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Abstract  

 

 

Contributing Factors in Latina Students’ Academic Success at a Four Year  

Public Institution 

 

 

By 

Nancy Alonzo 

Doctor of Education in Educational Leadership 

 

 

 

The purpose of this study is to examine the experiences of Latina students in higher 

education in order to identify what factors have contributed to their academic success. Despite 

the significant body of research that exists on the experiences of Latinas in higher education, 

there is limited literature focusing on what contributes to the academic success of Latinas 

pursuing an undergraduate degree at four-year public institutions. Thus, I am interested in 

identifying the contributing factors of the persistence and ultimately graduation of Latinas from 

institutions of higher education. 

By conducting twelve semi-structured interviews and two focus groups with Latina 

students in their senior year at a four-year institution, the study examined their shared 

experiences through a critical race theory lens.  
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There are two primary research questions associated with the study; these are: 1.What are the 

factors that contribute to the persistence of Latina students attending a four-year public 

institution of higher education? 2. What are the institutional resources in place that provide 

support to Latina students while they pursue their undergraduate degree?  

 The findings of the study can then provide an insight in what can be done to support 

Latina students during their baccalaureate attainment journey. 

 

Keywords: Latinas in Higher Education, Critical Race Theory, Hispanic Serving Institution, 

Persistence.
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CHAPTER ONE: STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

 According to the 2010 Census, over 50 million Latinos reside in the United States; a 

substantial increase from the 35 million reported in 2000. It is estimated, that in the next 50 

years, Latinos will constitute 50 percent of the total population growth, making Latinos one 

quarter of the total population by 2050 in the United States (Llagas & Snyder, 2003). As a result 

of such an increase in total population in the United States, Latinos also constitute a fast-growing 

component of the school-age student population (Gándara, 2010). Hence, educational institutions 

are now facing the increasing demands of providing the academic and social resources to Latino 

students, without having an understating on how to support them (Marschall, 2006).  

Thus, as the population increases, so does the number of Latinos preparing to pursue a 

degree in higher education (Crisp, & Nora, 2010).  By 2010, 17 percent of all students enrolled 

in college, between 18-24 years old, were Latino students; a 7 percent increase from 2006, 

constituting a significant increase in the last three decades (Fry, 2011). Consequently, the level 

of educational attainment for Latina students has risen in the past few years; in fact, college 

graduation rates for Latinas have increased faster than any other group of women according to 

the 2010 Census.  Nevertheless, Latinas still experience significantly low levels of attainment 

when it comes to graduation. Latina students are pursuing higher educational degrees at a higher 

rate, but the probability of them graduating is significantly low compared to any other racial or 

ethnic group (Fry & Lopez, 2012).  

Latinas are also more likely to start postsecondary education at a community college 

(Adelman, 2005). Nearly 50 percent of all Latinas pursuing an undergraduate degree are doing so 

at a community college; the highest percentage of any other racial or ethnic group (Krogstad & 

Passel, 2015). Kurlaender (2006) found that even high-performing Latina students who 
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graduated from high school with top academic achieving scores, were more likely to begin their 

educational journey at a community college. 

Unfortunately, the number of college students that successfully transfer from a 

community college to a four-year institution is very low. According to Solorzano, Rivas, and 

Velez (2005), among the 71 percent of Latino students enrolled in community colleges with the 

intention of transferring to a four-year institution, only 20 percent were successful. Therefore, 

considering the low number of Latina transfer-students from a community college to a four-year 

institution, researcher suggest that is best for Latinas to start their undergraduate degree directly 

at a four-year institution all together (Fry, 2004). Latinas are enrolling and attending American 

colleges and universities at a higher rate, the concern is that they are leaving without graduating 

(Fry, 2011).  

In this chapter, I will introduce the proposed study. Beginning with a brief background, 

followed by the problem statement, purpose of the study, the research questions, and I will also 

present the theoretical framework. I will provide an overview of the methodology and I will 

address the limitations and delimitations of the study.  

Problem Statement  

While more Latinas are enrolling in higher education, the degree attainment rate of Latina 

students is still significantly lower than that of other female racial or ethnic groups (Zambrana & 

Zoppi, 2002). Overall, Latinos are the fastest growing ethnic group in the United States, but they 

are lagging academically behind any other group of students (Fry & Lopez, 2012).  

Latinas however, are making increase academic strides relative to their male 

counterparts. Coley (2001) wrote about the disparities in graduation rates amongst Latino males 

and females, which oftentimes begins in high school. Latina students also completed college at 
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higher rates than Latino males (Coley, 2001). In 2005, the National Center of Educational 

Statistics (2007) reported that 35 percent of Latinas had completed college, compared to 28 

percent of Latino males. A significant difference in graduation rates, but with time the gap in 

educational achievement continued to augment at a dangerous rate. In a more recent study, the 

NCES (2017) reported that 60 percent of Latinas obtained a baccalaureate degree in 2013, while 

only 40 percent of Latino males graduated. Saenz and Ponjuan, (2009) have researched this 

disturbing phenomenon in which Latino males are vanishing from the higher educational 

pipeline in American colleges and Universities. Multiple factors may contribute to the low 

degree attainment of Latino males, and scholars continue to research this phenomenon as they 

continue to lag their female counterparts (Castellanos, Gloria, & Kamimura, 2006).  

Yet, although Latinas are graduating at higher rates than their male counterparts (Hurtado, Sáenz, 

Santos, & Cabrera, 2008), they are still less likely to graduate and attain a college degree 

compared to any other female racial or ethnic group (Fry & Lopez, 2012), and therefore the need 

to examine their experiences in higher education. 

As previously mentioned, Latinas are more likely than students from other racial or 

ethnic group to begin their postsecondary education at a community college (Adelman, 2005). 

They begin their higher educational journey at a community college with the intention of 

transferring to a four-year institution, in order to obtain an undergraduate degree (Rendon and 

Nora 1997).  Nevertheless, the graduation rates for Latinas graduating at a four-year institution 

continues to be very low. According to the NCES Condition of Education Report (2015), 19 

percentage of 25-29-year-old Latinas successfully completed their undergraduate degree in 2013, 

making it still the lowest percent of degree attainment amongst any other female racial or ethnic 

group. Thus, researchers such as Solorzano, Rivas, and Velez (2005), recommend that Latinas 
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begin their undergraduate degree journey directly at a four-year institution after high school 

graduation to ensure a higher success rate in degree attainment. However, if institutions are not 

prepared to support Latina students, the probability of retaining them could become a difficult 

task (Solorzano, Rivas, and Velez 2005). 

Studies have shown that Latinas experience many more educational challenges than their 

white peers, tracing back to their K-12 education (Oseguera, et al., 2013). Oftentimes, they are 

the first ones in their families to go to college (Hurtado, Eagan, Cabrera, Lin, Park, & Lopez, M, 

2008).  An area that continues to be widely researched in order to better support this group of 

students who are likely to be first-generation students (Gloria & Castellanos, 2012). Once in 

college, first generation Latina students are more likely to face challenges associated with not 

knowing how to navigate the higher educational system, compared to students who have at least 

one parent with a baccalaureate degree that have helped them in the process (Engle, 2007). To 

better serve Latina students in their higher educational journey, it is important to understand 

from their shared experiences what motivated them to persist in school until graduation 

(Mehta, Newbold, & O'Rourke, 2013). Latina students are expected to perform at the same level 

as any other group of students (Nora, Barlow, & Crisp, 2006), often left to navigate the 

educational system by themselves which can cause them to feel frustrated or confused as they 

attend college. 

Yet, there is a group of Latinas who are persisting in college until graduation. As 

previously mentioned, 19 percent of Latinas completed their college degree in 2013 (NCES, 

2015). To better understand what contributes to the persistence and graduation of Latina students 

pursuing an undergraduate degree, this study will focus on the experiences of Latina students 

currently enrolled in their last academic year at a four-year public institution. 
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Purpose 

The purpose of this qualitative study is to identify the contributing factors in the 

academic success of Latina students in higher education. More specifically, I am looking into the 

experiences of Latina students currently enrolled in their last academic year at a four-year public 

institution, to better understand what contributed to their persistence culminating in their degree 

attainment. The primary goal of this study is to better understand through the shared experiences 

of the participants, what were the elements that contributed to their academic success in order to 

better support other Latina students in their higher educational journey. 

Research Questions 

 As explained by Bloomberg & Volpe (2016), qualitative research is used in the study 

people or things in their natural setting to better understand them. Hence, this study will be 

guided by the following primary and secondary questions: 

1. What are the factors that contribute to the persistence of Latina students pursuing their an 

undergraduate degree at a four-year public institution?  

2. What are the institutional resources in place that provide support to Latina students while 

they pursue their undergraduate degree?  

I believe it is important to extrapolate the findings from the experiences shared by the 

participants in their purest form. The questions will be constructed to better understand what 

contributing factors were pivotal in their academic success and what institutional resources they 

identified as having been important in their education journey. 

 

 

 



 

6 

Theoretical Framework 

For the purpose of this qualitative study, I will be drawing from the Critical Race Theory 

(CRT) theoretical framework in order to examine the experiences of Latina students pursuing a 

degree in higher education.  CRT was originally used in the fields of law and sociology to 

uncover how institutionalized racism affects the social integration and the educational support of 

people of color (Solórzano et al., 2000; Villalpando, 2004; Yosso, 2005). Since then, CRT has 

been instrumental in shedding light on how race and racism is built in the structure of the 

educational system oppressing and marginalizing certain groups (Solórzano & Delgado Bernal, 

2001; Solórzano & Yosso, 2000).  

Systematic racism provides unearned privilege to white people while oppressing people 

of color (Solórzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001; Solórzano & Yosso, 2000). Thus, as Latinas enter 

higher education, they are expected to adapt to an institution that was not designed with students 

of color in mind; yet, they are expected to succeed at the same level as their white counterparts 

(Fry, 2004). 

Therefore, to better understand the experiences of Latina students enrolled in institutions 

of higher education, it is important to apply CRT as the theoretical framework as it can help to 

analyze some of the racialized barriers that exist for women of color in the American educational 

system (Solorzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001; Villalpando & Delgado Bernal, 2002; and Yosso, 

2001). In the proposed study, I will be looking at how Latinas educational experiences intersect 

with race and racism and their effects on their academic success.  

Overview of Methodology 

 The qualitative study will be performed by collecting data through twelve one-on-one 

semi-structured interviews and two focus groups of Latina students at Southern Valley State 
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University. According to Bloomberg (2006), the one-on-one interviews would be better suited 

for this project as they can provide a more detailed understanding of a person’s experiences or 

events (Bloomberg, 2016, pg. 82). Latinas will have the opportunity to share their personal 

experiences in a semi-structured setting with structured questions to guide the interviews. After 

completing all individual interviews, I will compile the responses and conduct two focus groups 

of approximately five people each. By conducting the focus groups, I aim to explore on common 

themes from the participants who may have shared similar experiences as students in higher 

education (Krueger, 2015).   

Limitations and Delimitations 

  A limitation of a study refers to a systematic bias that can uncontrollably affect 

the results of the study (Price, & Murnan, 2004). In the case of this study, one of the limitations 

will be the small number of participants. Since the participants will be Latinas enrolled in their 

last academic year at Southern Valley State University, it limits the number of participants that 

can be selected to participate in the study. Another limitation may be that the study will aim at 

analyzing the data collected on the personal stories shared by the participants. This can have its 

limitations, as their shared experiences may be subjective to their own interpretation of the 

incidents and events. 

 A delimitation of a study refers to a systemic bias that was intentionally introduced in the 

study by the researcher (Price, & Murnan, 2004). A delimitation in this study will be that 

participants will be recruited from just one institution, excluding Latina students enrolled at other 

four-year institutions. Another delimitation is that site selected for the study has been designated 

as a Hispanic-Serving Institution, for having a student population of more than 25 percent of 

Hispanic students (Laden, 2004; U.S. Department of Education, 2011). Additionally, the first 
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language of at least one parent of the selected participants has to be Spanish; thus, narrowing the 

number of participants even those who identify as Latinas and are in their last academic year at 

Southern Valley State University. Furthermore, it is important to emphasize, that the data 

collected in no way will serve to generalize the experience of Latina students pursuing an 

undergraduate degree (Larsson, 2009). 

Personal Connection to the Study 

 After completing two semesters at a community college at the age of 19, I had to make 

the decision to drop out of college all together. I always blamed myself for my inability to 

balance my personal, new-professional and academic life. Therefore, I have a personal 

connection to this study as I can identify with the population of participants.  

 In my current role as an administrator in a higher education institution, I work with 

freshmen students enrolled at a four-year institution. Moreover, I serve as an advisor to a group I 

developed and implemented for Latina students residing in student housing. I created this group 

after experiencing multiple incidents in which Latina students would visit my office to share 

their experiences as students, as residents, and as Latinas. As the only Latina staff member 

serving the freshmen students at that time, I established the Latinas Unidas group in order to 

provide a space for Latina students where they could form a community and find a support group 

amongst themselves and where Latinas can participate in social and educational programs 

developed specifically for Latinas in higher education. 

Organization of the Dissertation Proposal 

 This dissertation proposal is comprised of three chapters. In this chapter, chapter one, I 

introduce the proposed study which includes the problem statement, purpose, research questions, 

the theoretical framework, an overview of the methodology, and the limitations and delimitations 
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of the study. In Chapter two, I will include the literature review on Latinas in higher education, 

first generation college students, general experiences of Latinas, persistence in higher education, 

institutional support, the theoretical framework, and the summary of the chapter. Chapter 3 will 

provide the purpose of the study, the research tradition, the research setting, sources, and sample, 

the data collection, the data analysis, and my role as the researcher conducting the study.  
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE  

The purpose of this study is to examine the experiences of Latina students in higher 

education in order to identify what factors have contributed to their academic success. As 

mentioned in the previous chapter, Latinas are attending college at a higher rate, but they are less 

likely to graduate and attain a degree in comparison to any other group of women (Fry & Lopez, 

2012). This is the primary force behind this study, to better understand how to further support 

this population of students pursuing a degree in higher education. 

Despite the significant body of research that exists on the experiences of Latinas in higher 

education, there is limited literature focusing on what contributes to the academic success of 

Latinas pursuing an undergraduate degree in institutions of higher education. There continues to 

be a need to further explore and study their experiences to help narrow the gap between 

enrollment and graduation for Latinas, as this is considered to be one of the most pressing issues 

in higher education (Oseguera, Lockes & Vega, 2009). 

This literature review will discuss the experiences of Latina students pursuing an 

undergraduate degree in institutions of higher education. As presented in the previous chapter, 

some of the literature used in this study will address Latinas as Hispanic; thus, for the purpose of 

this study, literature using both ethnicity categories will be used. 

In this chapter I will be focusing on the following: Latinas in higher education; their 

academic success in higher educations, including persistence and graduation; and institutional 

support, including its designation as a Hispanic Service Institution (HSI) or Predominantly White 

Institution (PWI), at the experiences of Latinas at these types of institutions. Then, I will discuss 

the theoretical framework that supports and connects this group of students as a part of a larger 

racial community, and I will relate it back to literature of the theory.  
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Latinas in Higher Education 

Latinas are comprised of women from Latin American countries, which geographically 

includes Brazil. However, for this study, the focus will be on women who derive from Spanish 

speaking Latin American countries. It is important to mention that although Latinas share many 

similarities based on their cultural experiences, their plethora of differences make each one of 

them very unique (Harper & Nichols, 2008). 

 Until recently, the educational attainment of Latinos focused primarily on elementary and 

secondary education and addressed issues of concerned mostly in bilingual education and 

dropouts (Brown, Santiago, & Lopez, 2003). However, in recent years, scholars began to focus 

on Latino students in higher education as the number of this group attending colleges and 

universities began to increase. The importance of this shift became apparent, as the Journal of 

Hispanic Higher Education emerged focusing especially on Latino students (Brown, 2008). The 

journal looked at better understanding the institutions where Latino students were attending, 

which degrees they were pursuing, and the number of degrees obtained. However, there was very 

limited research on factors contributing to the retention and graduation of Latinas from 

institutions of higher education. 

According to the 2010 United States Census Bureau, the level of educational attainment 

for Latinas has risen in the past few years; in fact, college graduation rates for Latinas has 

increased faster than any other group of women since 2008 according to the report. By 2011, 17 

percent of all students enrolled in college, between 18-24 years old, were Latinao students; 

constituting a 7 percent increase from 2006 (Fry, 2011). Nevertheless, Latinas still experience 

significantly low levels of attainment when it comes to graduation. They are attending college at 
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a higher rate, but they are less likely to graduate and attain a degree, compared to any other racial 

or ethnic group (Fry & Lopez, 2012).  

In 2010, the United States Census Bureau reported that 51 million Latinos were living in 

the United States, compared to 35 million in 2000. (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). The report 

suggests that by 2050, it is projected that this group will constitute such growth that it will 

account for one fourth of the entire United States population (Hoffman, Llagas & Snyder, 2003). 

Thus, if this group is projected to increase at such a rapid rate, it should be expected that the 

percentage of Latinos attending institutions of higher education will also increase substantially. 

According to the NCES, between 2000 and 2015, Hispanic enrollment more than doubled; a 126 

percent increase from 1.4 million to 3.0 million students (NCES, 2016).  

However, not all Latinas pursuing an undergraduate degree are enrolled in a four-year 

institution. Latinas are more likely than students from other racial or ethnic groups to begin their 

postsecondary education at a community college (Adelman, 2005). Nearly 50 percent are 

enrolling and attending community colleges; the highest percentage of any other social group 

(Krogstad & Passel, 2015). This however, is true of other students of color who comprised a 37 

percent of the community college population in comparison to 27 percent of the total population 

at a four-year institution.  

Community college completion rates have increased at a national level. Thus, whereas 

approximately 19 percent of African Americans, 39 percent of non-Hispanic whites, and more 

than 50 percent of Asians have completed a baccalaureate degree by age 29, only 14 percent of 

Latinos have done so (Gándara, 2015). 
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Yet, attending community college is oftentimes the best if not, the only choice for Latinas 

when considering pursuing an undergraduate degree. One of the primary reasons as to why they 

choose a community college over a four-year university is the affordability of the first one. As 

the price of tuition continues to increase, according to Hemelt, & Marcotte (2011), the cost of 

attending a four-year university can be a primary factor in deciding the higher education path a 

student will take. Oftentimes, the socioeconomic status of the student will be the basis in 

deciding to opt to attend a community college even if their end goal is to transfer to a four-year 

institution. In addition to the high cost of attending a university, Latinas also tend to have 

obligations that require them to have a full-time job; thus, they attend college on a part-time 

basis (Vega, 2016). The availability of classes offered at a community college can be seen as a 

contributing factor when beginning to pursue a degree, especially when these offer curricula 

catered to working individuals. This is another factor that may strongly contribute to them 

choosing to attend a community college which allows them to take the required classes toward 

their degree attainment, without the rigorous schedule of a four-year university (Johnson, Mejia 

& Cook, 2015).  

The NCES reported that Latinas, at 13 percent, have the lowest enrollment numbers at 

public research institutions, followed by Blacks (13.8%), American Indians (17%), Whites 

(21.6%) and Asian/Pacific Islanders being at the top, having 24.5 percent of all enrollments 

(Aud, Fox, & Kewal Ramini, 2010). These statistics show that while the number of Latinas 

attending institutions of higher education are increasing, they continue to lag behind other 

groups. However, Latinas who attend a community college do not foresee themselves ending 

their educational journey there. Their primary goal is to use it as a first step in obtaining a 

baccalaureate degree (Rendon and Nora 1997). Unfortunately, the number of students that 
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successfully transfer from a community college to a four-year institution is very low. According 

to Solorzano, Rivas, and Velez (2005), among the 71 percent of Latino students enrolled in 

community colleges with the intention of pursuing a baccalaureate degree, only 20 percent were 

successful in transferring to a four-year institution. This can become troublesome, considering 

that most Latinas are attending community college first and, in many cases, they have no other 

options available. Consequently, researchers suggest, that is best for Latinas to start their 

baccalaureate degree directly at a four-year institution, and not at a community college, as their 

probability of graduating and obtaining a degree becomes much higher (Fry, 2004).  

However, the reasons as to why Latinas chose to begin their baccalaureate degree 

attainment journey at a community college encompasses much more than just the financial 

aspect of attending a four-year university. Not all Latinas are prepared to enter a university 

directly after graduating from high school. Some come from low-performing schools where they 

receive little-to-no support related to the process of attending institutions of higher education 

(Venezia & Kirst, 2005). In many instances, the only information they can receive would come 

from their high school counselor and unfortunately, this is a big part of the problem. According 

to the California Educational Opportunity Report (2007), the nation’s average of counselor-to-

student ratios are on average 1:229; in California, that ratio doubles at approximately 1:556 

students. And although the high ratio of counselor-to-student is a pressing issue throughout the 

country, research suggest that it may be even higher in schools located in low socioeconomic 

neighborhoods, where the majority of the student population is Latino (McDonough & 

Calderone, 2006). Unfortunately, the lack of support and limited guidance of the higher 

educational process offered to underrepresented students is an ongoing issue affecting Latinas 

interested in furthering their education (Venezia & Kirst, 2005).  
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Aside from the cost of attending a four-year university, being underprepared, and a lack 

of adequate college counseling, there is another component influencing the overall experience of 

Latinas who show interest in pursuing a degree in higher education – the lack of the parents’ 

understanding of the higher educational system. In no way, is this related to the misconception 

that Latino parents have no regards for their children’s education, as studies have shown that 

Latino parents “place a high value” on the education of their children (Ceja, 2001). Instead, this 

suggests that if neither of the parents have attended college, they do not have the knowledge to 

provide informational support to their children and assist with the overall process of applying for 

college (Smith, 2012). 

 Studies have shown that there is a strong correlation between parental involvement and 

educational success of students (Anguiano, 2004). It is important to address however, that 

parental involvement can be a complex issue as it encompasses a lot more than parents helping 

their children with their homework and parent-and-teacher conferences (Hoover- Dempsey & 

Sandler, 1997). Unfortunately, there is a limit on the level of educational support that parents 

who did not attend college can provide to their children who are interested in higher education. 

This group of students, known as first generation students, are the first ones in their families to 

attend college. They are attending postsecondary institutions (Harvey & Anderson, 2005), and in 

order to better serve them, it is important that educational institutions understand who they are, 

and where are they are coming from. 

First-Generation Students 

The topic of first-generation students has been the focus of researchers and scholars 

throughout the years (Billson & Terry, 1982). First-generation college students are defined as 

those who are the first members in their families to attend college (Chen, & Carroll, 2005). Other 
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scholars, such as Longwell-Grice and Longwell-Grice (2008), define them as being the first one 

in the immediate family to attend college and Engle & Tinto (2008) defines them as “students 

whose parents do not have bachelor’s degrees” (p. 2). There are many more definitions, and 

while they all may vary, what is certain is the understanding that these students are the first ones 

in their families to pursue a degree in higher education and that is a major factor that makes them 

a unique group. For this study, I will use Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin’s definition of first-

generation students as students whose parents did not attend post-secondary education (Nunez, & 

Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998). 

Studies have shown that the number of first-generation students is increasing rapidly in 

American colleges and universities (Mitchell, 1997). First-generation college students are most 

likely to have limited knowledge about what to expect once they make the decision to pursue a 

degree in higher education (Sáenz, Hurtado, Barrera, Wolf, & Yeung, 2007). 

According to the NCES), 34 percent of college student pursuing a baccalaureate degree in 

the 2011-2012 academic year were first generation students. As these students are less likely to 

persist and graduate, than those with at least one parent who has at least a bachelor’s degree 

(Ishitani 2006), researchers have begun to pay close attention to this group of students to better 

understand their efforts in their pursuit of a college degree.  

As students begin the process of preparing to enter college, some rely on the guidance 

and support of their parents. In the case of first-generation students, the process of applying for 

college, going on school tours, applying for financial aid and other critical educational processes 

can become challenging as their parents lack the educational information to help them (Engle, 

2007). This barrier is one very unique to first generation students, and since Latinas entering 

college and universities are more likely to be first generation students, they are more likely than 
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their peers to have parents with lower educational information; especially pertaining to higher 

education (Saenz, Hurtado, Barrera, Wolf, & Yeung, 2007). 

In a study conducted to learn about the educational experiences of Latinas in college, it 

was consistently found that family plays a significant role in their educational experience, 

especially in first generation Latina students (Gloria & Castellanos, 2012). Many of the 

participants stated that their family’s support and pride were pivotal in their decision to attend 

college. And although some families were concerned about them having to leave home for 

school, their encouragement was found to be to be important in their decision to pursue a higher 

education degree (Gloria & Castellanos, 2012).  

Once in college, a few unforeseen challenges begin to arise for first generation students. 

Most come from households with a low level of educational attainment; thus, they are left to 

navigate the system by themselves often feeling frustrated or confused (Hill & Torres, 2010).   

They are less likely to get involved in college life, especially those who do not live on 

campus. They tend to be less interested in forming relationships with peers, expressing minimal 

or no interests in college activities as part of their new life as a college student (Mehta, 

Newbold, & O'Rourke, 2013). while some students seek ways to participate in collegiate 

activities, oftentimes the types of programs and activities in place are not created with the first-

generation students in mind. Research has found that first-generation Latinas feel much more 

alienated in college than their white peers (Lopez, 2005). They require a more individualized, 

and sometimes, intrusive support, in which they can feel connected to the institution and invested 

in their student success (Cook & Cordova, 2007). The more they feel connected to the institution, 

the better likelihood will be that they persist in school resulting in graduation (Mehta, et. al, 

2013).  



 

18 

Studies have shown that Latinas experience many more educational challenges than their 

white peers, tracing back to their K-12 education (Oseguera, et al., 2013). Once in college, they 

oftentimes feel alienated and discriminated, and they lack role models or have limited access to 

faculty and staff whom they can culturally relate to (Gloria & Castellanos, 2003). Since most 

Latinas in higher education are first-generation students, access to cultural-based spaces and 

programs, as well as relatable faculty and staff is important as these can provide a more inclusive 

environment for this group of students (Nora, Barlow, & Crisp, 2006). Thus, when Latinas make 

the decision and the commitment to pursue a degree in higher education, the support of their 

families is critical for their overall success. The responsibility that comes with being a firs-

generation student is not limited to Latinas, but their overall experience is oftentimes influenced 

so profoundly on the Latino values and cultural expectations, that their academic success is 

largely based on their ability to balance family obligations and their student life (Gloria & 

Castellanos, 2012).  

General Experiences of Latinas  

 The cultural values of Latinos are primarily centered around family. Loyalty, 

reciprocity, and solidarity to their family is at the foundation of Latinos/as values which 

oftentimes evolves into familial expectations and/or obligations (Sabogal, Marín, Otero-Sabogal, 

Marín, & Perez-Stable, 1987).This very unique cultural value shared amongst the Latino 

community, known as familismo, emphasizes the strong dedication to family, often requiring that 

that their own personal interest be set-aside or postponed (Ortiz, 2017). Past studies on familismo 

have demonstrated that the expectations differ for the women and the men in Latino families. 

Latinas have been expected to be primary caretakers in their family. They are expected to assist 

in caring for their siblings, parents, grand-parents, and household chores. On the other hand, the 



 

19 

males in the family are encouraged to be the providers; the ones that will venture out to become 

financially successful (Gándara, Gutiáez, & O'Hara, 2001). Gender roles amongst the Latino 

community are very important. Studies show that there have been advances in closing the gap 

between males and females gender roles within Latino students attending college, although 

Latinas continue to have more caregiver obligations toward their family than Latino males 

(Cammarota, 2004).  

 In a more recent study, Esparza and Sánchez (2008) have shown, that there have been 

advances on the familial expectations of Latinas compared to their male counterparts. Latinas 

are being supported and highly encouraged by their families to pursue a degree in higher 

education, just as Latino males are. However, parents have a more direct influence on the 

college choice of their daughters than that of their sons. The parents prefer to have their 

daughters attend a college based on the closeness of the institution, thus Latinas often choose 

to stay closer to home while Latino males are more likely to attend college away from home 

(Settles, 2011). 

 Consequently, Latinas may sense an obligation to stay home or close to home, in 

order to serve as familial support, and this can be a major contributing factor when considering 

attending college. This cultural value, known as marianismo emphasizes the role of women as 

the primary caregivers in their families and their devotion to their family; which is emphasized 

by self-sacrificing their own interests for the benefit of others (Hondagneu-Sotelo, et. al, 2004). 

Thus, when deciding to pursue higher education, Latinas’ sense of priorities can shift based on 

the support and encouragement of their families. Depending on how strong their sense of 

marianismo and familismo, Latinas will find themselves balancing their family obligations and 

their educational goals.  
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 Ultimately, there is limited research on how familismo and marianismo has negatively 

affected Latinas educational goals, especially when pursuing a degree in higher education. In a 

study of the role that parents play in the educational aspirations of Chicana students, it was found 

that all students in the study said that the role of their parents was important to their student 

success (Ceja, 2004). Although the qualitative study was done only with Chicana students, a 

term referring to women born in the U.S. of Mexican parents (Falicov, 1998), the responses 

indicate that the parents were not only supportive of their daughter’s educational goals, but were 

encouraging of them in pursuing higher education (Ceja, 2004). Thus, the limited educational 

information that parents can provide to their children due to their lack of educational attainment, 

does not mean that their parents are not interested in the educational aspirations of their children. 

On the contrary, they are providing encouragement based on their own life experiences. 

Persistence in Higher Education 

As the number of students entering higher education continues to rise, researchers and 

scholars are more interested than ever to learn about the process by which students navigate the 

path of their educational goals. To this, it is important to define persistence in this study, as there 

is an extensive body of literature that defines it in various forms of enrollment patterns like fall-

to-fall and term-to-term (St. John, Paulsen, & Carter, 2005).). It is important to make the 

distinction between retention and persistence, as these two terms are in fact very different and 

should not be used interchangeably. Reason (2009) explains that retention is the “organizational 

phenomenon” that focuses on retaining individuals, such as students in colleges and universities. 

Their efforts are to provide the necessary measures to ensure the students return at the end of 

every school year. On the other hand, persistence is the “individual phenomenon” in which the 

student itself focuses on their end-goal and persist until they achieve it. The distinction of these 
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two terms are imperative in identifying the factors contributing to the educational attainment of 

Latinas in higher education, as one focuses on the efforts done at the educational institutions, 

while the other focuses on the efforts of the student to persist to their end-goal. Therefore, for 

this study, persistence will be defined as the ability of a student to successfully complete the 

first-year of college and continue onto the second-year, as used by Reason, Terenzini, and 

Domingo (2006), and culminating in degree attainment to remain consistent with the state and 

federal higher education organizations that assess institutional performance as well as 

educational funding (California Postsecondary Education Commission, 2017; National Center 

for Education Statistics, 2010). 

Student success goes beyond academics. It encompasses the ongoing process of learning 

to adapt to a new life as a college student, while learning how to navigate the institutional 

climate. The institution’s climate and the perceived support in place for students attending 

college can influence students’ “ability and commitment to persist” (Braxton, Vesper, and 

Hossler, 1995). For many, college can be frightening and confusing, especially for those 

attending college for the first time (Fosnacht & Nailos, 2016). Oftentimes the feeling of not 

knowing what to expect in a college setting can be sufficient to affect a student’s academic 

performance, even at the start of the first semester of classes (Ishitani, 2006). This is even greater 

on first-generation students who are often uncertain as to what to expect in their new college life, 

and who may have limited access about what to expect once in college in general.  

In Tinto’s (2008) student departure model, Tinto proposes that academic and social 

integration are the two main components of student persistence. Within these two components, 

there are a few measures that Tinto identifies that encompasses the student in their first semester 

in college, such as grades, personal development, enjoyment of studying their subjects, 
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understanding their individual student roles, as well as their interpersonal connections with 

friends and professors (Tinto, 1998). The ability of the student to successfully relate to the 

institution academically and socially, it’s believed to be pivotal for the persistence of the student 

in higher education. 

On the other hand, Tierney’s (1999) proposes that Tinto’s model is inconsistent based on 

the population used to support the findings, as the population studied does not denotes the 

student population in underrepresented communities. In Tinto’s (1993) Stages of Passage model, 

Tinto proposes that students engage in separation, transition, and incorporation, early in the 

semester, which could help with their retention and persistence. However, this model may not 

apply to all students. In the separation state, Tinto proposes that college students disassociate 

themselves with their pre-college community; while transition takes place during-and-after 

separation, when the student disassociates from their norms and behaviors and instead 

assimilates those of college. Lastly, by incorporation Tinto refers to the process of integrating 

into various college communities; yet, although this is indeed being supported as beneficial, 

these can only be successful if they cater to the entire student population. However, by 

integration, this model suggests that for the student to have a successful life as a college student 

they will need disregard their past (Tinto, 1987, p. 96). This model however, does not work well 

for Latino students. The idea that in order to successfully integrate to the new college life, the 

student need to separate from their past, is for Latina students to have to dissociate from their 

cultural wealth (Yosso, 2005).  

Yosso’s (2005) Community Cultural Wealth (CCW) approach, validates six cultural 

characteristics that are predominant within the Latino community. These six characteristics are: 

aspirational, linguistic, familial, social, navigational, and resistance. Thus, Latino students can 
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thrive and have a successful college life without having to disengage from their culture (Yosso, 

2005).  

Separation from their culture proposes that Latina students cannot be successful if they 

do no disassociate from their past. Instead, the educational institutions can leverage on the 

student’s familial capital and pre-college experiences by creating an environment in which 

Latina students can thrive and have a successful college life without having to disengage from 

their culture (Yosso, 2005). Students arrive to college with communal knowledge, and in the 

case of Latina students this is important for the institution to acknowledge to better support them 

in their educational journey (Yosso, 2005) 

 Another important aspect in supporting Latinas in college is the student’s financial status, 

as it can be one of the strongest predictors of persistence in college students (Reardon, Baker, & 

Klasik, 2012). Studies have shown that students with a lower socio-economic status face a higher 

risk of having to leave college before graduating (Ishitani, 2006; Ishitani & DesJardins, 2002). 

Their limited access to educational funds can be a direct link of their decision to drop out or not 

return to the second, third, or fourth year. As it is, the higher education system can be complex 

and complicated (Goldrick-Rab, Kelchen, Harris & Benson, 2016; Schuh & Gansemer-Topf, 

2012) often affecting students from a low-income background (Goldrick-Rab, et. al, 2016). And 

although applying for financial aid does not guarantee that students will qualify and receive any 

educational funds, students who are not familiar with the complexity of the system, oftentimes 

do not apply missing an opportunity of receiving other funding from their institution, state or 

federal government, or other private groups and programs (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). 

This will then influence on the choice of institution they attend, whether they start their 
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educational journey in a community college, attend a university close to home, or choose 

between a comprehensive-based institution over a research-based university (Kim, 2004).  

Furthermore, studies show that the amount of financial aid Latinas received is also critical in 

their college persistence (Zalaquett, 2006). If the funds are limited, they are more likely to seek 

employment, often having to drop out, limit their number of classes or portraying lower class 

performance. Therefore, financial aid plays an important role in the overall success of Latinas in 

higher education, as it can dictate if they return semester after semester and persist until 

graduation without having to worry about how to cover their expenses while pursuing their 

degree 

Institutional Support  
 

In 1986, the Hispanic Association of Colleges and Universities (HACU) was created by a 

group of educational leaders focusing on supporting the advancement in higher education for 

Hispanic and Latino students, while advocating for their institutions to get recognized for their 

efforts in educating a large number of Latino students (Nuñez, et al., 2015). In 1992, these 

institutions were officially designated by congress as Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSI), a 

process that allows them to receive additional funding and grants to better support Latino 

students (Laden, 2001). HACU has been instrumental in establishing these institutions as HSI, 

creating a collective “Hispanic-serving” institutional identity to better serve the students and 

their communities (Laden, 2004; HACU, 2012). However, not all HSI were created with the 

Latino student in mind. The majority were already established predominantly-white institutions 

that were located in areas with a large demographic of a Latino community (Hurtado, & Ruiz, 

2012). The designation of “Hispanic Serving” is based upon the number of full-time enrollments, 

where at least 25 percent of the total student body must be Hispanic or Latino (Laden, 2004). 
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HSIs however, educate a much more diverse student body that those not designated as such. 

HSIs are actually responsible for more than 50 percent of all Hispanic student enrollment (Núñez 

& Bowers, 2011). According to Santiago & Soliz (2012), HSIs graduate more students with 

associate and baccalaureate degrees. Furthermore, approximately 25 percent of all Latino 

students in doctoral programs, graduate from HSIs, despite the few HSIs having limited options 

in doctoral degrees (Malcom-Piqueux & Lee, 2011). Overall, HSIs are important for the 

educational success of Latina students, as well as for the communities they serve. They are 

important in providing courses that allow the students to feel they are being represented in such 

curricula (Banks, 2010), such as Chicano/a Studies and Central American Studies which are 

being offered at a few HSIs.  

Another important aspect of HSI, is the cultural representation for Latinas in institutions 

of higher education. Latinas may feel more comfortable being a part of a greater Latino student 

body, as well as having Latino faculty and staff. This can create a sense of belonging in their 

college journey while having a stronger academic self-confidence for social integration (Hurtado 

& Ponjuan, 2005). Another way in which HSIs are important to the academic success and social 

integration of Latinas, is by developing, implementing and supporting programs that are relevant 

to Latinos in general (Garcia & Okhidoi, 2015). Two very prominent programs are the Federal 

TRIO Programs (TRIO) and the Educational Opportunity Program (EOP). These two programs 

are not tailored specifically to Latina students; instead, these are in place to support first-

generation and low-income college students which are often the characteristics of Latina students 

(Gloria & Castellanos, 2012). Opportunity programs like TRIO and EOP have been providing 

academic and financial support to disadvantage students for over 40 years. Born out of the Civil 

Rights movement, TRIO and other opportunity programs have been fundamental to the 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10755-015-9318-7#CR4
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10755-015-9318-7#CR31
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advancement of Latinas in higher education; most specifically, in HSIs (Office of Postsecondary 

Education, 2011).  

Overall, HSIs are most likely to have a system in place in which Latinas can have a sense 

of belonging. If the racial environment of the institution can provide a support system designed 

for Latinas, it is most likely that they will persist in college until graduation. (Nora & Cabrera, 

1996).  Yosso, Smith, Ceja, & Solórzano (2009) propose that campus racial climate constitutes 

(a) the inclusion of Students, Faculty, and Administrators of Color; (b) a curriculum reflecting 

the historical and contemporary experiences of People of Color; (c) programs to support the 

recruitment, retention, and graduation of Students of Color; and (d) a mission that reinforces the 

institution’s commitment to diversity and pluralism (Yosso, Smith, Ceja, & Solórzano 2009). All 

these aspects combined, provide an environment in which Latinas can draw from their familial 

capital and have a positive educational experience without having to disengage from their culture 

(Yosso, 2005). 

Theoretical Framework 

The framework that I will be drawing is from critical race theory (CRT), which will 

present how the experience of Latinas in higher education are unique to their group based on the 

racial perspective and the societal expectations of them to perform at the same level as their 

white counterparts. Additionally, CRT will be used to guide the methodology that will be used as 

well as the analysis in this study. 

 The framework of Critical Race Theory was originally used in the fields of law and 

sociology to shed light on how institutionalized racism affects the social integration and the 

educational support of people of color (Solórzano et al., 2000; Villalpando, 2004; Yosso, 2005). 

CRT has been instrumental in providing concrete evidence on how educational racism continues 
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to affect Latinas in hopes of pursuing a degree in higher education. And while there has been 

laws and policies erected to provide an opportunity for this group of students to be academically 

successful, the inequities amongst all people of color continue to affect the education of Latina 

students (Solórzano, Villalpando, & Oseguera, 2005).  

 Critical Race Theory is comprised of five fundamentals in “basic perspectives, research 

methods, and pedagogy” in the field of education (Solórzano, 1997). The five fundamentals that 

form this model are 1) centrality and intersectionality; 2) challenge to dominant ideology; 3) 

commitment to social justice; 4) centrality of experiential knowledge and 5) transdisciplinary 

perspective (Yosso, 2005). This study will explore the experiences of Latinas in higher education 

based on the five fundamentals of CRT. 

 The first fundamental, centrality and intersectionality of race, focuses on how 

institutionalized racism is at the core of how society presents and progresses in the United States. 

Institutions of higher education were not intended to cater to Latinas; as previously mentioned, 

Hispanic Service Institutions were not even created with the Latino student in mind. These were 

stablished predominantly white institutions that were designated as HSIs based on the number of 

Latino students enrolled at the institution. Thus, it is important to mention that even in 

institutions that are expected to support Latina students, the resources to ensure their academic 

success is found to be limited (Laden, 2001). Hence, Latinas are more likely to enroll in a 

community college than in a four-year institution. Studies have shown that Latinas who enroll in 

community colleges are less likely to transfer to a four-year institution and obtain a baccalaureate 

degree. Yet, the limited resources, the lack of support and the poor institutional fit can motivate 

Latinas to continue in the higher educational path creating a ripple effect on deciding if pursuing 

a degree is in fact worth it to them (Fry, 2002; Fry, 2004).  
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The second fundamental, the challenge to dominant ideology, provides an insight on how 

the institution’s policies and campus climate influence he experiences of Latina students. 

Institutions of higher education are to provide the necessary support to all students to 

successfully navigate their educational goals by providing a campus climate in which they can all 

thrive equally. However, the resources in place are not catered with the Latina student in mind. 

The lack of racial representation in faculty and staff can influence on how Latinas perceive their 

support in the institution, creating a climate that “marginalizes, devalues, and silences these 

students” (Solórzano et al., 2005). Thus, it is important to examine how Latinas navigate the 

institutional practices that are in place for all students, but not to them. This fundamental 

challenge the narratives presented in American institutions of “equal educational opportunity” by 

questioning the claims of neutrality amongst all students (Chavez, 2012). 

The third fundamental, commitment to social justice and praxis, must be one for the 

educational institution to closely monitor as it provides an insight as how to better support the 

Latina student. Latinas enter college with the purpose of graduating. If they start at a community 

college, then they foresee themselves transferring to an institution in which they can obtain their 

baccalaureate degree. However, the idea that an institution needs to have a diverse student body 

oftentimes overshadows the adequate support in place to cater specifically to Latina students. As 

previously mentioned, Latinas tend to begin their educational journey in a community college 

and oftentimes these two-year institutions lack the support to guide the Latina student in their 

upward mobility process that guides them to the degree attainment (Perez-Huber et al., 2006).  

The fourth fundamental, centrality of experiential knowledge, encompasses the familial 

experiences that guides Latinas when leaving their home and communities to become higher 

educational students. As previously mentioned, Latinas share a sense of familismo, which 
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emphasizes the strong dedication to family (Vega, 1990). This unique cultural value is 

oftentimes disregarded by institutions of higher education, expecting Latina students to adjust to 

the institution’s culture without taking into consideration their experiences as women of color. 

Solorzano and Yosso (2002) discuss that CRT draws from “the lived experiences of people 

color” which includes “storytelling, family histories, biographies, scenarios, parables, cuentos, 

testimonios, chronicles, and narratives” (Solorzano & Yosso, 2002). Therefore, the experiences 

that Latinas bring to the institution are very unique to them and they should not be compared to 

those of white students to avoid erasure of their cultural experiences. These experiences and 

cultural values can be beneficial to Latina students in their higher education journey  

The fifth fundamental, the interdisciplinary perspective, provides a better understanding 

as to how institutionalized racism influences the experience of Latina students as seen through 

the lenses of ethnic studies, women’s studies, sociology, history, law, and other fields. The 

multiple intersectionalities of Latina students are erased, negating them a positive experience in 

institutions of higher learning. Considering there is a vast gap between enrollment and 

graduation for Latinas, it is critical for institutions of higher education to consider the social 

factors that this group of students carry with them such as their language, socio-economic and 

immigration status, religions and their overall culture (Villalpando, 2004). These social factors 

are a part of the lived experiences of Latina students and taking them into consideration can 

create a difference in how they perceive the institutionalized support. Although this is not 

exclusive to Latinas, the institutionalized support can dictate the educational success of this 

group of students in higher education. 
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Summary 

 This literature review provides a background on the experience of Latina students in 

American colleges and universities. There is a significant number of literature on Latinas in 

higher education; however, these often focus on specific ethnicities and subgroups, and not as a 

community. Also, the literature found on the topic often focuses primarily on the experience of 

these students in K-12 and in community colleges. However, studies have shown that the lived 

experiences of Latinas need to be examined to ensure their academic success in higher education. 

Although there are multiple factors that can contribute to the academic success of Latina 

students, the main responsibility lies on the institution in order to retain its students by providing 

the necessary support until graduation. There is a significant gap in the literature where it 

discusses the factors that contribute to the academic success of Latinas in higher education. The 

purpose of this study is to learn from the experiences of Latina students in higher education in 

order to identify what factors contribute to their academic success to better serve other Latinas in 

higher education.  
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this qualitative study is to explore the educational experiences of Latina 

students pursuing an undergraduate degree at a four-year public institution. In particular, I am 

interested in exploring what contributed to the academic success of 12 Latina students at 

Southern Valley State University (SVSU), a pseudonym. This study will aim at identifying 

factors that contributed to the 12 Latina students to persist semester-after-semester through the 

exploration and description of their perceptions and lived experiences (Creswell, 2014) during 

their academic journey at SVSU.  

This methodology chapter will provide a description on the methods I selected to conduct 

the study. I will begin by introducing the questions that will serve as the basis of the study. I will 

then provide the rationale for selecting a qualitative methodology approach to conduct this study; 

followed by the research tradition, setting and sample. Additionally, I will articulate the 

reasoning behind the research sample selection, and I will provide a detailed description on how 

I propose to recruit and select the participants. Furthermore, I will be explaining how I intent to 

collect the data through individual interviews and focus groups. I will also describe how I plan to 

analyze the data, and lastly, I will address my role as a researcher.  

Research Questions 

 The following two research questions will help to guide this study: 

1. What are the factors that contribute to the persistence of Latina students pursuing an 

undergraduate degree at a four-year public institution?  

2. What are the institutional resources in place that provide support to Latina students as 

they pursue their undergraduate degree?  



 

32 

Research Tradition 

For the purpose of this study, I will be using a qualitative methodology approach as 

according to Bloomberg & Volpe (2016), this method will work best when the purpose of the 

research is to gain a more precise understanding of the participant’s experiences. Since I am 

looking into the experiences of Latina students pursuing an undergraduate degree at a four-year 

public institution, it will be best if the study is conducted in its natural setting to allow the 

participants to tell their stories in its purest form (Patton, 2005).  

Additionally, I will explore the institutional resources that provide support to Latina 

students, primarily looking at how the institution played a role in the academic success of these 

students. By proposing these questions, I aim to extrapolate the factors that were found to be 

pivotal to the Latina students who persisted at a four-year public institution until they earned a 

baccalaureate degree.  

Since the primary purpose of this study is to identify the contributing factors to the 

academic success of Latinas through their shared experiences, I will be conducting 12 semi-

structured interviews and two focus groups, and I will guide both the collection of data and the 

examination of their responses through a Critical Race Theory (CRT) lens.  

Semi-structured interviews were selected to conduct this study because this data 

collection technique provides the participants an opportunity to share their own perception of the 

experiences (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2016, pg. 154).  Sherraden & Barrera (1995) state that by 

engaging the research participants in a friendly and relaxed conversations, the researcher allows 

for storytelling while building a rapport with them as they share their personal experiences as 

students pursuing an undergraduate degree. Semi-structured interviews allow for storytelling, 

and storytelling has a rich tradition in communities of color, allowing them to share their 
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narratives of personal experiences of racism and sexism (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). This 

method works best with this study because I will be looking to extrapolate from the description 

of the shared experiences and events of the participants, the factors that played a significant role 

in their pursuit of higher education.   

I believe semi-structured interviews are the best method to conduct this study, because it 

provides the opportunity for the 12 participants to share their counter experiences as students in 

higher education. By examining their responses through CRT, I aim to explore the data 

collection from the critical perspective that racism and sexism play an important role in the 

academic success of students of color in higher education (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). 

The selection of the overall process (location, participants, questions, etc.) will be 

strategically planned, and ultimately approved by my dissertation chair and other members of the 

dissertation committee. And, since I believe to have a personal bias in this topic, I will be 

bracketing my own experiences and ideas to ensure that I only present the voices of those who I 

interview. 

Site Selection 

For the purpose of this qualitative study on the experiences of Latina students at a four-

year public institution, a criterion strategy was created to select a site that best aligns with the 

context of the proposed study (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2016, pg. 209).  The criteria for selecting 

the research setting is as followed: 1) be a four-year public university; 2) be designated as a 

Hispanic Service Institution (HSI); and 3) exists to support students to attain their educational 

goals. The selected site, Southern Valley State University (pseudonym), states as part of their 

vision/mission to promote the welfare and intellectual progress of students, which is important 
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for this study because it proposes the institutional support for their students to have a successful 

academic experience.  

Research Setting 

Site Information  

 For this study, I have decided to conduct the research at Southern Valley State University 

(SVSU). Located in the heart of a large metropolitan city, SVSU is a large, four-year public 

university founded in the 1950’s to serve the upcoming demand for college education in their 

local community. Currently they serve a very diverse student body of approximately 39,000 

students, making it one of the largest four-year public universities in the country.  

 Furthermore, SVSU has been designated as a Hispanic-Serving Institution, as the student 

population they serve is of more than 25 percent of Hispanic/Latino students (Laden, 2004; U.S. 

Department of Education, 2011). 

Rationale for the Site  

I selected SVSU to conduct this study because this institution meets the criteria 

established when searching to select the site: 1) it is a four-year public university; 2) it has been 

designated as a HSI; 3) is involved with an institutional effort to increase the overall success of 

all students, in particular students of color. 

As mentioned above, SVSU is a large, four-year public university serving over 39,000 

students. Additionally, SVSU has also been designated as a Hispanic-Serving Institution, as the 

student population they serve is of more than 25 percent of Hispanic/Latino students (Laden, 

2004; U.S. Department of Education, 2011). In fact, the institution’s website indicates that 

approximately 49 percent of their student population are Hispanic/Latino.  
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This is important to the study because Latinas may feel more comfortable being a part of 

a greater Latino student body, thus developing a sense of belonging to the institution. Research 

shows that students do better in institutions where they have a sense of belonging, and this is 

particularly important for students of color (Maestas, Vaquera, & Zehr, 2007). And although 

Hispanic Service Institutions oftentimes offer limited resources designed primarily for Latino 

students, they may play an important role in the educational success of Latinas (Santiago & 

Soliz, 2012). 

According to the institution’s website, the total population is comprised predominantly of 

Latino students, accounting for approximately 49 percent of the student body in the fall 2017 

semester. More specifically, Latina students account for about 28 percent of all the students, and 

27 percent of precisely full-time undergraduate students in the same semester. Moreover, Latinas 

account for six percent of the undergraduate student population who are classified as seniors by 

the institution. The specifics of this breakdown are important for this study, as I will be focusing 

my research on Latina students pursuing an undergraduate degree, who are enrolled in their last 

academic year making them a senior classification as it relates to the SVSU’s website.  

 Research Sample 

The participants in my study will be selected using a purposeful sampling approach 

(Creswell, 2014). I plan on interviewing 12 Latina students currently enrolled in their last 

academic year at SVSU, and who will be graduating in 2018. Based on the SVSU website, the 

total count of undergraduate Latina students enrolled in their senior year beginning in the fall 

2017 semester is 2,443. The selection of the participants will come from this larger group of 

students in their senior year at SVSU.  
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In the past three years, approximately 10,000 Latina students were admitted as 

undergraduate students at SVSU. But unfortunately, an average of only ten percent have 

persisted from one semester to the next according to the institution’s website. Thus, when 

considering the graduation rates of Latina students at SVSU, 12 participants will suffice for the 

process of data collection for this study. I do not plan on selecting participants from any specific 

major, as major is not a focus of the study but rather whether or not the student successfully 

completed their degree. Consequently, participants will likely represent multiple majors as long 

as they fit the selection criteria. 

The information collected from the interviews with the 12 SVSU Latina students, will 

provide information on what contributed to their persistence semester-after-semester, as they 

recount stories of events and lived experiences of their time at the institution. I hope to be able to 

explore through the participant’s experiences, the possible factors that were essential for 

academic success at SVSU. I am interested in collecting and analyzing the data that could 

ultimately provide an insight as to what can be done to better serve Latina students in higher 

education, primarily in four-year public universities designated as HSIs.  

Data Collection 

For the purpose of this study, I am planning on collecting data using two qualitative 

methods: 1) semi-structured interviews and 2) focus groups. Using these two methods, can 

enhance the in-depth description of their personal experiences, and find communal stories which 

they may have forgotten or believed to be relevant (Lambert & Loiselle, 2008).  

I selected semi-structured interviews as the primary source of collecting the data, as these 

have the potential for rich and distinct experiences shared by the participants (Bloomberg & 

Volpe, 2016, pg. 154). The focus groups will provide an opportunity for the participants to 
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reflect on their personal stories as other participants share theirs. This can allow for participants 

to share on instances or events which may have directly or indirectly contributed to their 

persistence in higher education, after other participants recount their experiences. The goal of the 

focus groups in this study, is to address the shared experiences on the 12 participants through a 

candid conversation as they share, in depth, their stories collectively (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2016, 

pg. 156). 

Recruitment Process 

I will begin the process of recruitment by attending a meeting at four different groups & 

clubs on campus. Two of these groups cater specifically to Latina students and the other two 

serve Latino students all together. The number of members in each group range from 15 to 

approximately 112 students. By attending the meeting in all four groups, I will have the 

opportunity to discuss the basis of my research and how the participants can contribute to the 

study.  

I will also employ snowball sampling. By asking the members in these groups and clubs, 

to share this information with classmates, roommates, colleagues, and friends who meet the 

required criteria, I hope to increase the pool of students interested in participating in the study. 

Snowball sampling allows for participants to recommend others who may have had similar 

experiences, who they may know through their academic, professional or social networks (Noy, 

2008). In the case of this study, snowball sampling will be an effective method of recruitment 

because participants can identify those who already meet the participation criteria making the 

selections of the participants much more efficient (Sadler, Lee, Lim, & Fullerton, 2010). 

Participant Selection 
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 The twelve participants selected for this study, will need to meet the following criteria: a) 

self-identify as Latina; b) be enrolled full-time at a four-year public university; c) be in a senior 

class standing; d) must be graduating in 2018; e) at least one parent is from Latin America; and f) 

Spanish is the first language of at least one parent.  

Interviews  

I will be conducting 12 semi-structured interviews scheduled to last between 60-90 

minutes. In semi-structured interviews, participants are able to provide a more detailed 

information as they share their personal experiences (Boyce, & Neale, 2006). The purpose of the 

interviews is to allow the participants to share their stories pertaining to their experiences as 

college students, and to identify through their stories what factors may have contributed to their 

persistence throughout their higher education journey. Interviews are best suited for this study in 

order to better learn from the participants about their own experiences (Bloomberg & Volpe, 

2016). 

Focus Groups 

After the interviews have been completed, I will facilitate three focus groups or four 

participants in each group, in which the participants can have the opportunity to expand on the 

shared responses if they find commonalities amongst their stories (Kitzinger, 1995). They can 

assert their experiences as Latina students pursuing an undergraduate degree at the same 

institution, in an attempt to make collective connections to their shared experiences. By 

participating in the focus group, the participants can support each other in an attempt to identify 

aspects in their experiences that were essential for their academic success as college students at 

Southern Valley State University.  
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Bloomberg & Volpe (2016), said that focus groups allows for participants to share their 

stories in a much more relaxed and natural atmosphere, then that of one-one-one interviews. This 

is important to this study because the participants will have the opportunity to elaborate on the 

stories they shared in their personal interviews, and they may even feel comfortable recounting 

experiences not previously discussed as others share similar ones (Kreuger & Case, 2015).   

Data Analysis 

Data Collection 

As I begin the process of collecting data, I will start by carefully selecting the participants 

and ensuring they meet the criteria required for the research; this will ensure the responses 

remain true to the foundation of the study (Palinkas, Horwitz, Green, Wisdom, Duan, & 

Hoagwood, 2015).  Once the participants have been selected, I will invite them to participate in 

the study by personally sending them an email introducing myself and given them a short 

explanation about the study (Appendix A).Once I receive confirmation of the students who have 

agreed to participate in the study, I will send them another email with interview information 

(location, date & time).   

 Since I will be using semi-structured interviews and focus groups to collect the data, I 

will analyze the data soon after collecting it to avoid any deviation from the findings (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016). This will assert that the data collected is not placed aside and lose the 

interpretation of what was shared. This is important in this study since the participants may share 

personal stories, and oftentimes details that go beyond verbal responses, such as body language, 

that can contribute to the research (Maxwell, 2008). 

Once the data is collected, I will begin the organization process. According to Maxwell 

(2012), the first step in analyzing qualitative data is reading all documents that are to be 



 

40 

analyzed. I will read all notes collected, memos, and documents pertaining to the interviews and 

focus groups. Then, I will move to transcribing the data. At this time, I am planning on 

transcribing all interviews myself. However, if time becomes as issue, I may use the services of a 

transcribing company. Once this process is completed, I will again read the documents but this 

time I will focus on data collected after transcribing. During the transcribing phase, whether I do 

it myself or when reading it after receiving if from the transcribing service, I will look for themes 

and I will begin coding (Creswell, 2014). According to Creswell (2014), this is an important step 

in data analysis as coding is the process used to organized data on similar themes that emerged 

from the data collection. This step is very important for this research, since Critical Race Theory 

(CRT) will be guiding this study; thus, I will be coding based on responses shared on race, 

racism, and sexism. According to Smith & Firth (2011), it is very important to the foundation of 

the study, to identify and gather common themes and code them according to the theoretical 

framework selected for the research.  

In order to validate the collected data, I will be asking a colleague to go over my notes 

and tell them to ask me questions to ensure I did not write my personal assumptions on the 

matter. Knowns as “peer debriefing”, this method ensures validity to the study by enhancing the 

accuracy of my account (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2016, pg. 163). Additionally, by collecting the 

data through interviews, focus groups, and memos, I incorporate a level of triangulation. 

According to Merriam & Tisdell (2016), triangulation is an essential component to enhance the 

internal validity of a study.    

After all data is analyzed, and no additional information on the topic can be extracted, I 

will continue by synthesizing the data. According to Bloomberg and Volpe (2016), synthesis is 

the process in which everything that was pulled apart during the analysis process is placed back 
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together, in an attempt to create a holistic explanation of the data. In the synthesis process, the 

data collected should answer to research questions, and how the findings relate to the literature 

review, as well as the prior assumptions the researcher may have had about the study 

(Bloomberg &Volpe, 2016, pg. 243). 

Once the process is completed, the findings will be discussed in the following chapter, 

along with the recommendations which will be made based on the findings, as they relate to the 

research questions and to the purpose of the study.  

Researcher Role 

One of the primary focuses of my role as a researcher is to further learn and understand 

the meaning of the shared experiences of the participants in the study (Bloomberg and Volpe, 

2016). As a qualitative researcher, my role will be of someone who will observe and listen to the 

participants and seek to tie the findings with the literature on the topic of Latina students in 

higher education. I am aware of my personal biases in this area of research, so I will have to 

remain focused on the study and the literature in order to avoid my personal experiences from 

influencing the responses of the participant’s and on the data analysis.  

At the beginning of 2015, I created an affinity group after noticing a need of support for 

Latina students in higher education. Alongside another advisor, I have worked on developing 

programs and events, and making connections with campus partners to ensure that this group of 

students find the support they need while pursuing their higher education. Additionally, in my 

present role as a student affairs administrator, I have found that many students are enrolling and 

attending the university, but very few persist to graduation. Designated as a Hispanic Service 

Institution, I believe that SVSU should be able to provide an environment in which Latina 
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students can have a positive educational experience, as they feel a sense of belonging (Yosso, 

2005). 

Nevertheless, I am fully aware that as a Latina, and as an administrator in a higher 

education institution, my biases can come into play from various points and perceptions. To 

avoid any discrepancies in the findings from the data collected, I will incorporate a process 

known as bracketing, which allow me to write and document personal preconceptions I may 

have on the topic, to avoid them interfering with my research (Tufford, & Newman, 2012). 

Being an administrator in the organization where I will be doing my study places me in a 

position of power; hence, allowing me to gain the trust and respect of the participants. This is 

important, as I want to ensure they feel confident to share their experiences in a setting where 

they understand I have their best interest in mind. 

Conclusion 

The fact that Latinas are attending college at a faster rate than any other group, should be 

an indication for institutions of higher education that they need to be prepared to retain these 

students by providing the necessary support for them to graduate. According to Santiago & Soliz 

(2012), Hispanic Service Institutions (HSIs) graduate more Latino students with baccalaureate 

degrees than non-designated HSIs. Therefore, Hispanic Serving Institutions need to take the lead 

and work on innovative ways on narrowing the gap between enrollment and graduation of Latina 

students (Fosnacht, & Nailos, 2016). As academic and social integration is an important aspect 

for the academic success of Latinas in college, institutions need to work on developing, 

implementing and supporting programs that are relevant to Latina students. (Garcia & Okhidoi, 

2015).  
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Furthermore, the majority of Latinas entering college are first generation students; this is 

something that cannot be ignored or underestimated in institutions of higher education. First 

generation students are more invested in their student success when they feel connected to the 

institution. They require a more individualized, and sometimes, intrusive support to feel a sense 

of belonging (Cook & Cordova, 2007). The more they feel connected to the institution, the better 

likelihood will be that they persist in college until graduation (Mehta, et. al, 2013).  

For this reason, my intent is to identify the factors that contribute to the academic success 

of Latina students pursuing an undergraduate degree at a four-year public institution. By doing 

so, I aim to contribute to the body of literature on Latinas in higher education; primarily, in the 

areas of persistence and graduation. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS 

The purpose of this study was to examine the college experiences of Latina students who 

successfully persisted to their senior year at a Hispanic-Serving Institution (HSI), in order to 

identify the factors that contributed in their academic success. The study was conducted via in-

person interviews with twelve first generation Latina students who were pursuing their 

undergraduate degree at a four-year public institution. 

The study was guided by the following two primary questions: 1. What are the factors 

that contribute to the persistence of Latina students attending a four-year public institution of 

higher education?; and 2. What are the institutional resources in place at SVSU that provide 

support to Latina students while they pursue their undergraduate degree? The responses to these 

questions were examined through a critical race theory lens, in order to better understand their 

experience and explore ways that institutions can support Latina students during their 

undergraduate degree attainment journey.  

The primary theoretical framework used for the study was Critical Race Theory (CRT), 

which has been instrumental in providing concrete evidence on how educational racism 

continues to affect Latinas in hopes of pursuing a degree in higher education. I will focus on the 

fifth tenant of CRT, the interdisciplinary perspective, which provides a better understanding as to 

how institutionalized racism influences the experience of Latina students as seen through the 

lenses of ethnic studies, women’s studies, and other fields. 

Participants  

Twelve Latina students participated in the study by responding to in-person interviews, 

which were all conducted during their senior year in the spring 2018 semester. Of the twelve 

participants, half of them resided in student housing at the time of their interview, while the other 
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half commuted to campus. The process of recruitment took place during the month of March 

2018, and the selection process was completed in April of 2018, after ensuring that all 

participants met the predetermined criteria to participate in the research.   

The age of 11 of the participants ranged from 18-24 with only one participant between the ages 

of 25-30. In regards of their field of study, two of the participants were pursuing a degree in 

Chicano/a Studies, and two others were majoring in Marketing. Everyone else had a different 

major. When asked about their family country of origin, six of the participants said Mexico, three 

said El Salvador, one said Peru, one said Colombia and one said one parent was from Mexico 

while the other parent was from El Salvador as it shows in Table 1.  

Table 1 
 

NAME 
 

AGE 
 

MAJOR 
Family 

Country of 
Origin 

COMMUTERS  
vs  

NON- COMMUTERS 

 
TRANSFER 
STUDENTS  

Carla 23 Deaf Studies Mexico Non-Commuter No 

Celeste 22 Chicano Studies Mexico Non-Commuter No 

Claudia 26 Business Management El Salvador Commuter Yes 

Dalila  22 Marketing Peru Non-Commuter No 

Gabriela 23 Deaf Studies Mexico/El 
Salvador 

Non-Commuter No 

Jessica 22 Business Administration Mexico Commuter No 

Kimberly 22 Child Development Colombia Commuter No 

Leslye 22 Criminology Mexico Commuter No 

Linda 22 Recreation and Tourism 
Management 

El Salvador Commuter No  

Miriam 22 Marketing Mexico Non-Commuter No 

Roxana 22 Public Health Mexico Non-Commuter No 

Valeria 23 Chicano Studies El Salvador Commuter No 
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Data Analysis  

To better understand the experiences of the participants, I decided on asking semi-

structured questions to allow them to express freely as they shared stories and feelings about 

their experiences as a Latina college student. The goal was to understand the participants’ 

perceptions of academic success and how this may have contributed to the persistence to their 

senior year.  Additionally, I was interested in learning about the institutional support that the 

participants identified, in the recount of their experiences, to have been valuable in their 

educational journey. 

Findings 

In this chapter I will present the findings that emerged from the data collected from the 

interviews with the 12 Latina students at Southern Valley State University (SVSU). The goal of 

this study was to develop an understanding of their experiences at SVSU, and how these 

influenced their ability to persist until their senior year and eventually, culminating in 

graduation.  

As formerly mentioned, the data was collected during in-person interviews, coded and 

later, using the “member-check” method to remain true to the voices of the participants. The data 

collected revealed that there were three factors in particular that were prevalent in the academic 

experience of the participants: (1) Race (2) Gender; and (3) Family. And although all participants 

shared to have had different experiences at SVSU, they all shared how these three factors were 

present in their lives throughout their college time at SVSU. All 12 participants were in their 

senior at the time of the interviews, and they all shared the various coping mechanism they used 

to remain focused until graduation. The participants shared to have had a support system in 

family, friends, and classmates, and they felt comfortable reaching out to them whenever they 
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felt they needed emotional support. Others shared to have had a mentor, or had built 

relationships with faculty and administrative staff that contributed to them persisting in college. 

All participants experienced various challenges during their educational journey, but they were 

all determined to endure the circumstances that arose as they knew their end goal was their 

undergraduate degree and they managed to remain focus in attaining it. 

Academic Success 

In this study, I aimed at understanding how the educational experiences of Latina college 

students aligned with their academic success. Focusing on the persistence and eventual 

graduation of the participants, I began each interview by asking them to define “academic 

success” based on their own personal understanding of the term. With the exception of Carla, 

who defined it as “getting and maintaining a grade point average (GPA) of 4.0 or higher 

throughout her college years”, all other participants gave similar definitions of what academic 

success meant which relates it to understanding and appreciating what they learned. As in the 

case of Dalila, a Marketing major student, who said her understanding of being academically 

successful shifted after her second year at SVSU: 

I think before I got here, I would say having a 4.0 GPA. But I feel like now, if you're 

doing everything you can to get where you are, then I feel like that's being academic 

successful. I feel like, in college, you just have so many things that are going on at the 

same time, school, and work, family, and other responsibilities, so I feel like at times, you 

cannot just prioritize one thing. So I feel like you are trying your best, and you focus on 

yourself without giving up, that to me means you're succeeding.  
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Dalila recognized what academic success meant after she was able to extrapolate what she was 

learning and applied it to her overall education and her daily life. She shared that she had a lot 

going on, thus her focus shifted from just memorizing things to understanding them:  

I thought I was such a great student in high school because I would get As in all my 

classes, but here [SVSU] I started getting Ds because I had to do papers where I could no 

longer memorize the answers. So I had to study, like really study, because I needed to 

pass these classes. That’s when I noticed I liked some classes and some not as much. 

Once I began to really understand what I was learning, I began to be a better student. 

Which is why I chose my Marketing major. 

And although she shared that she struggled at times, she recognized that her academic success 

was no longer being defined by her grades, and that to her was a pivotal moment in her 

persistence.   

Similarly, Kimberly, a Deaf Studies major student, shared that it was grasping the 

concept of what she was studying that became more important to her than the final grade she 

received in an assignment or in class. She shared how learning about different concepts and truly 

grasping what they meant, was what made her successful: 

I think our education system is really messed up in terms of the way that they grade 

students and their GPA structure and all of that. Academic success is really being able to 

learn life lessons and things about your field that you generally will remember just 

because it's that interesting to you, being able to find something that you really care about 

and being able to practice it in the real world. That would be academic success for me. 

Then, there is the concept that you need to take advantage of every opportunity that comes your 

way. Like in the case of Celeste, a Public Health student who said that once she realized there 
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was more than just passing all her classes, she began to flourish as a student and shared that it 

was then that she could say she was being academically successful: 

I think academic success is a lot of things. It's you understanding what you're learning 

and kind of building a love for it. Because one thing is for you to learn what you're being 

taught and another is to completely understand it, and understand why it's needed. And 

then also, being the best that you can be. Just taking opportunities that come through the 

academics like internships and things like that, that will help you flourish, help you grow, 

that's academic success.  

On the other hand, Linda, a Recreation and Tourism Management major student, developed a 

new understanding of what academic success was when she realized she was not enjoying her 

major.  

I think academic success is reached when you are successful in education and it aligns 

with what you want to do. So it's not that you're really good at math or that you're really 

good at chemistry. It's learning to enjoy what you are learning. It took me a while to 

realize it, that is why is taking me longer to graduate because I changed my major and I 

didn’t need so many of the classes I took. But I am happy now and I am graduating in a 

few days. So I consider myself academic successful.  

Similarly, Kimberly talked about academic success from the perception that she enjoyed what 

she was learning beyond the classes required for her major:  

Taking classes on my own culture has been more enriching than some classes in my own 

major, like that's what I want to do with my life but that is not like the most important 

part of my college career. So learning really about different things for me is like the most 

successful part while being a student here.  
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Valeria on the other hand, shared how academic success can oftentimes be constructed solely on 

the student’s performance. Someone can be perceived to have reached academic success when 

they are involved in extracurricular activities and have successfully balanced their education with 

their personal life (Espinoza, 2010). But Valeria shared how this is a misconception: 

We really fail to acknowledge that academic success is strongly associated with the 

wellbeing of the student and the family as a unit. I think academic success should never 

be placed on the student, but on the institution itself because depending on how many 

external and internal factors are impacting your life and how much support you have, 

only then can you attain academic achievement, or high academic achievement. So I 

think academic success comes with looking at the student beyond academics and 

supporting them, especially given all the intersections that impact their livelihoods.  

Similarly, Jessica, Linda, Roxana and Claudia all shared that academic success was 

encompassing their overall experience without focusing on just their grades. Once they realized 

that what made her academically successful was not their grades or their grade point average, 

they believe they gained the motivation and the confidence to persist and continue their 

educational journey until graduation. 

The participants’ perception of academic success was important for this study because it 

appeared to have contributed to how they viewed their educational experience as it relates to 

their persistence at SVSU. Although they shared that grades was once how they measured their 

academic success, they realized that their college experience encompassed much more than 

grades and their GPA, which self-motivated them to persist until their senior year. It is important 

to mention that all participants expressed that they viewed themselves as academically successful 

as they feel they persisted and were days away from graduating. 
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Race  

The students who participated in this study, have successfully persisted to their senior 

year and chose to share their experiences on how they perceived their Latina identity shaped 

their experience as college students. 

Southern Valley State University (SVSU) prides itself on being a vibrant and diverse 

university. Designated as a Hispanic Serving Institution (HSI) and as a Minority Serving 

Institution (MSI), SVSU has been serving a very diverse student body for approximately 60 

years. They serve a large population of first generation-students and low-income students, and 

fostering diversity and inclusive excellence is at the core of the institution’s key priorities.  

In this section, I will present how the participants described their experience at SVSU, pertaining 

to their Latina identity and their perspective on the support, or lack thereof, they received from 

the institution, and the reason as to why they chose to attend SVSU as it relates back to being a 

HSI. 

In addition to the participants’ shared college experiences, I will also discuss the 

perception of competence of Latina students, institutional support and racial climate, all related 

to the institutional background of a public institution of higher education. There may be a 

misconception that structural racism does not take place in Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSI) or 

Minority Serving Institutions (MSI), but in this section I will provide an insight as to how 

structural racism was a part of the college life of the 12 participants. 

College Selection 

Hispanic Serving Institutions have been successful in catering to Latina students hoping 

to attend an institution with a diverse student body and where they can find a community of other 

Latino students. This was the case for Miriam, who mentioned that she had not considered a 
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four-year university until she visited SVSU, and seeing students from different races and 

ethnicities, but primarily seeing so many Latino students, was what made her consider SVSU: 

When they say that college is more accepting, I think that that's still true for me, you 

know? [SVSU] is very accepting and there's more diversity. In high-school I was one out 

of two Latinos in my class. It was me and another student. He was Mexican, and 

everybody else was Asian. Everyone doubted us. Everyone was just like, are you sure 

you are going to college? Just because we were from a different race, I mean, we weren't 

Asians like the rest, but we were both sure we were going to college like our classmates 

were. 

To Miriam, that made all the difference. She was accustomed to being one of only two Latino 

students in her senior class, and she shared that when she toured SVSU, she couldn’t believe how 

many Latino students were walking around campus. “They look so confident” Miriam shared. 

“As if they belonged...that’s the feeling I was hoping for”.  Miriam, who later shared that she 

focused on her studies to the fullest, said that she did not know what to expect at a Hispanic 

Serving Institution, but she was certain that she felt more at home than she had ever felt during 

her high-school years. 

Like Miriam, there were others who decided on SVSU because of their student 

population. Claudia, Roxana and Celeste, all shared that SVSU was their first choice because as 

a Hispanic Serving Institution, they anticipated being a part of a student body of others who look 

like them. Celeste said:  

I can’t remember how I found out it was a HSI, because I’ve never seen it on their 

website, but I knew. And you could tell that a lot of Latinos went to SVSU. I remember 

going to the campus with my mom and my little sister and blending in. We were not the 
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only brown people in campus... [Laughs]. So when it came time to choose, SVSU was at 

the top of my list. 

Leslye also looked into SVSU, but the school was not her first choice because she said she had 

the grades to attend other institutions. However, she was given a choice of three institutions to 

apply to and after looking at the institutions websites, she decided on SVSU: 

The area of Oxnard where I lived then is predominantly Hispanic. The high school that I 

went to was predominantly Hispanic as well. There was very little diversity. Close to 

nothing, really. I had a good experience. I was really involved in different extracurricular 

activities. I didn't know why I really wanted to go to college, but somehow I knew that I 

had to go. I just tried to be involved as much as possible. I heard that you had to take 

honors classes and all that to make yourself a strong applicant when you apply to college. 

And when my mom gave me a choice of colleges I could attend, SVSU made the most 

sense to me. It was as diverse as my high school so I chose to come here based on that. 

Similarly, Roxana said that she also attended a high school with a predominantly Latino student 

population. Since she had a positive experience in her high school, she looked into SVSU as she 

learned from a cousin that there was a large populations of Latino students there as well: 

I would say personally I was pretty involved in clubs and organizations in high school. 

We had a program called Unidos and then I was in Puente. I was active. There was 

definitely programs specifically for Latinas and Latino individuals within my high 

school, which was really helpful and definitely made you feel like you're not alone. That 

made applying to SVSU much easier because I didn’t want to feel alone especially 

because I wanted to dorm. 
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Valeria also shared her experience as to why she chose to attend SVSU. She attended a high 

school in a predominantly Latino neighborhood where their school was a part of the tracking 

system. According to her, no one was talking about going to college, until the 12th grade when 

they deviated from the tracking system and went the traditional route. Valeria shared that she and 

six other students were given enough money to cover one state college application each. Three of 

them applied at a different institution, and she and two others applied to SVSU: 

All six of us sat all together in the computer lab and we would look at our applications 

and compare them. None of us would submit until everyone's application was reviewed 

by the others. We had a college counselor but he would basically say to me ... Like, I 

would ask a question and he would be very condescending. Like, "Oh, it says it right 

there!" so we didn’t ask him for help anymore. So honestly I chose SVSU because my 

friends and I made a pact that we will stay together so we can graduate together and 

SVSU had Chicano Studies which is the major we wanted.  But now, I am the only one 

here. They didn’t make it pass the first year. 

On the other hand, Gabriela shared that she experienced what she later learned was “culture-

shock” because of the diverse population at SVSU. According to Gabriela, she also attended a 

primarily Latino high school, but her decision to attend SVSU was primarily because they 

offered the major she was looking for: 

I didn't realize until my teacher explained it to me that I was experiencing culture-shock. I 

have never been around so many diverse students, so I was actually embarrassed to speak 

because some of my classmates would laugh at the way I spoke because I would use 

Spanish words in the sentences and I thought that was normal. But I had never been 

around so many people who didn’t understand me. It was a strange feeling.   



 

55 

Linda, however, shared that she did not make the decision to attend SVSU based on what she 

wanted; instead, she based it on the distance between her home and the institution. Linda shared 

her experience as SVSU was not her college choice. 

[SVSU] was not where I wanted to go to college. I had the grades, but my mom told me 

that it was between SVSU of our community college because I couldn’t live far. I was 

disappointed because my brother was told that he could apply anywhere he wanted to. 

But my sister and I both came here. I mean it’s not bad, but I wish I could have gone out 

of state too you know? 

Hispanic Serving Institutions have been designated as such because, at least, 25 percent of the 

student population are Hispanic/Latino. And in the case of SVSU, they pride themselves in the 

diversity of their student population; although, there is nothing in their mission statement that 

talks about this designation in regards of their support to this group of students. 

Campus Culture 

Considering there is a vast gap between enrollment and graduation for Latinas, it is 

critical for institutions of higher education to consider the social factors that this group of 

students carry with them (Villalpando, 2004). The notion that an institution has been designated 

a HSI, gives the illusion to some Latino students that all services provided have been designed to 

serve their population, and oftentimes they learned about this not being the case, once they are in 

need of such resources. And at times, they are unaware of how the institution is depriving them 

of their own culture, as is the case of Carla, who shared that she felt alienated since the first days 

of her educational journey: 

As a resident of student housing, I was very homesick, but I wouldn’t discuss it with 

anyone. I had gone home on a weekend and when I returned to the residence halls, I 
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realized what I was missing; all I wanted was some color in my room. But during parent 

orientation, we were told that we were not able to hang anything on the walls because it 

could damage the paint and we would be financially responsible. My parents were 

already sacrificing themselves so much for me to come here, I did not want them to pay 

for anything else. But the white walls were depressing me, I felt so out place. I missed my 

colorful home so much. But no one understood me. And I felt like an idiot for feeling that 

way for some colored walls.  

Carla’s experience is an example of how institutions of higher learning are not prepared to 

receive the number of Latinas enrolling in their institutions. According to the fifth fundamental 

of CRT, the interdisciplinary perspective provides a better understanding as to how 

institutionalized racism influences the experience of Latina students. Like in this case, Carla is 

more concerned of the financial consequences that her parents could incur than her own well-

being. The institution failed at acknowledging the multiple intersectionalities of Latina students, 

and in this case, limiting Carla of a positive experience by expressing the concern of hanging 

something on the walls that could allow the student to make it their home. 

 Carla could have easily given up and returned home when she was feeling homesick. She 

had just begun her educational journey at SVSU, and she did not feel as she belonged. She 

mentioned that what could have helped her, hanging something on her wall or adding any other 

form of color to her place, could have incurred additional financial strained to her family and she 

refused to let that happen.. 

Dalila, on the other hand, shared how she was excited about attending SVSU because of 

how diverse the student population seemed when she visited the institution with her mother. She 

attended a very small, predominantly Latino high school, so she was looking for a university that 
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catered to students like her and was hoping for an institution with a similar student population of 

her high school. However, she shared that once at SVSU, she began to feel homesick and when 

she was looking to connect to others like her, she realized that the resources for Latinas were 

limited.  

I was feeling out of place for a while, so I decided to find my community, but I couldn’t 

find anything. I know we have Chicano Studies, but since personally I don't identify 

myself as Chicano or Chicana, I didn't go there to see if they had anything. 

Like Dalila, Roxana and Valeria believed that by attending a Hispanic Serving Institution, they 

would find resources and a community that would support them in their educational journey. 

HSIs are important as some have resources and programs designed to support Latino students, 

and these can create a sense of belonging while having a stronger academic self-confidence for 

social integration (Hurtado & Ponjuan, 2005). However, Dalila felt as an outsider as she did not 

identify with the Chicano community, which is the predominant Latino community at SVSU: 

My best friend goes to another university, and they have Latin American Studies. And 

here we have Chicano Studies. I've taken a couple of Chicano Studies classes from the 

department, but it always revolves around Mexico. And I don't know, I feel like if we had 

a Latin American department, we would be able to talk about everyone, and not just 

about a specific region. I don't mind learning about Mexico because it has such a great 

culture, but it will be so great to be able to learn from where I'm from. So aside from the 

groups Latinas Unidas and Hermanas en la Lucha, I cannot say there is anything specific 

to Latinas in general. SVSU have departments that focus on Chicano Studies and Central 

American Studies, but I am from Peru so I was never able to find a community where I 

felt represented. SVSU is very Mexican-centric, I feel that’s the focus of this institution.  
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Additionally, and as previously mentioned, HSIs are also an important contributor to the 

academic success and the social integration of Latinas. And developing, implementing and 

supporting programs that are relevant to Latinos in general can positively contribute to that 

(Garcia & Okhidoi, 2015). Thus when asked about the resources Latinas have at SVSU, most of 

the participants had difficulties identifying such resources. Linda, for example, responded: 

I don’t know of any resources specifically for Latinas. Maybe the Chicano Studies 

Department have some? That’s not my major so I don’t know...sorry. 

And the responses seemed to all be similar in the way that the participants were not aware of the 

resources for them and oftentimes, they believed these didn’t exist as shared by Gabriela: 

I honestly don't know about any. I've never really seen any, but I'm sure they're out 

there. I've never actively gone looking for them and I've never actually seen them on 

campus. There's no visibility and I'm not actively seeking so, I honestly don't know.  

And then, there is Celeste, who when asked about resources for Latinas at SVSU, she pointed out 

the cultural-based groups but no specific resources the institution have in place: 

Latinas Unidas, and I know there are sororities out there that are more culturally-based 

and that focus on Latinas in general.  And I also know about MechA. Not sure of 

anything else. 

Like Celeste, Jessica and Kimberly mentioned groups of which they have either participated in 

their programs or have attended meetings throughout their college life. Latinas Unidas, 

Hermanas en la Lucha and MechA were groups that were oftentimes referenced as resources for 

Latinas at SVSU, although they weren’t able to identify the specifics of what those resources 

entailed. The lack of resources perceived by the participants at SVSU was limited to the various 

groups they found relevant to their culture. However, they failed to identify institutional 
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resources in place to assist Latinas in their pathway to graduation. Their ability to persist until 

their senior year, was according to them, due to their own dedication and the support they 

received from their personal connections. 

Despite being at a Hispanic Serving Institution, the participants shared that they did not 

feel that there was sufficient institutional support. They were a part of a diverse population of 

students, but some of the participants like Valeria, Carla, Roxana and Leslye all discussed the 

lack of representation inside the classroom. Leslye discussed this further: 

I took a Central American class and the professor teaching it was a white man. Can you 

believe that? What is SVSU doing to find Central American professors? Do they even 

care? Some of my classmates thought it was funny that a white man was teaching us about 

our own history. I didn’t find it funny at all.  

Consequently, Leslye shared that she had a hard time acclimating to the institution that, 

according to her, failed to even find professors who looked like her and teach her about her 

history. Like Leslye, other participants shared about the lack of representation in the 

classroom.  Furthermore, the participants shared that the lack of support they received from some 

professors derived from their inability to connect with Latina students. To this, Claudia shared:  

It’s already hard going to the professors and letting them know that you’re struggling in 

their class. So hearing: “Well the rest of the class seem to be doing well, so it is definitely 

not me”. It makes you feel stupid that you went to tell them in the first place. They don’t 

know that going to them was my last resort, when it should have been the first. But some 

students are intimidated by these professors; I know I am. I never went back to another 

professor unless they were Latinos.  
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Like Claudia, other participants discussed this topic further. To them, attending college was 

stressful and they had a hard time expressing themselves to others about it. They all shared their 

satisfaction of attending SVSU, but hoped to see more faculty and administrative staff that 

mirror their identities. 

As Claudia shared above, there were others who shared similar sentiments regarding 

faculty and staff. Roxana, Carla, and Linda all mentioned that the classes they learned from the 

most were classes being taught by professors who they connected with. Kimberly said: 

I never had any issues with any professors, but then again I always keep to myself. But 

there were three professors who took initiative and asked me how I was doing. Two of 

them were in my freshman year, and the third one was in my junior year. And you know 

what all had in common? They were all people of color. Is like they knew that I needed 

help but I was too afraid to ask. 

Like Kimberly, other participants shared they had positive and memorable interactions with 

various professors. Linda shared that although the professor who she related to the most at SVSU 

was not a Latina professor, she mentioned it was a female professor who shared a personal story 

in class that she resonated with: 

Seeing people who look like you, sound like you, and share experiences like yours matter 

in how academically successful we get. But aside from my Chicano Studies classes, I 

never took a class with a Latina professor. That is sad at SVSU. 

Interestingly, not all participants found it relevant to be in a classroom with a professor who 

identifies like them. As in the case of Valeria who said that she learned from taking a class with a 

professor whom she couldn’t relate to: 
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I am glad I took a class with a white man who didn’t understand anything about me being 

Latina. I think it prepared me to understand that this is the reality of Latinos in the US. 

He made no effort in learning about me as a student. To him, we were all the same. He 

never knew I was late twice to his class because I was helping my mom translate in court. 

He embarrassed me in front of the entire class both times. So I didn’t learn anything in 

his class, except to care about me even more every time he said something that made me 

put my head down in embarrassment.  

Students like Valeria often have to learn how to navigate the spaces in higher education which 

were not created for them. Like Valeria, Latina students find ways to cope with situations that 

can leave them feeling oppressed. 

Gender 

 Latinas also experience college life differently based on their gender. Although more 

Latinas are attending college, institutions of higher education are not fully prepared to provide 

individualized support to this group of students. Participants like Gabriela, Claudia, and Valeria 

all shared that they all encountered similar experiences pertaining to misconceptions of Latina 

women at SVSU. Claudia shared that in her first semester at SVSU, she was taking a math class 

and was having a hard time understanding a problem so she was discussing it with another 

classmate:  

The professor, an older man asked me to stop talking because I was distracting the class. 

Then he look at other students and said: “Hispanic women, always loud” and began to 

laugh. I was so embarrassed. I never spoke in class again, not even to ask questions. So of 

course I failed the class. 
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The personal story shared by Claudia is a common experience amongst Latinas in school, even if 

these are designated as Hispanic Serving Institutions.  

Similarly Gabriela, a Deaf Studies major talked about her experience in the class as one of only 

two Latinas in her class of 34 students, made her feel uncomfortable and recounted her 

experience the day she had to sign in American Sign Language (ASL), her future goals: 

I am a very shy person, so presenting in front of a class makes me very nervous. But this 

day I wanted to make it fun so I started telling them that after graduating I was hoping to 

travel the world and hope to teach ASL to people around the world. Then I was gonna 

return to the US and pursue my teaching credentials. When it was time for questions, 

someone asked me if I was going to change my plans if I have kids before. I told them I 

wasn’t planning on having kids. She then said: “Yeah right, Mexicans like to have babies”. 

I didn’t know what to say, so I laughed it off with the rest of the class. 

After sharing her story, Gabriela reassured me that she didn’t want babies, and she was aware of 

the societal misconceptions of Latina women longing to be mothers and having large families. 

Yet, having the need of reassuring that this was not what she wanted reinforced the notion that 

although she understood that this was not a reality of all Latinas, Gabriela was still worried that 

others did not believe her because society expects Latinas to want to be mothers (Hyams, 2000). 

Leslye shared a similar sentiment, when she talked about having all these ideas and 

responses to questions asked in class, but she shared that because of her accent she was going to 

be viewed as dumb, so she was viewed as someone who didn’t want to participate in class 

discussions or didn’t know anything about the subject being discussed: 

I didn’t want to say anything because I know I have a strong accent and sometimes I even 

have to find the right word so that I don’t sound dumb. One time I forgot how to say a 
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word and I was thinking and the professor didn’t wait for me to say it and just pointed at 

another student to respond. I knew what I wanted to say, but I was trying to translate the 

word from Spanish to English in my head. It was embarrassing.  

Eventually, Lesley got involved in campus and learned to embrace her accent. However, she 

shared that she didn’t participate in public speaking unless it was absolutely necessary or it was 

in front of others who she felt comfortable with using Spanish words when forgetting the English 

translation. 

Similarly Roxana, shared a time in which a professor questioned her motive for choosing 

her Nutrition Dietetics major: 

My professor asked me in class why I had chosen that major and I told him that I found it 

to be interesting. He asked me if I even knew what the major entailed, and I said yes. He 

then told me that Hispanics usually go for other majors and was surprised that I even 

knew what that was. I didn’t even know what to say so I didn’t say anything. 

These stereotypical notions undermine the academic ability of Latinas in higher education, and 

Roxana is a clear example of the results of such misconception. She shared that she was the only 

Latina in a class of 30; the other 29 students were all white. She stayed in her major for just one 

semester and later switched it to public health. She said that she didn’t regret changing her major 

because in public health she found the support she needed in classmates, and one professor who 

later became her mentor. 

Linda also shared a specific incident that took place in the classroom after getting back 

her economics test:  

I studied so much, but I didn’t like the class and the professor made it even worse, so I 

didn’t do well. He always had a mean comment for everything. That day he was giving us 
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our tests back and he said to me: “Stop watching Spanish soap-operas and study instead 

so you can do better”. I could feel my classmates around me looking at me, but I had my 

head down. I don’t even watch novelas [cries]. 

Linda validates that Latinas experience macroaggressions in their everyday life, and these are not 

any different at Hispanic Serving Institutions. Like Linda, other participants shared that they had 

to learn to cope with such oppressive comments inside and outside the classroom, as they remain 

focus on their ultimate goal of graduating. 

Family 

Latinas also experience college life differently based on their gender. Roxana mentioned 

how gender roles were significant in her time at SVSU. As the oldest of five, she had to schedule 

her classes around the class schedules of her siblings in case she needed to pick them up from 

school, take them to extracurricular activities, or doctor visits. 

One time I was in class and my phone started to vibrate. I didn’t recognize the number so 

I let it go to voicemail, but they called again and again. I got out of my class to answer the 

call. It was the school nurse from one of my little sister’s schools telling me that she was 

sick and I had to pick her up. I thought they tried calling my mom, but they had just 

called me. I called my mom and she told me she couldn’t leave work, so for me to go get 

her. I told her I had a presentation and she told me she couldn’t get out of work. I had no 

choice so I left to get my sister. That happened a lot while I was in school. That’s another 

reason why my mom didn’t let me dorm. 

As with Valeria, her mother had the expectation that she would help her when needed. She didn’t 

have small siblings like Roxana, but her mother did not speak English thus Valeria was the one 
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scheduling appointments and going with her to doctor visits, helped her pay her bills, amongst 

other duties.  

My mom was undocumented for a long time and she was filing for her residency. I was 

the one reading and translating her mail, completing forms and going to appointments 

with her. Then I got accepted to a university that was 300 miles from home. When I told 

my mom she got upset and called me inconsiderate [crying] because I was going to be far 

and what happened if she was called to meet with the lawyers? I told her that I would still 

be back to help her and she told me that I was not going to that place, so I came here 

[SVSU].    

The role Valeria played in her mother’s life is not uncommon amongst Latinas who often find 

themselves taking care of familial obligations before they take care of their own. Latinas serve as 

translators whose parents or families do not speak English; thus at times, they cannot attend to 

their academics to ensure they support their families. Like in the case Miriam, who shared she 

had to accompany her grandmother to a doctor’s visit on the same day she had two midterms: 

That day was a hard one for me. I asked my mom if it was possible for someone else to 

go with my grandma to the doctor, but I am the only one who speaks English in our 

household so I had to go. I was rushing my test because I had to go pick her up and drive 

her. I had so much anxiety. 

Similarly, Celeste shared her experience of being a college student who lived in student housing, 

and having to have all assignments completed by Thursday night because every Friday morning 

her mother would pick her up to help her prepare to work with them in their catering business: 

My mom has a catering business so I go help her every weekend. I try to go help during 

the week but that is pushing it. She doesn’t understand everything I have to juggle to help 
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her, but I’m ok with that. My grandpa lives with her, but he’s an alcoholic so he is more 

of a burden to her. My roommate asks me how I manage to do it all, but honestly I am so 

used to it that I think it’s all just normal. 

Latinas have to adapt to all responsibilities, although at times they lack the support they need to 

succeed. Instinctively, they all shared that their family is their main motivation for persistence, 

even in instances in which they have to deviate from their own well-being in order to find a 

holistic approach to their academics and familial obligations and expectations. Carla, Jessica, and 

Roxana shared how their familial expectations aligned more with their own goals, thus they 

found their support pivotal in their success. Carla said that her parents’ expectations were 

focused on her graduating; hence, they supported her throughout her journey:  

My dad made it very clear to me that education was my job. Since I was a kid, this has 

been my responsibility, to go to school and bring back good grades. My grandparents, 

although they didn't expect As, they did wanted to see good grades, so every time I would 

bring home a report card, I would show it to them, and then there would be some kind of 

praise. So, it kind of became this routine. 

Like Carla, other students shared that their parents asked them to focus on their classes solely. 

This was also the case of Jessica, who shared that her parents told her that she couldn’t work 

while she was in school because they wanted to make sure she graduated, but they insisted she 

went to community college first because they doubted her. Her brother on the other hand, was 

studying out of state: 

I wanted to attend college because I want to make my parents proud. I am first year 

generation student who is close to finishing. I wanted to prove to my parents that I could 

do well at a university, because they wanted me to go to a community college first 
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because they thought, "Oh no, no puedes it's too hard." But then I was like, "No. I can do 

this." So I just wanted to prove to my parents that I'm able to do this; that their sacrifice 

was worth it. 

Based on her parent’s perceptions, Jessica understood that her family’s expectations were not her 

reality and wished to prove them wrong. She mentioned that they never encouraged her brother 

to attend community college, but in her family that was the norm. However, it was her brother 

who encouraged her to attend SVSU and not a community college. Jessica credits her brother for 

her persistence; not her efforts and her own hard work and dedication, but her brother.  

Similarly, Roxana said that she wants to make sure that she does everything possible to 

ensure that she makes her mother proud. She is the youngest of three daughters and the only one 

in college.  

I’m the lucky one, the one that got to go to college. She doesn’t tell me, but I know my 

mom is proud of me. I got a job as soon as started college so that I never have to ask her 

for anything. There have been times that I don’t have money for food, but I manage 

because I don’t want her to think I’m not ok. I just want her to be proud.  

Latinas experience difficulties in balancing obligations that go beyond the classroom. They often 

find themselves neglecting their well-being to ensure they attend to familial obligations while 

trying to maintain their academic responsibilities. Nevertheless, they all share that their family 

has been a major contributor to their motivation to persist. 

Summary 

 Latina students face numerous challenges in higher education. Oftentimes, they are the 

first ones in their families to attend college, thus they have to rely on their new learned 

knowledge to navigate the educational system. Their lives, however, encompass more than just 
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their academic goals. They have societal and familial expectations and at times, these supersede 

their own.  

 The findings in this study suggest that Latinas understanding of academic success 

encompass much more than grades. They value the classes in which they are able to grasp the 

concept of the topic being taught, especially if these relate back to their own personal interest 

such as their chosen field of study or focuses on any of their personal identities. They learn from 

classes they’re in which they feel valued, as some mentioned in the connections made with 

professors and mentors.  

Furthermore, as I aimed at correlating their campus involvement with their academic 

success, I asked if they were actively involved or had been previously involved in leadership in 

campus. Both Leslye and Valeria shared to have been a part of Associated Students and Student 

Union respectively. Carla, Linda and Claudia shared to have participated in Hermanas en la 

Lucha and Latinas Unidas, while Celeste shared to have been a part of a sorority. Miriam, 

Kimberly, Jessica, Gabriela. Roxana, and Dalila all shared to have never been involved in 

campus.  

 Additionally, they relates their experiences as Latinas in an institution of higher 

education where they came with hopes to mirror their high school experiences, but found that 

this was seldom the case. They all recounted stories and shared experiences that negatively 

impacted them during their pursuit to their degree attainment. Some shared that these instances 

happened consistently, which is an indication that even at HSIs, the racial climate can negatively 

impact their ability to persist. 

 Additionally, Latina students enter college with active lives and these continue 

throughout their time as college students. The familial obligations and expectations of Latinas in 
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higher education were prevalent in the stories shared by the participants. Nevertheless, their 

determination and willingness to make their family proud was a strong motivation for their 

persistence in college.  

 All participants believed their persistence was also related to their self-motivation and the 

dedication of faculty and staff who made an effort in making personal connections with them. 

They all mentioned the need for spaces and institutional support that go beyond two specific 

Latin American majors and a handful of cultural-based groups. And although they all agree that 

the institution is a diverse place, and they were all glad to be see the number of Latino students in 

their institution, they would like to see more representation in faculty and leadership staff 

throughout the institution.  
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CHAPTER 5. DISCUSSION AND SUMMARY 

This chapter has been designed to present a discussion of the findings, recommendations 

for policy and practice, suggestions for future research, and summary of the study. The findings 

have been arranged in a manner that serve to identify the themes that emerged from the data 

collected on the factors that contributed in the academic success of Latina students graduating 

with an undergraduate degree from a four-year public institution. The findings of this study 

contribute to the existing literature on the topic of Latinas in higher education by validating, 

through the shared experiences of the participants, that the academic success of Latinas is largely 

based on the ability to balance family obligations and their new life as students in higher 

education (Gloria & Castellanos, 2012).  Additionally, this study adds to our understanding of 

Latina students’ persistence in college as a result of their reliance on their cultural wealth while 

pursuing a college degree (Larrotta & Yamamura, 2011). Recommendations for policy and 

practice derive from what was learned in the counterstories shared by the participants of the 

study. Furthermore, suggestions will be proposed for future studies to continue supporting 

Latinas during their higher educational degree attainment journey. The summary will serve as the 

culmination of the study.  

Discussion of the Finding 

According to the United States Census Bureau (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010) and the 

National Center for Education Statistics (NCES, 2016), the number of Latinas pursuing Higher 

Education is increasing at a higher rate relative to a decade ago. They are, however, entering 

American colleges and universities with busy lives, oftentimes impacting their persistence in 

college. Latina students, as shared by the participants in Chapter four, remained close to home, 

and they continued to engage in family obligations and reaching out for familial support. They 
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did this as they needed their family support as much as their family needed theirs. Once in 

college however, institutions often expects Latina students to disengage from their culture and 

fully immerse in academic curricula, and they are often expected to perform at the same level as 

their White counterparts (Pg.4). Latina students however, can thrive and have a successful 

college life without having to separate their academics from their culture. On the contrary, data 

suggests their cultural wealth is essential in the persistence of Latina students, and the 

counterstories shared by the participants in this study validates this proposed approach (Yosso, 

2005).  

In this study, the participants shared their experiences as college students at Southern 

Valley State University (SVSU). I began by asking about their academic success, as I aimed at 

exploring their understanding of academic success and their persistence as students in higher 

education. Most of the participants described being academically successful as their ability to 

learn about the topics in the classes they were enrolled in.  For many, this represented a shift 

from a definition of success based on the idea of being able to pass a class to one that entailed 

not just passing the class, but more importantly, grasping the concepts of the topics they were 

learning about.  

They also discussed their reasons in selecting to attend SVSU. While most of the 

participants did not know about the institution being a Hispanic Service Institution (HSI) or what 

this designation entailed, they felt a sense of belonging during their visits to SVSU prior to 

starting their classes because they saw many Latino students throughout campus. This was 

important to them and was a major contributor to deciding to attend the institution. Most of them 

had different reasons behind it. To some of the participants this was the first time they felt 

represented in the student body of an institution; to others this was an opportunity to be amongst 
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their community; and to some it meant they could be themselves without struggling to fit in. 

Hence, being amongst other Latino students reassured the participants that SVSU was going to 

be a place where they could potentially develop a sense of belonging and become a prideful 

student. 

The participants also discussed the campus culture as it relates back to race and their 

Latina identity. As previously mentioned, not all were aware of SVSU being an HSI; yet, they 

said to have anticipated the same sense of community they felt during their visits as they saw 

themselves in the student population, to continue in their classrooms and other campus spaces.  

The participants said they would have liked to have seen a more diverse representation in 

faculty and staff. A few participants recounted specific incidents in which professors made 

stereotypical comments to them, pertaining to their Latina identity. These participants said they 

felt shame or embarrassment by those comments because they were derogatory in nature and said 

to them in front of other students. These negative stereotypes can impact the academic abilities 

of Latina students by increasing their academic self-doubt which can affect their motivation to 

persist throughout college (Solórzano & Villalpando, 1998). It is important for Latinas to feel 

validated in their academic abilities, as specific actions aimed at supporting them in the 

classroom can contribute to increasing their confidence as college students (Rendon, 1994). 

A few participants also said to have had negative experiences in the classroom, as it 

pertained to their gender. Some were questioned by professors and classmates for their chosen 

field of study, while others were ridiculed by professors in front of their peers for their low 

grades, recommending they stay away from stereotypical activities associated with Latinas, and 

to instead focus on their studies. The participants believe that the instructors’ racist and sexist 
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views and the lack of representation in the classrooms, contributed to those incidents as the 

instructors couldn’t relate to their Latina identity. 

Other participants discussed SVSU lacking institutional support for Latina students.  For 

example some noted there were little-to-no spaces created for them or with them in mind. A few 

shared their sense of belonging during the campus visits prior to college selection, but once they 

were students they struggled at identifying resources designed to support Latina students’ 

academic success. Those who did mention what they believed to have been institutional 

resources for Latinas, named cultural-relevant groups and organizations which offered 

programming and support for Latino students in general. The Chicano Studies Department was 

also referenced as a possible resource to Latinas, but not all participants were certain if the 

department offered any specific resources to those who did not identify as Chicanas or to Latinas 

who were not taking any classes in the department. A few participants deducted that SVSU may 

actually have a few resources and spaces for Latinas, but they may not have been visible or 

easily accessible, thus they were not able to name any. 

Additionally, the participants shared how their gender was a key component of their 

overall experience as college students. Some participants related stories beginning from college 

selection, sharing how their families asked them to apply to local institutions, when their male 

siblings were encouraged to apply to study out of state. To some of the participants this was 

discouraging, but they said to have had a level of understanding as to why this was suggested. 

They noted their families wanting them to remain at a close proximity in case they were needed 

at home or when the participants may need their family as well. As mentioned in chapter three, 

familismo is a cultural value that emphasizes loyalty and closeness to family and this is prevalent 

amongst the Latino culture (Sy & Romero, 2008). Familismo is centered on family and a key 
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component when students have to make decisions pertaining to their college life while taking 

into consideration their familial responsibilities (Alvarez, 2010). In the case of the participants of 

the study, the decisions they made regarding college, prior to attending SVSU, were discussed 

with their families, and in most cases, those decisions were all approved by their parents. The 

decisions included commuting to campus, living in the residence halls, and even the decision of 

begin their education at a community college or at a four-year university. To the participants, this 

was important. Their sense of familismo reassured them of their family support and the 

importance of recognizing their own potential as college students.  

Nevertheless, the fact that the family asked the women to apply to local institutions can 

coincide with their experimental knowledge of having them in close proximity to provide a more 

direct emotional and financial support (Cerna, Perez, & Saenz, 2006). Parental support and 

encouragement is important to the academic success of Latina students, and being in close 

proximity to their family cannot only benefit the students, but can also contribute to families 

feeling at ease by having their children in close by and provide a more direct emotional and 

financial support (Zarate & Gallimore, 2005). 

   Furthermore, all participants consistently discussed the role their family played in their 

ability to persist until their senior year. Some of the participants discussed various ways in which 

their family provided support during their time at SVSU, and said they found their support to be 

pivotal. A few also touched upon their parents lacking the educational knowledge they needed 

since the start of their academic journey; yet, the overall support they received from their family 

was found to be extremely valuable to them. A few other participants shared how their parents 

asked them not to work, and to remain focused on their studies even if their parents had to take 

on additional jobs to financially support them. Other participants shared that although their 
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parents did not fully understand their academic obligations, they were calling them asking about 

their day, about their classes and ensuring they were taking care of themselves. There were a few 

participants who mentioned their families not understanding their level of commitment to their 

academics, and oftentimes this caused them to have to make a few sacrifices to support their 

family.  Some examples included not being able to dedicate time to assignments during 

weekends, having to leave classes to cater to familial responsibilities, not being able to attend an 

out-of-state school, and having to balance their student obligations with their parents’ 

expectations. Other participants said to have coordinated their class schedules based on various 

familial obligations such as picking up their siblings from school, helping their immediate family 

with errands, and assisting their parents’ in their businesses. According to some of the 

participants, these tasks were assigned to them or expected from them, but not from their male 

siblings. 

As mentioned in Chapter two, there is a limit on the level of educational knowledge that 

parents who did not attend college can share with their children, as is in the case of the Latina 

students in this study. Not to be misinterpreted as parents not supporting their daughter’s 

education; on the contrary, family support and family involvement is a strong motivation for 

Latinas pursuing and persisting in higher education (Stein, G., Gonzalez, L., Cupito, A., Kiang, 

L., & Supple, A., 2015). In a different study conducted with Chicana students, the participants 

indicated their parents were not only supportive of their educational goals, but were encouraging 

them in pursuing higher education (Ceja, 2004). Family provides the opportunity for social and 

educational support, as well as the motivation to persist during their higher education journey 

(Stein, G., Gonzalez, L., Cupito, A., Kiang, L., & Supple, A., 2015). As mentioned in Chapter 

two, there is a limit on the level of educational knowledge that parents who did not attend college 
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can share with their children, as is in the case of the Latina students in this study. Not to be 

misinterpreted as parents not supporting their daughter’s education; on the contrary, family 

support and family involvement is a strong motivation for Latinas pursuing and persisting in 

higher education (Stein, G., Gonzalez, L., Cupito, A., Kiang, L., & Supple, A., 2015). In a 

different study conducted with Chicana students, the participants indicated their parents were not 

only supportive of their educational goals, but were encouraging them in pursuing higher 

education (Ceja, 2004). Family provides the opportunity for social and educational support, as 

well as the motivation to persist during their higher education journey (Stein, G., Gonzalez, L., 

Cupito, A., Kiang, L., & Supple, A., 2015). In fact, familial obligations have been found to have 

positive academic effects on students of color in general (Fuligni & Pedersen, 2002). 

Nevertheless, Latina students in higher education oftentimes find themselves having to 

balance educational and personal responsibilities. Although this is not exclusive to Latina 

students, it is important to understand that this group of students navigate higher education 

different than other group of students, based on the intersectionality of their multiple identities 

(Espinoza, 2010). Latinas who attend American colleges and Universities cannot just fully 

immerse in academia. As shared by some of the participants in the study, many of them had 

financial responsibilities that required them to balance their academics with their working 

schedule. 

Thus, although the participants shared some difficult experiences in balancing their 

personal and educational lives, they had no doubt their family having been instrumental in their 

motivation to persist to their senior year at SVSU. 

Recommendations for Policy and Practice 
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The experiences shared by the participants in the study at SVSU, support the concept that 

institutions of higher education are in need of policies and practices that aim at providing 

resources designed to support the academic success of Latina students. These resources will need 

to consider the numerous identities of Latinas, and how their intersectionalities play a role in 

their academic success and persistence, culminating in degree attainment. Latinas Unidas and 

Hermanas en La Lucha were two groups the participants identified as specific resources to Latina 

students at SVSU. They shared that these two groups provided spaces designed to encourage and 

support open dialogue amongst Latinas and students of color in general. As first-generation 

students they found these groups important for social connections with peers and this is 

important as it can contribute to their sense of belonging and academic success (Saunders & 

Serna, 2004; Yosso, 2006). These spaces have served as “counter-spaces” where the participants 

were able to find themselves in culturally affirming places at SVSU. Counter-spaces are 

important for Latinas, as these can provide a positive racial climate to students of color who are 

pursuing higher education in American colleges and universities (Solorzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 

2000). 

Therefore, based on the stories shared by the participants, the following 

recommendations were identified, and are recommended to further support Latina college 

students: 1) Representation in faculty & staff; 2) Resource Center; and 3) Mentorship Program. 

Representation in Faculty & Staff 

The attitudes of faculty and staff toward students can highly influence the sense of 

belonging and overall academic success of students in higher education (Hubbard, & Stage, 

2009). The beliefs of faculty, as well as their values and practices can significantly contribute to 

the persistence of students of color throughout their educational journey (Bersimon, Pena, & 
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Castillo, 2004). Thus, Latina/o faculty and staff are important in institutions of higher education, 

but most importantly at HSIs, because their presence can provide a sense of inclusivity to Latinas 

students (Oseguera, Locks, & Vega, 2009). As mentioned in Chapter two, it is important to the 

overall success of Latina students to have relatable faculty and staff as these can provide them a 

more inclusive environment while in college (Nora, Barlow, & Crisp, 2006).  

In this study, the participants recounted negative experiences with faculty related to the 

intersectionality of their gender and racial identity. The participants experienced 

microaggressions fueled by racist comments and stereotypes from faculty in various academic 

spaces (Yosso, Smith, Ceja, & Solórzano, 2009). Some participants shared that they much rather 

fail a class than ask questions or even reach out to their professors to avoid feeling humiliated. 

Based on these stories shared by the participants, it was evident that the racial privilege of these 

professors fueled their racial insults.  Moreover, these racial attacks reflected an ignorance and 

lack of understanding and appreciation of the intersectionality of identities of these Latina 

students. Finally, and equally important, these faculty did not understand how these racist 

comments undermined the efforts and academic success of this group of students. 

The participants also recounted having positive experiences with professors of color with 

whom they could relate to, as they made them feel understood and supported. Previous research 

suggest students of color are more successful when they learn from teachers and professors they 

can relate to (Egalite, Kisida, & Winters, 2015); in the particular case of Latina students, this can 

be critical.  As previously mentioned, the lack of racial representation in faculty and staff can 

influence Latinas outlook on how they perceive institutional support as this can create a climate 

that “marginalizes, devalues, and silences this group of students” (Solórzano et al., 2005). Yet, 

even Hispanic Service Institutions (HSIs) and Minority Service Institutions (MSIs) face 
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challenges in being able to find and hire diverse and qualified faculty and administrative staff 

(Oseguera et al., 2008; Page, 2012). 

However, institutions of higher education, more specific HSIs and MSIs, need to develop 

a more strategic approach in regards to the recruitment of diverse faculty and staff. The story 

shared by one of the participants in which she was taking a Central American class from a white 

professor is an indication that faculty of color, in this case a Central American professor, was 

needed not only to teach the class, but for the students to feel a sense of connection between the 

curricula and the applied pedagogy methods being used in the classroom (Banks, 2010). 

In addition to having representation in the classroom, all faculty and staff should be 

required to undergo a continuum cultural competency training. The purpose is not to become 

knowledgeable of someone’s culture, but to acquire basic understanding that the students' 

identities can influence their behaviors, their learning styles, their ability to interact with others 

and their confidence to participate in class (National Education Association, 2002).  

In 2017, SVSU introduced an online training for faculty in a form of professional 

development. The series are intended to provide an understanding of an equitable classroom 

environment and curricula to a hand-picked number of faculty members, for them to learn about 

unconscious bias and practices to recognize it. Although not a mandatory practice, this is a great 

step for SVSU. Participating in the series however, should be a required process for all faculty 

members, and not just a suggested approach, and in no way this professional development series 

should replace the efforts of recruiting, hiring, and promoting diverse faculty and administrative 

staff. 

Resource Center  
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            Southern Valley State University is home to Chicano Studies and Central American 

Studies; two departments committed to teaching about Chicana/o, Central American and Latina/o 

histories, politics, culture, language and education. Nevertheless, when asked about the resources 

that SVSU have in place for Latina students, most of the participants mentioned cultural-related 

groups. And although a few also included the Chicano Studies and Central American Studies 

Departments as resources, a few of them were not aware what specific resources these 

departments provide aside from classes, while others made assumption of what resources the 

cultural-related  groups may offer based on their names (Latinas Unidas and Hermanas en la 

Lucha). 

            The two mentioned groups and the two departments; however, do not cater to all the 

identities of Latina students. As one of the participants shared, she did not identify as Chicana 

nor as Central American; thus, did she not visit either of these departments since she wasn’t 

taking any of the classes they offered. Other participants mentioned not knowing any resources 

specifically for Latinas at SVSU, and questioned themselves saying there may have been some, 

but they did not know about them.  

Additionally, SVSU has a strong Educational Opportunity Program (EOP), a state funded 

program serving over 3,000 students, who are attending SVSU from underserved communities. 

And although this program does not offer resources just to Latinas, according to their data, they 

do serve a large number of Latino students providing support during their time at SVSU. The 

participants however, did not mention EOP as a resource either. The data is not cited, to protect 

the identity of the institution. 
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Thus, when thinking as to how the resources in place at the Chicano Studies and Central 

American Studies Departments, as well as EOP have in place for Latinas, it is evident that the 

information is not reaching Latinas who are not a part of these departments or programs. 

            Garcia & Okhidoi (2005) discuss how HSIs are important to the academic success and 

social integration of Latinas, as these institutions are more likely to develop, implement, and 

support programs that are relevant to Latino students in general. And this may well be the case at 

SVSU, but the message is not getting to all Latina students. Garcia and Ramirez (2015) argue 

that HSIs must become “agents for change” and redefine what exactly means to serve Latino 

students. This argument supports past research suggesting that in order for HSIs and MSIs to 

support Latino students reach their full potential, they must transform institutional practices, 

culture, campus climate, as well as decision-making policies that impact the students of color 

(Hurtado, Alvarez, Guillermo-Wann, Cuellar, & Arellano, 2012). 

To this end, it is important for Latina students to have access to all the resources needed 

for them to be academically successful. Resources and access-support programs such as spaces 

where Latina students can interact and network with other Latinas on campus are crucial. Also, 

programs and sessions that cater to understanding the hidden curriculum of the institution and 

higher education in general will be important because Latina students can learn about unwritten 

rules and unspoken expectations of being a student in higher education, such as locating 

information required for their academic success (Rahman, 2013). These efforts could also 

include assisting Latinas in understanding practices of applying for resources such as Financial 

Aid, as well as knowing where to go when in need of tangible and non-tangible resources to 

name a few. If these resources are in place at institutions such as SVSU, students should have no 

problem locating them.  
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Professor Kraft (1991) writes that to succeed in college, a collective effort is not just 

recommended, but required. If the number of Latinas entering college is increasing, then 

institutions of higher education need to focus their efforts in ensuring these students feel 

welcomed and supported. Research shows that Latina students often feel unwelcome at 

historically white universities (Yosso, Smith, Ceja, & Solórzano, 2009). However, SVSU is an 

HSI and an MSI, thus Latinas should be able to feel welcomed in all aspects of the institution, 

but as shared by the participants of this study, this was not always the case. 

Thus, the second recommendation is to create a center that can serve as a central place 

where Latina students can feel welcomed, as the space could possibly encompass a sense of 

familiarity to Latinas reaching out for support. This would be an institutional center where all 

programs and events are created with the Latina student in mind, and where other campus 

resources, programs and events can be promoted and advertised to everyone at SVSU. Most 

importantly, this center can serve as the focal point for the institution in general to ensure that all 

campus resources are not only well communicated to Latina students, but that these are easily 

accessible to them.  

Moreover, the center could create a physical space on campus where Latina students 

could network, meet, interact, support, teach and learn from other Latinas who may share similar 

experiences. Nevertheless, there should be an institutional approach to ensure that Latina 

students feel a place of belonging throughout the institution, as the center should not replace the 

institutional efforts to develop  

The center could collaborate with the Chicano Studies, the Central American Studies, the 

Gender and Women Studies Department, as well as other departments to cater to the numerous 

identities of Latina students. This center could serve as the base for this group of students, and 
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this can be the place where all Latinas seeking information needed for their overall success can 

go to instead of wondering if such resources actually exist. The possibilities for the center are 

endless and can be a contributing factor in the retention of Latina students in all institutions of 

higher education, but primarily at HSIs and MSIs. The proposed center however, would need to 

be funded through the institution’s operating budget to secure financial stability in operating 

costs. By doing so, the institution will demonstrate their support and commitment in serving and 

retaining Latina students. It is important to note that while participants in this study share not 

knowing about resources at SVSU, the institution does in fact have several places intended to 

support Latina students, such as the Chicanx House, MeCha de SVSU, and EOP. 

First-Year Mentoring Program 

All participants in the study shared how their support system played an important role in 

their persistence at SVSU; this included their families, friends, roommates, and classmates. A 

few participants also shared they had made connections with professors when they were taking 

their classes. The majority of the participants reported being the first ones in their family to 

attend college, and they were often in need of educational support as there was no one at home 

teaching them how to navigate the system within higher education. Thus, some participants 

discussed how they reached out to people they knew who were or had been college students at 

other institutions like cousins, siblings, friends, or relatives of friends when they were in need of 

educational support. Those whom the participants reached out to, served as their advisors and 

even mentors.  

According to Santos and Reigadas (2002), mentoring relationships are associated with 

students’ persistence. Moreover, for college students to have a mentor from their same ethnic 

background is critical to their personal growth (Santos & Reigadas, 2002). In a study conducted 
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on the experiences of 17 Latina/o students who participated in a mentoring program, it was found 

that mentors could influence self-regulatory and self-reflective capabilities in Latina/o students. 

In turn, those capacities have been said to guide the student’s academic success (Salas, Aragon, 

Alandejani, & Timpson, 2014). The race and ethnicity of the mentors were important and 

correlates with the student’s self-efficacy when mentors and mentees share similar values and 

beliefs associated with their cultural backgrounds (Bordes & Arredondo, 2005). Bandura (1997) 

defined self-efficacy as people’s belief in their own ability to attain their own goals. Latina 

students who are a part of a mentorship program have demonstrated to have a greater self-

efficacy as they pursue their degree is higher education (Santos & Reigadas, 2002). Therefore, 

the third recommendation is based on the importance of mentoring, thus creating a mentorship 

program of Latina faculty and university staff to serve as mentors to First-Year Latina College 

students.  

Mentorship is considered an important practice of support, guidance and encouragement 

and can positively contribute to the mentee’s educational and professional journey (Méndez-

Morse, 2004). Moreover, mentors who support and help Latina/o college students visualize their 

goals, as they refer them to relevant resources, are valuable to the student’s persistence and 

overall academic success (Torres, 2006). As many Latina students are the first ones in their 

families to attend college, they often find themselves navigating the higher educational system 

by themselves (Gloria & Segura-Herrera, 2004). Hence, mentorship has been proven to play an 

important role in the academics of Latina students and has contributed to their sense of belonging 

as mentors also support them in navigating higher education (Musoba, Collazo, & Placide, 

2013).  
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The mentorship program can be designed by bringing together Latina faculty and 

administrative staff from various departments across campus. This can be a collaboration with 

EOP, and later with the Center for Latinas, as these two programs can assist in identifying those 

who could serve as mentors, and the first-year Latina students who are most likely to benefit 

from the mentorship program.  In a study conducted by Gloria, Castellano, and Orozco (2005), it 

was documented that “factors such as a lack of finances, lower familial support, few mentors, 

cultural stereotypes, inhospitable campus climates, and a sense of cultural misfit” correlates with 

how Latinas navigate higher education (P. 162). Therefore, it would be important to the success 

of the mentorship program to consider the educational barriers that first-year Latina students face 

as they attend institutions of higher education (Villaseñor, Reyes, & Muñoz, 2013).  

The social, cultural and intellect of Latina faculty and administrative staff is oftentimes 

and untapped resource of support for students in need of mentorship. As previously stated, 

mentoring relationships are associated with students’ persistence and in the case of Latina 

students, mentoring relationships can be what makes the difference between degree attainment 

and early withdrawal. There should be different levels of mentorship for Latina students at 

SVSU and other HSIs. These shouldn’t be constrained to first first-year Latina students; 

however, given the importance of engaging first-year students for them to return to their second 

year, and continue until graduation. The First-Year Mentoring Program can then serve as the 

beginning of additional mentorship programs created to support and retain Latina students until 

graduation at SVSU and other HSIs.  

Suggestions for Future Research 

        This study can contribute to the topic of Latinas in higher education; yet, there are 

numerous suggestions for future research pertaining to the academic success of Latina students 
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in higher education. Based on the experiences shared by the participants in this particular study, I 

am suggesting future research be done in the following three areas: 

1. I suggest conducting a study of Latina students who did not persist until graduation to 

learn of the reason(s) for their early withdrawal. The results can provide a more insightful 

view as to what institutional support could have been provided to these students, and how 

these resources may have supported those students until graduation. 

2. I also suggest performing a study on Latina students who successfully transferred from a 

community college to HSIs and compare their graduation success with those transferring 

to non-HSIs. The study could provide an insight on how the practices and resources of 

HSIs are supporting non-first-year Latina students acclimating to the institution after 

transferring from a community college.  

3. Additionally, I suggest doing a study on mentorship programs of Latina students at other 

institutions of higher education, to further understand the relationship between 

mentorship and persistence.  

Summary 

            This qualitative study was conducted to better understand, from the shared experiences of 

the participants, the factors that contributed to their persistence at a four-year public institution 

during their undergraduate degree attainment. More specifically, this study aimed at identifying 

the factors contributing to the academic success of Latina students who successfully persisted in 

college until graduation. In this chapter, I provided a discussion of the findings, 

recommendations for policy and practice, as well as suggestions for future research.  

          The findings showed the experiences of the participants as it relates back to race, gender, 

family, and campus culture. The participants recounted personal stories in which oftentimes they 
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felt disconnected from the institution yet remained focused on their degree attainment. Those 

who said to have had the most positive experiences, said to have made personal connections with 

faculty, staff and peers who made them feel supported as students in higher education.  The 

counterstories shared by the participants validates what scholars Nora and Cabrera (1996) 

discuss, as it relates to how institutional support is critical in the persistence and graduation of 

Latinas. Nevertheless, all participants discussed the role their family played during their 

academic journey, although a few of the participants recounted experiences in which they had to 

adjust their student life to accommodate to familial responsibilities. Thus, the three major factors 

prevalent in the persistence of the participants: race, gender, and family, were a part of the 

everyday life of the Latina students who graciously shared their experiences for the study. 

As a result, it is important for institutions of higher education to consider having the 

necessary resources in place to support the increasing number of Latinas entering American 

colleges and universities (Santiago & Soliz, 2012). The overall campus climate will need to be 

evaluated. Barriers that have kept Latinas from thriving will need to be identified, as resources 

are being developed and implemented that should encompass representation, inclusive 

pedagogical methods, and counterspaces where Latina students could feel a sense of belonging to 

the institution. 

This study could serve as an insight as to how institutions of higher education, primarily 

four-year public HSIs are contributing to the graduation of Latina students. Further research, as 

recommended early in this chapter, is needed in different areas to further understand how to 

better support Latina students in throughout their higher education journey. Nonetheless, this 

study can add to the increasing body of literature of Latinas in higher education, first-generation 
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Latinas, and the resilience of Latinas to persist until graduation amidst the multiple obstacles 

they encounter and they so bravely face.  
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APPENDIX A 

 
California State University, Northridge 

 
 

Identifying contributing factors to the academic success of Latina students pursuing an 
undergraduate degree at a four-year public institution 

 
 
Dear Miss, 
 
The purpose of this email is to inform you about a dissertation study that is being conducted at 
California State University, Northridge (CSUN) pertaining to the experiences of Latina students 
pursuing an undergraduate degree. Ms. Nancy Alonzo, a doctoral candidate, is conducting the 
study as part of the Ed.D. degree requirements. 
 
Ms. Alonzo’s dissertation study aims at exploring what contributed to the academic success of 
Latina students in a four-year public institution. This study will provide a better understanding in 
identifying the important factors in the persistence of Latina students in higher education. Your 
role is to serve as a participant in an interview that will take approximately 60 minutes. You will 
also be asked to participate in a focus group, along with three other participants. 
 
Any personally identifiable characteristics, such as your name, age, current work location, 
college/university, will not appear in the study. Participating in this study is completely 
voluntary and you may withdraw at any time. 
 
You are receiving this email because you meet the criteria to participate in this study. If you 
would like to participate, please contact Ms. Alonzo at nancy.alonzo@csun.edu  or at (818) 640-
4455.  
Thank you in advance, and I look forward to hearing from you. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
_______________ 
Nancy E. Alonzo 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

mailto:nancy.alonzo@csun.edu
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APPENDIX B 
 
 

California State University, Northridge 
 
 

Identifying contributing factors to the academic success of Latina students pursuing an 
undergraduate degree at a four-year public institution 

 
You are being asked to participate in a research study. Identifying key factors that contribute to 
the student success of Latinas in Higher Education, a study conducted by Nancy Alonzo as part 
of the requirements for the Ed.D degree in the doctoral program with an emphasis in community 
college.  Participation in this study is completely voluntary.  Please read the information below 
and ask questions about anything that you do not understand before deciding if you want to 
participate.  A researcher listed below will be available to answer your questions. 
 

RESEARCH TEAM 
Researcher: 

Nancy Alonzo 
Department of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies 

18111 Nordhoff St. 
Northridge, CA 91330-8265 

818-677-2403 
nancy.alonzo@csun.edu 

 
Faculty Advisor:  
Miguel Ceja Ph.D. 

Department of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies 
18111 Nordhoff St. 

Northridge, CA 91330-8265 
818-677-7391 

miguel.ceja@csun.edu 
 

 
PURPOSE OF STUDY  
The purpose of this research study is to identify the contributing factors to the academic success 
of Latina students pursuing an undergraduate degree at a four-year public institution. 
 
SUBJECTS 
Inclusion Requirements 
You are eligible to participate in this study if you: 

• Self-identify as Latina 
• Are enrolled full-time at a four-year university  
• Are a junior or senior student at a four-year university 
• At least one parent is from Latin America 
• Spanish is the first language of at least one parent 

mailto:nancy.alonzo@csun.edu
mailto:miguel.ceja@csun.edu
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Exclusion Requirements 
You are not eligible to participate in this study if you: 

• Are a first-year student 
• Are a part-time student 
• English is the first language of one or both of your parents 

 
Time Commitment  
This study will involve approximately 60 to 90 minutes of your time over the course of this 
interview.  
 

PROCEDURES 
The following procedures will occur: You will participate in an interview that may take 
approximately 60-90 minutes about your experience as a student in a university.  
 

RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS 
The possible risks and/or discomforts associated with the procedures described in this study 
include: Minimal emotional discomfort and embarrassment.  
 

BENEFITS 
 
Subject Benefits 
You may not directly benefit from participation in this study. 
 
Benefits to Others or Society 
Your participation in this study will help us better understand the possible factors that contribute 
to the academic success of Latina students in higher education. 
 

ALTERNATIVES TO PARTICIPATION 
The only alternative to participation in this study is not to participate. 
 

COMPENSATION, COSTS AND REIMBURSEMENT 
 
Compensation for Participation  
You will not be paid for your participation in this research study. 
 
Costs  
There is no cost to you for participation in this study.  
 
Reimbursement  
You will not be reimbursed for any out of pocket expenses, such as parking or transportation 
fees.  
 
 
WITHDRAWAL OR TERMINATION FROM THE STUDY AND CONSEQUENCES  
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You are free to withdraw from this study at any time. If you decide to withdraw from this 
study you should notify the researcher immediately. The research team may also end your 
participation in this study if you do not follow instructions, miss scheduled visits, or if your 
safety and welfare are at risk. 
 

CONFIDENTIALITY 
Subject Identifiable Data  
All identifiable information that will be collected about you will be kept with the research data 
under a pseudo-name.  
 
Data Storage   
All collected data, including audio recordings, will be stored electronically on a secure network 
and with a protected password on an encryption software. 
 
Data Access  
The researcher and faculty advisor named on the first page of this form will have access to your 
study records.  Any information derived from this research project that personally identifies you 
will not be voluntarily released or disclosed without your separate consent, except as specifically 
required by law. Publications and/or presentations that result from this study will not include 
identifiable information about you. 
 
Data Retention  
The researchers intend to keep the research data until the research is published and/or presented 
and then it will be destroyed. 

 
MANDATED REPORTING 

 
Under California law, the researcher is required to report known or reasonably suspected 
incidents of abuse or neglect of a child, dependent adult or elder, including, but not limited to, 
physical, sexual, emotional, and financial abuse or neglect.  If any researcher has or is given such 
information, they may be required to report it to the authorities.  
 

IF YOU HAVE QUESTIONS 
 

If you have any comments, concerns, or questions regarding the conduct of this research please 
contact the research team listed on the first page of this form. 
 
If you have concerns or complaints about the research study, research team, or questions about 
your rights as a research participant, please contact Research and Sponsored Projects, 18111 
Nordhoff Street, California State University, Northridge, Northridge, CA 91330-8232, or phone 
818-677-2901. 
 

VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION STATEMENT 
 

You should not sign this form unless you have read it and been given a copy of it to keep.  
Participation in this study is voluntary.  You may refuse to answer any question or discontinue 
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your involvement at any time without penalty or loss of benefits to which you might otherwise 
be entitled.  Your decision will not affect your relationship with California State University, 
Northridge.  Your signature below indicates that you have read the information in this consent 
form and have had a chance to ask any questions that you have about the study.   
 
 

I agree to participate in the study.  

___ I agree to be audio recorded 
___ I do not wish to be audio recorded 
 
 
___________________________________________________ __________________ 
 Participant Signature        Date 
 
___________________________________________________ 
 Printed Name of Participant   
 
 
___________________________________________________ __________________ 
 Researcher Signature        Date 
 
___________________________________________________ 
 Printed Name of Researcher 
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APPENDIX C 

Invitation to Participate in the Study 

California State University, Northridge 
 
 

Identifying contributing factors to the academic success of Latina students pursuing an 
undergraduate degree at a four-year public institution 

Email from the department of Education Leadership & Policy Studies to members of Latinas 
Rising currently enrolled in their last academic year at California State University, Northridge.  

Dear Student,  

This letter will serve as an invitation for you to participate in a dissertation study that is being 
conducted at California State University, Northridge (CSUN) regarding Latina students in higher 
education. The study will be conducted by doctoral candidate Nancy Alonzo, as part of the 
degree requirements of her Ed.D.  

The purpose of Nancy Alonzo’s dissertation study is to explore the experiences of Latina 
students in a higher educational institution. This study will aim to learn about the various factors 
that contributed it to the retention, persistence, and graduation of Latina college students. The 
intent of this study is to contribute to existing research and literature by examining the factors 
that Latina students found to be important to their student success. Please know, that your 
participation in this study would consist of one 60-90 in-person interview on a date/time/location 
that will be further arranged by Nancy Alonzo.  

All identifiable characteristics collected in this study, such as your name, age, or school, will not 
appear in the study. Participation in this study is completely voluntary and you may withdraw at 
any time. 

Your participation in this study will be greatly appreciated. If you agree to participate, please 
contact Nancy Alonzo at nancy.alonzo@csun.edu or by calling (818) 677-8173.  

Thank you in advance, and I look forward to speaking to you.  

Sincerely, 

 
Nancy Alonzo 
nancy.alonzo@csun.edu 
Office – (818) 677-8173 
 

 
 

mailto:nancy.alonzo@csun.edu
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APPENDIX D 
 

DATA COLLECTION INSTRUMENTS 
 

Interview Protocol 
 

Script 
 Hello! Thank you for agreeing to be a part of this interview.  My name is Nancy Alonzo 
and I am a graduate student in the ELPS Department at California State University Northridge. I 
will be conducting this interview as a part of my dissertation project. I will be asking eight 
questions pertaining to your experiences as a college student; the interview should take 
approximately 60 minutes.  
First, I would like your permission to voice record this interview. This is important so that I may 
document the information more precisely. If at any point during the interview you would wish to 
stop the process, please let me know. You may also withdraw from this interview process at any 
moment. 
Second, please know that all of your responses are strictly confidential. Your responses will be 
used to develop a better understanding on your experiences as a college student. 
Lastly, your participation in this interview is completely voluntary.  If at any time you need to 
stop, take a break, or need clarification, please let me know. Do you have any questions or 
concerns before we start?  Then, with your permission, we will begin this interview. 

 
 

Interview Questions 
 

Main Questions:  

1. Please describe your high school experience? 
a) Tell me about your high school (location, public/private, demographics)  

2. What influenced your decision to attend college?  
a. Who help you with the application/enrollment process? 
b. Do you live in student housing or do you commute? 

3. Can you describe your experience as a college student? 
a) Do you belong to any club or organization? 
b) What campus resources do you use? 

4. What have your experiences been as a Latina? Student in at SVSU? 
a) Do you think being a Latina has played any role in your experience as a college student? 
b) How do you feel being a Latina in this institution? 

5. Who is your support system? 
a) Did they attend college? Did they graduate? 
b) How often do you see/speak to them? 

6. Tell me how your socio-economic status has played a role in your college experience? 
a) How are you paying for college? 
b) Do you work? If yes, how many hours a week? 

7. In your own words, describe academic success. 
a) To what do you contribute your persistence in college? 
b) What resources do this campus have for Latina students? 
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I. What resources have you found relevant to your academic success? 
II. What other resources would have assisted you in having a more positive 

experience? 
III. How would that assist you? 

8. What are your plans after graduating? 
a) Have you considered graduate school? 
b) Would you return to this institution to pursue a graduate program? 
c) What can this institution do to better support you to graduation? 

Closing Questions:  

If there is any additional information that you would like to share with me about your experience 
as a student in higher education, this would be the time. However, if you prefer to add anything 
at a later time, please contact me at the information provided as my point of contact.  

 

 

 

 

 


	Abstract
	Problem Statement
	While more Latinas are enrolling in higher education, the degree attainment rate of Latina students is still significantly lower than that of other female racial or ethnic groups (Zambrana & Zoppi, 2002). Overall, Latinos are the fastest growing ethni...
	Purpose
	Research Questions
	Theoretical Framework
	Overview of Methodology
	Limitations and Delimitations
	Organization of the Dissertation Proposal
	Research Questions

