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  ACE Los Angeles 

Ricardo Zendejas graduated from UCLA in June 2008 with a Bachelor’s degree in 

Civil/Structural Engineering. He now is at Stanford, working toward a Masters Degree in 

Design/Construction Integration. Ricardo’s road into engineering has passed from Roosevelt 

High School in East Los Angeles, through two years at California State Polytechnic University 

Pomona, then on to two years at UCLA.  

Through these years, he has been inspired and helped by the ACE (Architecture, 

Construction, Engineering) Mentor Program, and aided by the internships with ACE 

cooperating firms. ACE introduces inner-city high school students to professionals from the 

design and construction and construction management fields, and shows the ways that 

students could follow in their footsteps. The program is in its seventh year in southern 

California. 

PURPOSE, METHOD 

There are two objectives: (1) Help to produce the next generation of design and construction 

professionals, and (2) Open doors for urban youth to opportunities they might not otherwise 

know about or know how to access. In Los Angeles, the ACE student population is about 

80% from what typically are considered under-privileged groups. About half are women. 

Alumni have entered 30 different colleges and universities. Two have begun carpenter 

apprenticeships. 

In autumn the model is “show-and-tell”, with professionals demonstrating what they do and 

telling what education and experience it took to get there. The students visit professional 

offices and construction sites. Some of the mentors are minority group members, with links to 

the inner-city.  

In spring the team works on a design/budget problem assigned by local ACE leadership. In 

2008 Los Angeles teams determined a specific new building need on their own school 

campus. They then designed, modeled, and budgeted (with mentors’ help) structures that fit 
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to scale within the footprints of their school sites. The work of all teams was displayed at the 

Annual Awards Banquet in early June at the Los Angeles Convention Center. The June 2008 

event attracted 700 people, about evenly divided between paying professional donors and 

guest students, parents and teachers.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

GROWTH 

The program was born in southern California in three high schools with 45 ACE students. 

Nine were seniors. In May 2003 each senior was awarded the right to a small scholarship if 

he or she documented entrance into a college level program in one of the ACE disciplines. In 

the second year, the program was extended to a total of six high schools. May of 2004 saw 

23 students awarded the right to college scholarships of $1,000 per year for a maximum of 

four years, always predicated on demonstrated progress.  

There now are 18 mentoring teams involving students from 24 high schools in three counties. 

Approximately 350 high school students are involved. At the May 2008 Annual Awards 

Team design project displayed by Franklin High School, Los Angeles, 
at the ACE Mentor Awards Banquet, June 2008. 
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Banquet, rights to $1,000 College scholarships were granted to 74 graduating high school 

seniors. A necessary corollary is a vigorous fund-raising program. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

RESULTS 

The first two “classes” of ACE students are the only ones 

that would be expected to produce college graduates by 

2008. These two classes produced 32 scholarship-

eligible students. At this writing, eight of these have 

received bachelor’s degrees from four year universities. 

Three more of the students from the two startup years of 

ACE in Los Angeles are expected to graduate soon. This 

makes the successful college graduation rate about 1/3 

of graduating high school seniors in the program: 11 of 

32. A growing statistical record shows that over 90% of 

     those high school seniors offered rights to scholarships 

     submit documentation and claim the money in the first 

     year. This drops to 50% in the second college year, and 

   The ACE Mentor Team 2008 Franklin High School, Los Angeles  

Darrell Fernandez of Parsons 
Corporation, leader of the ACE 
Mentor team at Franklin High 
School, Los Angeles  
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then holds steady at about 35% over the final two years.  Those who drop out along the way 

get at least a taste of higher education, and might return later. 

ACE Los Angeles leadership is trying to improve retention by increasing the number of 

internships, and by linking mentors and students personally in a continuing relationship. 

Beginning in Fall 2008, a “Sponsored Scholarship Program” links scholarship donors to 

specific students. College upper-classmen and women are receiving $2,000 each through 

this program in the 2008-9 academic year.  

PARTICIPANTS, SCOPE 

Approximately 115 professionals now mentor in the Los Angeles area. They come from a 

wide array of design, construction and education disciplines. About 70 firms are involved. 

Prominent among them are Parsons Corporation, DMJM, Turner Construction, Gruen 

Architects, Jacobs Carter Burgess, Perkins + Will, John A Martin Associates, Thornton 

Tomasetti and Clark Construction. Universities that have graduated students from ACE Los 

Angeles include the University of California Davis, UCLA, California Polytechnic State 

University San Luis Obispo, and Santa Clara University. ACE Los Angeles students are in 

good standing at MIT and the University of Michigan. 

PROGRAM HISTORY 

Founded in New York in 1994, ACE Mentor has spread nationally to 110 cities with about 

10,000 active high school students. The program operates by linking teams of a half-dozen 

professionals in the ACE disciplines with about two-dozen upper division high school 

students. In the Los Angeles model, because of the geographic spread of the region, most 

teams are built around high schools or small clusters of schools. Teams meet every two 

weeks October through May, after school hours. The meetings are sometimes at the school 

but more often at professional offices, construction sites and universities.  

HOW CAN I HELP? 

Firms and individuals wishing to assist in this mentoring effort would be most welcome, and 

could help in some or all of these ways: 

·  Contribute funds for scholarships.  

·  Host an ACE high school team in your office or at your construction site. Groups 

usually are about 20 students plus a few mentors and teachers. Meetings are after 
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school, late afternoon. Show and tell the students what you do, how you do it, and 

what education it took to get there. 

·  Provide an internship for an “alumnus” of ACE, now in college.  

·  Join an on-going team as a mentor, or lead a new team. Most are built around one 

high school. 

 

THESE CMAA MEMBERS HAVE SUPPORTED ACE MENTOR EFFORT S 
IN THE LOS ANGELES METROPOLITAN AREA: 

 
Bernards 

Bovis Lend Lease 
Caltrop 

DMJM H&N 
EarthTech 

HNTB 
Jacobs Carter Burgess 

Jacobs Facilities 
Leighton Group 

Parsons Brinckerhoff 
Parsons Corporation 

Psomas 
RBF Consulting 

SGI Construction Management 
Swinerton Builders 
Turner Construction 
Twining Laboratories 

URS Corporation 
 

Out heart-felt thanks for your tireless support! 
 

To get involved in this worthy effort, contact:  

Terry Dooley, Secretary, Board of Directors 

ACE Mentor Los Angeles Metro Area 

Direct line 310-566-9296 

tdooley@morleybuilders.com  

For more information about the program nationally: www.ACEmentor.org 

For more information about activity in this area: www.ACEmentor.org/579  


