GETTINGIN, STAYING IN




NCLR

NATIONAL COUNCIL OF LA RAZA

The National Council of La Raza (NCLR)—the largest national Hispanic
civil rights and advocacy organization in the United States—works to
improve opportunities for Hispanic Americans. Through its network
of nearly 300 affiliated community-based organizations, NCLR reaches
millions of Hispanics each year in 41 states, Puerto Rico, and the District
of Columbia. To achieve its mission, NCLR conducts applied research,
policy analysis, and advocacy, providing a Latino perspective in five
key areas—assets/investments, civil rights/immigration, education,
employment and economic status, and health. In addition, it provides
capacity-building assistance to its Affiliates who work at the state and
local level to advance opportunities for individuals and families.

Founded in 1968, NCLR is a private, nonprofit, nonpartisan, tax-exempt
organization headquartered in Washington, DC, serving all Hispanic
subgroups in all regions of the country. It has state and regional offices in
Chicago, Los Angeles, Miami, New York, Phoenix, and San Antonio.

National Council of La Raza
Raul Yzaguirre Building

1126 16th Street NW, Suite 600
Washington, DC 20036-4845
(202) 785-1670

www.nclr.org

Copyright © 2016 by the National Council of La Raza

All rights reserved

Printed in the United States of America




GETTINGIN, STAYINGIN

CoMMUNITY PERSPECTIVES ON THE BARRIERS
T0 LATINO POSTSECONDARY EDUCATION

Proceedings for Town Hall on Higher Education at the
2015 National Council of La Raza Annual Conference

July 11,2015

Kansas City, Missouri




Getting In, Staying In: Community Perspectives on the Barriers to Latino Postsecondary Education

TABLE OF CONTENTS

1
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
2
FOrREwORD
3
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

6
FRAMING THE DiscussioN: FINDING THE COMMUNITY PERSPECTIVE

8
CoLLEGE Decisions: THE RoLe oF DATA AND CULTURE
12
CoLLEGE Decisions: Cost oF COLLEGE AND ASSESSING AFFORDABILITY
18
CoLLEGE SuccEss: THE ROLE OF INSTITUTIONAL SUPPORTS
FOR COLLEGE AND CAREER PREPAREDNESS
23
CONCLUSION
24
SPEAKER BIOGRAPHIES
26

ENDNOTES

NATIONAL COUNCIL OF LA RAZA




Getting In, Staying In: Community Perspectives on the Barriers to Latino Postsecondary Education

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This town hall discussion, Getting In, Staying
In: Community Perspectives on the Barriers

to Latino Postsecondary Education was
organized and coordinated by Leticia Tomas
Bustillos, Associate Director, Education Policy
Project; Irene Cuyun, Senior Director of Special
Projects, Education; and Delia Pompa, former
Senior Vice President, Programs. Leticia Tomas
Bustillos and Amelia Collins, Associate Policy
Analyst drafted the report with guidance

and oversight from Samantha Vargas Poppe,
Associate Director, Policy Analysis Center. Eric
Rodriguez, Vice President, Office of Research,
Advocacy, and Legislation and Albert Jacquez,
Director, Policy Analysis Center provided
additional guidance and feedback. Allyson
Osorio, Policy Intern, provided initial analysis
of polling data. Chuck Rocha and Luis Alcauter
from Solidarity Strategies prepared the report

for publication.

Special thanks go to State Farm Insurance
Companies and The Walton Family Foundation
who generously sponsored the town hall, and
to the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation who
sponsored the event and provided funding for

the publication of this report.

We extend a very special thank you to all of the

town hall participants, including;:

Miguel Almaguer
NBC News

Gabriella Gomez
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation

Emily Gonzalez
College Visions

Annette R. Martinez

State Farm Insurance Companies

Fernando Rojas
College Student

Deborah A. Santiago

Excelencia in Education

This report is based on a town hall funded in
part by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.
Although many have contributed their thoughts
and feedback throughout the production of this
report, the recommendations presented here are

those of the authors of this report alone.

NATIONAL COUNCIL OF LA RAZA



Getting In, Staying In: Community Perspectives on the Barriers to Latino Postsecondary Education

FOREWORD

Following decades of efforts to augment the educational experience of
Hispanic students, progress and achievement are on the upswing. The steady
rise in the high school graduation rate of Latino students is a bright spot that
reflects both these efforts and the hard work of Latino students themselves.

But this success is insufficient for the future needs and well-being of our

community and our country. As such, we need to focus more attention on
postsecondary education. Two trends are clear: the Latino population will continue to grow—
one in four children in U.S. schools is Latino—and the national economy will rely upon more
and more individuals who have a postsecondary education or training to remain strong and
competitive in a global market. In short, the future of our economy depends on not only Latino

students entering, but completing college.

The good news is that the Hispanic community overwhelmingly values higher education as
attested by the significant increase in Latinos enrolling in postsecondary programs. Yet, as more
Latino students take on the challenge than ever before, existing disparities continue and new ones
have emerged. This places us at a watershed moment in higher education. We can accept existing
structures that deny equitable opportunity or we can confront the facts before us and work to
meaningfully improve the Latino experience in higher education. To do this, we must start by
asking what policymakers and community leaders need to know from people on the ground to
advance solutions that will provide Latino students with the opportunity for success along the

education pipeline.

In this new report, Getting In, Staying In: Community Perspectives on the Barriers to Latino
Postsecondary Education, NCLR solicited input from experts and students to provide a better
understanding of the opportunities and challenges unique to the Latino experience in higher
education. The authentic voice that emerged from this session provides a crucial context for
the current higher education debate by highlighting the barriers that students face en route to

a college degree. Access, preparation, affordability, debt, the quality of institutional supports,
and completion are issues that most students and their families will have to negotiate during
the collegiate experience. What we learned is that Latinos face all of these difficulties but also
unique ones such as a lack of culturally appropriate information and guidance. How we address
these challenges today will determine Latino students’ long-term success. If we do not, we not
only fail those children but also diminish our nation’s ability to remain competitive in the 21st-

century economy.

G Mg

Janet Murguia
President and CEO

NCLR
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ExeEcuTivE SUMMARY

Latino* students have a strong desire to
further their education, and appear to value
higher education more so than any other racial
or ethnic group.! Current trends in higher
education reflect this value and show that more
Latinos are seeking postsecondary degrees. For
instance, according to Pew Research Center,

in 2012 the Hispanic college enrollment rate
among 18-24-year-old high school graduates
surpassed that of White students (49% to
47%).? The fact that more Latinos than ever
are entering college programs is a positive trend
that reflects the hard work of Latino students.

At the same time, other data show that
disparities in degree completion remain for
Latino students. Only slightly more than

half (53%) of Latino students complete a
degree within six years, compared to 63%

of their White peers.> Completing a college
degree program is difficult work but Latino
students face several factors that make degree
completion harder. For example, many
Hispanic students come from families without
college experience and do not have the same
information and support that guides other
students through enrollment and completion.
Additionally, Latino students may experience
feelings of isolation or exclusion on campus,
subtle or overt forms of discrimination

and racial stereotyping, and pressure to
maintain connections to culture and family
responsibilities.* These added social stressors
affect the college experience and impact

achievement levels for Latinos.

At a time when postsecondary completion is
increasingly important to ensuring economic
mobility for young people, this gap deserves
attention. Projections show that by 2020, 65%
of jobs will require some form of postsecondary
training.’ Given the growing Latino population,
disparities in educational outcomes must be
reduced in order to provide economic security
to Latino students and to keep our national

economy strong.

In order to better understand the Latino
college-going experience, NCLR held a

town hall at its 2015 Annual Conference

titled, “Getting In, Staying In: An Interactive
Community Discussion on Education.”* During
this session, attendees from across the country
gathered to 1) better understand the challenges
Latino students face transitioning from K-12 to
higher education, 2) identify where gaps exist,
and 3) explore recommendations to help bridge
those gaps to make sure Latino students have

equal opportunities to achieve success.

Panelists Deborah Santiago, Emily Gonzalez,
Fernando Rojas, and Gabriella Gomez engaged
in a rich conversation that included personal
and professional experiences to explore

issues in higher education, including access,
affordability, preparation and readiness, family
dynamics, and the challenges associated with
completion. The largely Latino audience
interacted with panelists by asking questions
and participating in live polling* conducted

during the session.

"The terms “Hispanic” and “Latino” are used interchangeably by the U.S. Census Bureau and throughout this document to refer to persons of Mexican, Puerto Rican, Cuban,
Central American, Dominican, Spanish, and other Hispanic descent; they may be of any race.

¥ The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, State Farm Insurance Companies, and The Walton Family Foundation generously sponsored the town hall.

* We conducted additional polling at the National Latino Family Expo.® The Expo events were open to the public, and we polled 148 attendees to augment polling results

NCLR

gathered during the town hall.
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Several key themes emerged from the town

hall discussion:

Friends, family, and other familiar individuals
are a key resource for Latinos in making college
decisions. When asked, “At the time you were
deciding which college was best for you, what,
or whom, was the best source of information
for you?,” 43% of all town hall participants
indicated that family and friends were their
go-to source for information. Fifty-five percent
of students participating in the town hall
reported that teachers and advisors were their
leading source of information. This response is
noteworthy because research has shown that
Latino parents often serve as a motivational
force for children to seek higher education

but that parents often cannot provide the
guidance necessary to help students navigate
the decision-making process when selecting

a college.®

“We rely on people we know, who have had
the experience, to tell us what they know and
we trust them. There is confianza that their
experience is one that informs us, rather than
getting pamphlets and flyers from institutions,
places we don’t know and people we can’t

relate to.” —Deborah Santiago

Latino students heavily weigh family
considerations when making college decisions.
Students participating in the panel noted

that family considerations weighed almost as
heavily as other considerations, including cost
and quality of an institution. They reflected on
their experiences with apprehensive parents

and their fear of sending them off to college,

NCLR
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especially when the college of choice was far
from home. Augmenting these fears are familial
concerns of what entering a new environment
will do to the individual leaving the protection

of family.

“Omn decision day, I was an hour away from
deciding not to go to college, just because
my parents were still worried.... I think
that plays into students not being able to go
and undermatching what school they might

eventually go to.” —Emily Gonzalez

Many Latino students and families perceive the
cost of college as an insurmountable obstacle.
In addition to soaring college tuition, students
encounter costs that are not always apparent to
families, including books, living expenses, and
travel back home. As such, mounting financial
concerns become a barrier to Latinos entering
college. These concerns about cost were shared
by the town hall audience: when asked about
the most important information necessary for
families when deciding which college to attend,
37% selected “cost of attendance and expected
loan assumptions.” Further, when polled about
the most significant challenge when paying for
college, nearly half (46%) found the price of

college itself the most striking barrier.

“There are other costs that schools don’t
cover, like going home.... That was definitely
a barrier for me, only being able to go home
once or twice a year. Even though I was close,
I couldn’t afford train money, bus money,
because I really had to focus on paying for
books.... I didn’t realize that books weren’t

part of my financial aid.” —Emily Gonzales
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The complex financial aid process can be a
heavy burden and result in lost financial aid.
The distinction between cost of college and
the actual cost after financial aid is important
but may not always be clear. The price tag
associated with tuition does not include
financial aid options for which a student may
be eligible. The financial aid process, however,
is daunting, complex, and unfamiliar for
many first-generation college students. Poll
results show that the majority of town hall
respondents (62%) believe that understanding
the process was the most difficult part of

securing financial assistance.

“You're 17, 18, and you’re just thrown into
this sea of paperwork. And you have plenty of
other things that are going on. You have this
transition from adolescence to young adult,

[and] people get scared.” —Fernando Rojas

“We’ve suggested that for students out there,
students who come from backgrounds where
it’s not a very complicated economic situation
just keep it simple! We think that more can and
should be done to make it easier and simpler

to get aid. Sometimes students are dropping
out because of $200 that they owe... their
opportunities could be stopped for $200!”

—Gabriella Gomez

Insufficient college readiness continues to affect
some Latino students’ achievement in higher
education. Increased enrollment of Latinos in
college is an asset to the Latino community.
However, more than two out of five Latino
students require remediation once in college

because they were not sufficiently prepared

for the rigors of college.” In this situation, the
focus should be on what both students and

institutions can do to improve achievement.

“It can’t just be ‘vaya con dios, you got in, it’s
up to you to get through.” A large part of our
push is to make sure the institutions do right by
the students, who’ve done everything right to
make sure that they get [into college].”
—Deborah Santiago

Panelists offered a range of suggestions on how
organizations and institutions could respond to
or address some of the issues shared during the

discussion. For example:

I Disseminate information in culturally
effective ways that better inform parents,
family, and other trusted sources so they are
in a position to adequately advise young

Latinos aspiring to attend college.

I Simplify the financial aid process in order
to provide students and families with
timely, accurate, and helpful information on
college affordability.

0l Develop and implement effective remedial
or developmental education courses that

are culturally competent.

0 Provide academic and other non-
academic supports that help foster success

for students.

[ Capitalize on the experience of Latinos
who have completed college to help
students navigate the pre- and post-

college experience.

NCLR
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FRAMING THE DiscussION:
FINDING THE COMMUNITY PERSPECTIVE

Annette Martinez, Vice President of Operations,

State Farm, opened the town hall by explaining
the importance of building a highly diverse
student population. She explained that a diverse
student body is required to ensure that students
from all backgrounds, races, and ethnicities
can enter higher education and become the
teachers, specialists, and entrepreneurs that
lead us into the future. However, she noted,
there are huge gaps that need to be addressed,
and the town hall was intended to offer an
opportunity to learn more about what can

be done to fill those gaps. She continued by
offering her own personal story as an example
of the journey to college. Annette talked about
her current experience with her daughter

and traveling to colleges across the country

in search of the right fit. She shared, “It’s

been a wonderful experience... But it’s been
overwhelming! It’s hard to know where to start,
it’s hard to know who you should talk with,
what you should do, how do you get answers
around finances, which is the right location,
how far should she go, how is she going to be

when she gets there.”

Annette acknowledged the difficulty she had
in understanding the myriad processes and
considerations she had to navigate to help her
child make the very best decision for her future.
At the same time, she recognized that she was
fortunate to have access to resources that
would help her make the best decision possible
for her daughter—resources that others,
notably families of students whose children
are the first to go to college, do not have. She
remarked, “But I can imagine, if I didn’t have

some of the opportunities, or the people that

NCLR
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I knew, or people that I could talk with, how
overwhelming [it would be], and perhaps how I

might give up on that dream for her, because it

does become a little bit overwhelming.”

NCLR

NATIONAL COUNCIL OF LA RAZA

The theme of being overwhelmed was also
evident in Miguel Almaguer’s (moderator)
personal story of resilience, perseverance, and
the complex nature of navigating the college
experience. He shared that he was not the first
in his family to attend college, and the value

of a higher education was intricately woven
into the fabric of his family. His parents, he
said, “instilled in us at a very young age that
college was the first step toward achieving our
dreams and our goals.” While his pursuit of a
college education was a foregone conclusion,
he nonetheless faced challenges along the way,
struggling with instances of racism, perceptions
of his ability, and the responsibility of taking
on and paying back student debts. He reflected
on an instance of racism in his middle school
experience, noting a time when his teacher said
that Miguel probably “doesn’t speak English”

to explain his poor performance in school.
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He noted that this teacher’s attitude changed
once he met Miguel’s highly educated parents.
He said, “I saw a different light in which he
looked at me, because of how highly educated
my parents were. From that moment, I
understood: getting an education is not only
important in the way you’re able to view the

world, but also the way the world views you.”

This understanding carried forward to his
college experiences, where Miguel witnessed
how the negative perceptions of others affect
one’s self-perception. He commented, “I got
into college, and I was shocked and a bit
disappointed that I was an affirmative action
student, but that all the other students who
were accepted into school without affirmative
action were no brighter than me.” This
experience, combined with a lack of diversity
on his college campus—*“I was disappointed
that there weren’t more brown faces”—and a
lackluster educational experience led him to
leave his program before completing a degree.
Miguel soon learned the reality of leaving
school without a degree. “I quickly learned
that when you leave college, they want their
money back! So all of the loans I had received,
some $40,000 for two years at an expensive
‘public’ school, they immediately wanted their
money back.” This reality check took him back
to school—even if it was just for the option
of deferring his debt payments—where he

ultimately found his calling as a journalist.

Despite having the benefit of a college-going
culture in their homes, Annette and Miguel
still experienced struggles and frustrations in

navigating the college process.

Their stories hinted at the complexity

often faced by Latino students pursuing
postsecondary education, many of whom

are the first in their family to attend college.
Annette’s and Miguel’s experiences were
augmented by the perspectives of the town
hall panelists, all of whom were Latino, and
most of whom were the first in their family
to go to college. This opening discussion set
the framework for the ensuing conversations,
wherein barriers to college and the benefits of

completion became major themes.

WHO WAS IN THE AUDIENCE?

There were up to 170 individuals in
attendance at this event.

The first two questions of the live poll

revealed the following:

e

10% Students
e 060 0 0 o

14% Parents

TTeean

34% Educators

42% Interested Stakeholders

49% First-Generation College Students

% | ] ] ] ] |
0 10 20 30 40 50
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CoLLEGE DEcIsIONS:
THE RoLE oF DATA AND CULTURE

Where do Latino students get their

college information?

Miguel began this session focused on sources of
information by asking the audience to respond
to the question, “At the time you were deciding
which college was best for you, what, or whom,
was the best source of information for you?”

A majority (43%) of town hall participants
indicated that family and friends were their go-
to source for information, with teachers and
advisors coming in at a close second (35%).
When looking closer at the data, however,
parents, educators, and other education
stakeholders identified family and friends as
their most valuable source of information, but
students viewed teachers/advisors as their best

source of information (see Figure 1).

Miguel asked panelists to comment on the

results of the poll. Deborah Santiago Vice

President for Policy, Excelencia in Education,
remarked that the results made sense to her
based on her experience. “We rely on people
we know, who have had the experience, to tell
us what they know and we trust them. There
is confianza that their experience is one that
informs us, rather than getting pamphlets and
flyers from institutions, places we don’t know
and people we can’t relate to.” These remarks
and poll results are noteworthy because many
Hispanics entering higher education are first-
generation college students and do not have a
family legacy of college attendance. Research
has shown that parents can provide the
motivation to seek higher education, but often
cannot provide the guidance to help students
navigate the decision-making process when

selecting a college.®

Figure 1: At the time you were deciding which college was best for you, what, or whom, was the best

source of information?

55%
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30—
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Source: NCLR analysis of data collected at the 2015 National Council of La Raza Annual Conference Town Hall on Higher Education on July 11, 2015.
*The “unknown” category consists of respondents who did not provide an answer or who were not present to respond to the first survey question on

stakeholder identification.
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Therefore, organizations and institutions must
understand Latinos’ reliance on community
voices over impersonal websites and data in
order to disseminate information in culturally

effective ways.

Fernando Rojas, a student at Fullerton High
School, drew attention to the fact that polling
results showed that parents were not a primary
source of college information. He said, “One
of the interesting things that I saw was that
parents come in [as] a lesser part, yet [students]
are spending most of [their] time at home.

Our parents should be one of our biggest
supporters or one of our biggest resources

for information.” Fernando suggested that
parents might not be well-informed because of
a lack of cultural competence in high schools.
He observed, “My high school had 62% of
Hispanic students there, yet our counselors,

all four of them, didn’t speak Spanish. There

is this discord between parents, counselors,
and students that makes it extremely difficult
when [students] are applying to colleges.”
Without access to resources in their parents’
native language, or without having access to
advisors who have the cultural competence

to engage with families, Latino students find
making decisions about college to be extremely
difficult, as they are left alone to both educate

their parents and untangle a complex process.

Gabriella Gomez, Deputy Director of
Postsecondary Policy and Advocacy at the Bill
& Melinda Gates Foundation, noted that the

comments from the other panelists pointed to a

need to increase the Latino community’s access
to information on college. She remarked, “I
definitely think that it’s about empowering our
community, and making sure that we provide
the most information out there, because if

you look at institutions, a community college
and a for-profit... you’ll see the graduation
and placement rates are very different.”
Gabriella stated, and other panelists agreed,
that all institutions should be required to share
information on graduation rates, the cost of
attendance, and postgraduate employment
rates, and for-profit schools should disclose
their for-profit status, enabling students and

their families to make informed decisions.’

NCLR
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How do cultural ties in the Latino community

affect college decisions?

While respondents identified family and friends
as the most valuable and trusted source of
information, strong familial and cultural ties
often add complexity for Latino students
making college decisions. Students participating
in the panel noted family considerations
weighed almost as heavily as other
considerations, including cost of attendance
and quality of education. They reflected on
their experiences with apprehensive parents and
their fear of sending them to college, especially
when the college of choice is far from home.

To illustrate this point, Miguel asked Emily
Gonzalez, College Access and Success Advisor,
College Visions, to reflect on her experience of
leaving her home in the Bronx, New York, to
enroll at Brown University, 200 miles away in
Rhode Island. Miguel said, “Getting into Brown
and graduating is no easy feat in itself. Tell me
a little bit of how difficult it was going through
school and whether these challenges deter you

in any way.”

Emily reflected, “On decision day, I was like an
hour away from deciding not to go to college,
just because my parents were still worried
about that fear of, ‘Ay! My baby is going away!’
I think that plays into students not being

able to go and undermatching what school
they might eventually go to.” To combat her
parents’ fear of the unknown, Emily “tried to
remind them of their story, of coming into the
U.S.” Turning to the audience she said, “That’s
something that is completely fearless right?

But also full of fear, and they had to overcome
that as well. So I was just doing the same thing,
living my life, without fear, as they tried to

instill within me.”

NCLR
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Miguel asked Fernando, a Southern Californian
awaiting his start at Yale University, to share
how family ties affected his experience.
Fernando shared a story similar to that of
Emily’s, acknowledging his parents’ fears and
his reminder to them of their journey to this
country and what they had to overcome. He
counseled his parents, “‘I know it’s scary... but
the way you’re feeling is the exact same thing
for me... so it’s that sort of shared fear that

you’ll both go through this journey together.”

Augmenting these fears are familial concerns
of what entering a new environment will do to
the individual leaving the protection of family.
An audience member asked the panelists, “I
got into my dream college, but my parents
think I’'m turning my back on them because

I want to go. What advice do you have, to
have that conversation with my mom and
dad?” Panelists raised observations about the
dynamics of family and the intricate bonds of
culture. Emily remarked, “I just had to seek
support of other family members and let them
know that I wasn’t turning my back, that I was
going to come back during break and I was
going to make sure I called mamita every night
and share a little bit more of my experience
[and] include them because they want to

feel included.”
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However, Emily recognized the challenge of
including her parents in the new world she
was occupying as a college student. She said,
“It was really hard for me to share everything.
I also didn’t feel like I had the language to
translate... you know, some words that we use,
college lingo, to my family, my parents. They
never heard of these things, like understanding
what a curriculum is, or even [explaining] a
major and a minor was difficult.” She learned
in time that what she needed to do was to
offer reassurances that she wasn’t going to
change, rather, that she was bringing to Brown
everything that “they had instilled in me, the
past 18 years of my life... they weren’t going
away. I was bringing that part of them—what

they taught—with me.”

PoLicy IDEAS IN BRIEF:
Helping Latino Students Make

Informed Decisions

I Enhance availability and transparency
of data (e.g., transfer, completion rates,

and employment outcomes).

[ Enhance communication to address

family concerns.

NCLR
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CoLLEGE DEecisions: Cost OF COLLEGE

AND ASSESSING AFFORDABILITY

How does the cost of college affect
decisions of Latino students?

Gabriella opened this portion of the discussion
by explaining two prevailing trends in higher
education: the rising cost of tuition and

state disinvestments in higher education.

She remarked, “We’ve seen states start to
disinvest in higher education, and you’ll see
that in many places where tuition and fees are
going up.” The challenge, she noted, is how

to share the responsibility so that the dream
of achieving higher education remains within
reach. She continued, “We need to figure out
how to balance the shared responsibility of
students showing up, being prepared, states
contributing [resources], institutions providing
support, and clearly defining the role of the
federal government and taxpayers in that

shared responsibility.”

Miguel asked Gabriella to reflect on the
challenge of cost, saying, “When people are
graduating from high school, and they think
about college, and they hear $20,000, $40,000,
$60,000 to attend a school for one year,

how big of a roadblock does that become,
specifically for the Latino community?”
Immediately, Gabriella replied, “In terms of
cost, there is a lot of anxiety that comes with
it.” While the dollar figure is intimidating,
Gabriella also offered her personal reflection
on another stressor related to cost, the Free
Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA).
She recalled, “I remember filling out the FAFSA
by myself. My mother had no idea what this
FAFSA was. I had to do it. I did it for my
brothers. I recall physically filling it out and
just feeling this apprehension, but thinking to
myself, ‘I have to do this.””

Polling revealed that event attendees shared

the panelists’ concern about the cost of college.
Results showed that the price of college and
inadequate financial aid were significant factors
in respondents’ decisions whether to attend
college and where to go to college

(see Figure 2).

Figure 2. When deciding which college to attend, what is the most important information that

students and their families need to have?

Percentage of students securing a
job after graduation

Quality of education and
faculty expertise

Cost of attendance and expected
loan assumptions

Number and percentage of
students graduating on time

- 7 0/0

— 350/0

or
(9]

10

15 20 25 30 35 40

Source: NCLR analysis of data collected at the 2015 National Council of La Raza Annual Conference Town Hall on Higher Education on July 11, 2015.
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Thirty-seven percent of respondents indicated The next poll question, “In thinking about
that the cost of attendance and expected debt paying for college, what is the most significant
load were the deciding factors in choosing a challenge students and their families face?”
college to attend. further illustrated the concern of the cost of

. _ . college and how students are expected to pay
In addition to soaring tuition and complex _ ,
for their education and unexpected costs
forms, students encounter costs that are not

(see Figure 3).

always readily apparent to students and
families. Hidden costs like books, living
expenses, and travel back home, and the

reality of what happens to scholarship aid

in the overall financial aid package, increase
anxiety about pursuing higher education.
Emily remarked, “There are other costs that
schools don’t cover, like going home...there are
going to be some expenses that I think schools
don’t take into consideration, or even [offer]
guidance for. That was definitely a barrier for
me, only being able to go home once or twice a
year. Even though I was close, I couldn’t afford
train money, bus money, because I really had to
focus on paying for books...I didn’t realize that

books weren’t part of my financial aid.”

Figure 3. In thinking about paying for college, what is the most significant challenge students and
their families face?
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Source: NCLR analysis of data collected at the 2015 National Council of La Raza Annual Conference Town Hall on Higher Education on July 11, 2015.
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How do students assess affordability

of college?

The intersection of cost and affordability was
well-understood by panelists, and they agreed
that full and transparent information on
financial aid is critical to understanding college
affordability. Deborah remarked, “We’ve seen
at the national level... that students often
make choices based on cost. In conventional
wisdom, we think students make choices based
on financial aid. If you make a choice based on
cost versus financial aid, you’re going to look
at very different options.” The distinction is
important because the cost of attending college
may not be the actual cost, as the price tag
does not include financial aid options. Deborah
went on to say, “Making sure that our students
are informed about financial aid options is
summarily important in expanding the choices

they might have available to them.”

For students everywhere, but especially those
who are the first in their families to have to
decipher complex forms and assess college
affordability based on unfamiliar processes,
this can have important repercussions. Emily
observed, “You’re at risk of losing thousands
of dollars in grants and other scholarships.

So definitely recognize [financial aid] as more
of a process, and look at affordability over
four years or six years rather than one year.”
Emily’s experience highlights how students
must understand that college is not just a
one-year event. It is critical for students to
consider college a long-term investment, and to
understand the total costs of college, expected
aid, and student debt, including potential future
earnings and loan repayment expectations,

when making decisions.
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Miguel turned to Fernando and Emily to get
their perspectives on the financial aid process,
especially as first-generation college students.
He asked, “How difficult was it for you,
navigating the paperwork, the financial aid,
all of the requirements and documentation
you had to do to access financial aid?” Emily
replied, “[The financial aid process] can be
really daunting, and it could make the student
feel like there is one more thing against them.”
Fernando added, “I mean... you’re 17, 18, and
you’re just thrown into this ‘sea of paperwork.’
And you have plenty of other things that

are going on. You have this transition from

adolescence to young adult, [and] people

get scared.”
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Poll results show that the majority of town
hall respondents (62%) also believe that
understanding the process was the most
difficult part of financial assistance, with access
to financial aid advisement and filling out the
FAFSA form seen as lesser, but still significant,

hurdles (see Figure 4).

Emily offered her perspective on navigating this
process on her own. She said, “Throughout the
years in college, it was definitely just myself.

I asked my parents for their taxes and that

was my first time seeing a tax form in general!
Now in my role as a college advisor, I definitely
see that financial aid is a process that doesn’t
just start at the end of senior year of high
school, but ends when you graduate, because
sometimes [students] forget to fill out their
FAFSA every year.”

Figure 4. Which aspect of the financial aid process is the most difficult for students and their families?

100 —
80 — 79%
67%
0, 0,
60% 63% 62%
60 —
46%
40 —
31%
0 20%
20 — . 21%
14% 15%
o 30% 7% 17% 22% 10% 16%
| | | | |
Student Parent Educator Shareholder Unknown* All

. Filling out FAFSA form . Access to financial aid advisement . Understanding the financial aid process

Source: NCLR analysis of data collected at the 2015 National Council of La Raza Annual Conference Town Hall on Higher Education on July 11, 2015.
*The “unknown” category consists of respondents who did not provide an answer or who were not present to respond to the first survey question on

stakeholder identification.

NATIONAL COUNCIL OF LA RAZA




Getting In, Staying In: Community Perspectives on the Barriers to Latino Postsecondary Education

Gabriella suggested that simplifying the process
would help students. She shared, “We’ve
suggested that for most of the students out
there, students who come from backgrounds
where it’s not a very complicated economic
situation, just keep it simple! So we are
advocating for the use of your information

and your tax data, and to address the timing
issue and use prior year tax data... We think
that more can and should be done to make it
easier and simpler to get that aid.” Gabriella
also noted the importance of innovation and
room for other nontraditional financial aid
products. She said, “Sometimes students are
dropping out because of $200 that they owe.
$200! You think about that, and a student’s
life, their family’s life, their opportunities could
be stopped for $200!” To address this issue,
she suggested exploring programs to address
gaps in funding that can seem small, but can be

profound to a struggling family.

Deborah also shared innovative practices
emerging across states, saying that “there are
pilot efforts with companies like H&R Block,
where they can help people while they’re filing
for their taxes to also complete the FAFSA.
We’re seeing institutions with financial aid labs
[where] computer rooms are dedicated during
[certain] times of the year, where everybody is
in there... filling out the FAFSA together. We’re
seeing workshops for parents and students to
fill it out, and not just in their senior year, but
trying to get them in earlier. Then we’re seeing
school districts across the country require
completion of the FAFSA as part of graduation,

or using it as part of the curriculum.”
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Panelists moved to explore affordability of
college for immigrant students. Deborah
noted the additional barriers affecting
affordability for the thousands of students
who have received temporary deportation
relief under Deferred Action for Childhood
Arrivals (DACA). She said, and other panelists
concurred, that DACA students are incredibly
resilient. However, to date, only 21 states offer
in-state tuition, and only seven states offer in-
state financial aid to undocumented students.!?

Restricted financial aid greatly affects the

ability of these students to afford college.
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To change the situation, Deborah remarked,
“The challenge we face is to make sure that,
not just those who are elected officials see the
value and see the value of the investment from
an economic term, but also from a personal
point of view. I think, unfortunately, the onus is

on us to do that.”

Gabriella agreed, and noted that until greater
policy change is achieved, DACA students
must work especially hard to identify
scholarships that can support their college
education. Therefore, the efforts of nonprofit
organizations and foundations working to
provide aid to these students must be amplified.
Deborah concluded, “It just makes economic
sense that we would support people who have
done all of the right things in our country

and feel that they can contribute. That’s the
American Dream and the American way. So
to do less, I think, doesn’t reflect the values of

our country.”

PoLricy IDEAS IN BRIEF:

Enhancing College Affordability

[ Increase federal and state funding to

make college more affordable.

I Streamline the FAFSA form.

| [ntegrate instruction on filing the

FAFSA into other programs.

| Build initiatives to provide small-dollar

emergency financial aid.

I Expand policies to extend in-state

financial aid to DACA recipients.
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CoLLEGE Success: THE ROLE OF INSTITUTIONAL
SuprPORTS FOR CoLLEGE AND CAREER PREPAREDNESS

What institutional supports can help
Latino students succeed?

Latino aspirations for a college degree are
evident in the increase of students attending
college nationally. The share of Hispanic

18- to 24-year-olds enrolled in postsecondary
education increased significantly between
1972 and 2012, from 13.4% to 37.5%."
Reflecting on this increase, Miguel posed a
question to Deborah, saying “More and more
Latinos are going to college, although we’re
simply not where we want to be. Is there one
big roadblock, or are there several, that are
slowing down the number of Latinos getting
into college and going?” Deborah invited the
audience to pause on the first part of Miguel’s
question, saying, “I want to focus on your first
point, which is more and more Latinos are
going to college than ever before. We want to
focus on this as an asset.” Her remark elicited a
great deal of applause from audience members
in recognition of the gains made by Hispanics

over time.

Deborah went on to note that the focus should
be on what students and institutions of higher
education can do to improve achievement and
success. Assuming the perspective of a student,
she remarked, “I think understanding what our
options are, getting support, and making sure
that we are persisting (which is what we do),
and being retained (which is what institutions
do) to make sure that we not only get the
benefit of access, but that we graduate, is
summarily important.” She went on to explain
the shared responsibility of completion, that
while students have a responsibility to persist

through the college experience, institutions
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have a responsibility to provide the necessary
supports to yield completion. Thus, she
believes, institutions have a vital role to play in
the success of students. About the role of the
institution, she said, “It can’t just be, ‘vaya con
Dios, you got in, it’s up to you to get through.’
A large part of our push is to make sure the
institutions do right by the students, who’ve
done everything right to make sure that they
get there.”

To mediate conditions that may derail student
pathways to success, both Deborah and
Gabriella discussed the role that institutions—
both K-12 and higher education—must take
on to ensure that more students are prepared
and able to persevere through college.
Gabriella talked about her own experience
with institutional supports. She shared, “I

was a remedial education student, did not

get fully prepared in my K-12 education,

and came underprepared in my writing

and analytical skills into my undergraduate
education...Remedial education could have
held me back in many ways, were it not for the

institutional supports.”

To ensure that students in need of remedial
education are not held back, she suggests,
“There are several strategies that we need

to invest in. Remedial or developmental
education, if done well, does transform systems
and helps advance students.” To help increase
completion rates, institutions must provide
resources, which could include more effective

and innovative remedial courses to bridge
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the knowledge gap between K-12 and higher
education that will facilitate, not prevent, the

timely completion of degree programs.

Another institutional support, teachers, was
raised during the question and answer session.
An audience member posed the following
question: “What pedagogical changes have to
take place in teacher preparation programs in
order to train culturally competent teachers?”
Deborah responded, “I think the pedagogy

is there. What we don’t have is a way to

apply the cultural competency to it. Our
students can learn. We have to make sure

that our teachers... are aware of the strengths
and needs of our students, and apply that
[knowledge] in significant ways.” The role of
the institutions, therefore, is to be deliberate
about the knowledge and experiences that
they provide to teachers that acknowledge the
assets of the Latino community. She concluded,
“It’s not about changing rigor. It’s making sure
that we’re intentional in serving Latinos, and
focused on their strengths, and pushing them
to be the best they can be. That, to me, is not a
pedagogical change. It’s a fundamental change
in perspective, expectations, and commitment

to the students we educate.”

How can Latino students be better
prepared for college and career success?

It is true that Latinos are making progress on
many indicators. More Latino students are
graduating from high school (from 61% in
1993 to 73% in 2012"2), the dropout rate has
decreased by more than half (from 28% in
1993 to 13% in 2012"%), and more students

are enrolling in Advanced Placement courses.'*

However, national data show that our
education system is not adequately preparing
young students for success in high school

and beyond. Once enrolled in college, many
Latino students continue to face academic
challenges. For example, during the 2011-2012
academic year, 18.6% of first- and second-
year Hispanic undergraduates reported taking
a remedial course, compared to 13.8% of
White students.'

The theme of college readiness, or lack thereof,
drew a lot of commentary from the panelists.
Miguel asked, “Fernando, ’m sure like some
of my friends, some of yours didn’t all go to
college, or aren’t all going next year. What
were some of the roadblocks for them? Why
are some people that you know not going

to school?” Fernando said that inadequate
academic preparedness is a challenge, “There
are only a couple of honors classes, and

then the rest of them are just what they call

‘regular’ classes.
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“I think a big problem that we have is, when
these students arrive freshman year in high
school, they don’t know that there are these
classes that are offered. Then, when it comes
junior or sophomore year, when these students
want to excel, these teachers are not allowing
them in because they think that they’re not
accustomed to a sort of class that isn’t at the
same level of rigor.” Fernando’s comments
allude to a lack of school support in discussing
long-term goals and how to achieve them.

His reflections point to the need for greater
availability of college- and career-ready

standards and advanced courses throughout

K-12 education to prepare learners for rigorous

college coursework.

In addition, panelists remarked that readiness

for college extends beyond academic capability.

Miguel asked, “When students are getting into
school and they’re not attaining completion,
why are they falling through the cracks?
What kind of support system do they need

to be able to execute, to go from enrollment
to graduation?” Panelists stated that the
preparation of students requires a nuanced
approach that combines academic knowledge
with institutional and community supports

to build “college knowledge.” Together, these
supports will contribute to postsecondary

and career success. They explained that
institutional supports are essential for the
continued persistence of students while in
school. Community supports, they noted,
provide a safety net for students that harnesses
the experiences and expertise of Latinos who
preceded them and offers the mentorship and

guidance needed for long-term success.
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In her remarks, Deborah recognized the
instrumental role of community within the
Latino postsecondary experience. She said, “In
some ways the onus is on us, as low-income,
first-generation college-goers, as successful
second generation, third generation, to make
sure we support each other in our success.”
Deborah stated that community support comes
in a variety of forms: “It could be a social
event, or helping somebody who can’t make it
home, to something much more involved and

helping support financially, or just providing

the academic or personal support they need.”
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As students, Fernando and Emily reiterated
the importance of community in their success.
Emily said, “Finding someone who believes in
you, mentorship... to help you see that you are
going to be prepared [is important because]

it just might take some time for students to

see that vision of college success.” Fernando
said that there is a great deal more we can do
to support Hispanic students. He said, “I was
lucky to be blessed with all this success...but it
made me realize that there is still a big disparity
between what different people see as success. |
mean, getting one kid into college is success in
itself, but when you have someone getting into
an Ivy League school who is Latino, we need
to come together as a Latino community, as
we all are right now, and push more students
forward... we have to pave the road for the

people that come after us.”

Audience members also identified the
importance of the community when identifying
desired outcomes from postsecondary

education (see Table 1).

Nearly half of audience participants (45 %)
identified the importance of students being
well-rounded, aware of the world around them,
and being able to apply their learning to real-
world objectives. Students felt that being well-
rounded was important, but also reported that
a passion for life-long learning and dedication
to a chosen field were two equally important
outcomes of college completion. Reflecting

on the poll results, Deborah remarked, “For
many low-income, first-generation college-
goers, it’s what we do with what we have, and
how we can do the most to help others, not

just ourselves.”

Table 1. Which is most important for students graduating from college?

Student Parent

Students have the professional
and technical skills for the
current economy

25% 13%

Unknown*

Stakeholder

Educator

8% 18% 18% 15%

Students acquire critical
thinking, analytical skills, and
reasoning skills

0% 20%

21% 13% 25% 19%

Students demonstrate passion
for life-long learning and
dedication to a chosen field

38% 7%

18% 8% 17% 15%

Students owe the least amount
of student debt

0% 7%

3% 11% 4% 5%

Students are well-rounded, aware
of the world around them, and
can apply their learning in to real-
world objectives

38% 53%

50% 50% 35% 45%

Source: NCLR analysis of data collected at the 2015 National Council of La Raza Annual Conference Town Hall on Higher Education on July 11, 2015.
*The “unknown” category consists of respondents who did not provide an answer or who were not present to respond to the first survey question on

stakeholder identification. Not all participants answered all questions.
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According to participants and panelists alike,
readiness should extend beyond the college
classroom experience and must include skills
that will help prepare students for a career.
Specifically, lessons promoting critical thinking,
instruction on networking, and opportunities to
benefit from mentorship could help all students
learn the skills needed to be successful in the
postgraduate professional world. To accomplish
this, the roles of institutions and of community
are vitally important. As Deborah remarks,
“Too often, we have students who do all the
right things from high school through college,
and say, ‘When I get my degree, I’ll be set.” The
reality is that you still have to open doors to
make sure you have that opportunity. I don’t
think we prepare our young people sufficiently
to say, ‘Now that I have a degree, I still have

to be aggressive to make sure that I’'m able to
engage and make sure I contribute to my own
future, and that of my community.’” Mentors
can help students navigate the pre- and post-
college experience and provide needed support
to students, especially first-generation college-
goers. Latinos should be encouraged to take
ownership of their role in “paving the way” for

the next generation of Latino students.

Miguel built on this point when he said, “It’s
tough getting into school, but when you get
out, some people don’t have all the options
that they hoped or thought they would have.
What do you advise students to do, once they
are able to successfully get their diploma?”
Gabriella offered a response stemming from
her own experience: “I really do think it is your
peers that you have and your network that

you develop. I was very fortunate to be part of
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the Congressional Hispanic Caucus Institute
Fellowship, and have had some wonderful
friendships and networks that not only keep me
grounded, but are also resources for me for the
future.” She concludes her advice to students

by emphasizing, “Use your resources, whether
it’s in your undergrad or elsewhere and use

your community.”

PoLricy IDEAS IN BRIEF:

Preparing Students for College and Beyond

| Increase access to college- and career-ready

standards and advanced courses.

| Institutions must provide
academic supports.

| Increase engagement by the Latino

community as a safety net for students.
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CoNcLusioN

The educational outlook for Latinos is institutional policies, we can raise academic
improving across the board: promising policy achievement, secure more equitable access
changes coupled with the hard work of to postsecondary opportunities, and remove
the Latino community show that reversing barriers inhibiting success for millions of hard-
course on longstanding inequities is possible. working Hispanic students.

Education provides a growing number of
Latino students in this country with an
incredible opportunity for long-term success.
That opportunity, however, is threatened as
more Hispanic students find the dream of
attaining a college degree increasingly difficult
to achieve. As more Latinos enter into higher
education, it is incumbent upon stakeholders
and policymakers to evaluate the needs of
Latino students as they enter unfamiliar
territory. Only then can these parties fully
understand the academic, social, and cultural
realities Latino students face so that they can
invest in policies that will help ensure success.

With better, more targeted federal, state, and
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