practicums to enhance workforce readiness.

Equity and Holistic Support

Goal two of the MDC Strategic Plan focuses on implementing equity-minded, student-centered,
high-impact teaching strategies that promote student success and learning outcomes (MDC,
2021). The REP initiative exemplifies this commitment to equity-centered education by
addressing students’ financial, academic, and emotional needs collectively. This holistic
approach aligns with frameworks emphasizing belonging and self-efficacy as precursors to
achievement (Bailey et al., 2015).

In identifying scholars’ financial, personal, and emotional needs, the REP program developed
activities and structures designed to provide comprehensive support. These included
scholarships to alleviate financial barriers, access to faculty and workforce mentoring to foster
academic persistence, and opportunities that strengthened personal and professional
development. As a result, scholars reported increased confidence, improved life skills, and
greater success in course and program completion.

These practices align with Miami Dade College’s (2021) high impact strategies to:
e 2.4 Implement equity-minded, student-centered, high-impact teaching strategies that
promote student success and learning outcomes.

Conclusion
The REP Scholars Experience demonstrates that bridging academic achievement and career
readiness is both conceptual and measurable. Through mentoring, workshops, and financial
support, students improved their GPA and retention while developing confidence and

employability skills.

Programs advancing equity in STEM should continue to prioritize mentorship as the central
bridge connecting academic and career outcomes. Embedding employability training within
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curricula strengthens both persistence and post-graduation success. The single-institution scope
and modest sample limit generalizability; future research should include longitudinal tracking
of graduates’ employment outcomes to strengthen evaluation.

Future implementations should expand peer mentoring, flexible learning, and cross-campus
networking to sustain engagement. Replication across community colleges could scale the
bridge model nationally.
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