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Abstract: Hispanic-Serving Institutions (HSI) educate nearly two-thirds of the Hispanic/Latinx students who
attend college. Yet little is known about the student populations they serve. Findings from two NSF-funded
surveys completed with students at 14 HSIs in Texas and New Mexico in 2018 and four HSIs in TX in 2019 are
presented. The combined sample was 1,293 students. A description of the backgrounds, commitments,
experiences, and preferences of students at HSIs and differences found between responses from Hispanic/Latinx
and non-Hispanic students are discussed. Primary topic areas are demographics, first-generation student
standing, cultural orientation, primary language and fluency in Spanish, family and work commitments,
relationship status, family support, living arrangements, means of financing college, course load, STEM
identity, annual income of household of origin and of personal household, locus of control orientation, familism,
and experience in college. The result is a thorough and up-to-date profile of the HSI student population in TX
and NM. Statistical analysis revealed multiple significant differences between Hispanic/Latinx and non-
Hispanic students attending the HSIs and the presence of several significant predictors for forms of activity and
patterns of commitment. The findings are immediately applicable to process, program, student support, and
instructional planning, implementation, and evaluation for over 120 HSIs in the region and, by extension, to
hundreds more across the United States.

Keywords: Hispanic-serving institutions, Hispanic/Latinx, first-generation college students, culture

Introduction

The material presented provides an in-depth and nuanced perspective of the student population at Hispanic-
Serving Institutions in New Mexico and Texas. Comparison of the characteristics of the sample and population
found both samples to be representative and to be of sufficient size for a minimum of a 95% confidence level
with a 5% margin of error. In addition, the 2018 and 2019 samples align well with each other. These factors
make the results directly applicable to the 120 HSIs in New Mexico and Texas in the 2018-2019 school year
(HACU, 2019) and generalizable to many others. A summary and brief discussion of the findings with
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substantial evidence appears below grouped as topics related to demographics and general characteristics,
acculturative stress, and culture-based understandings.

Demographics and General Characteristics

The ratio of females to males at the HSIs in the sample was approximately 60% to 40%, just slightly above the
2017 national average for females in college and below it for males (NCES, n.d.). The students in the samples
were predominantly single and of traditional college age. Hispanic/Latinx students made up approximately 35%
of the student populations of the HSIs while non-Hispanics accounted for approximately 65%. The two largest
racial groups were White/European Americans and Hispanic/Latinx individuals approximately 53% and 35%
respectively. Approximately 63% of the students lived off campus. Less than 20% of all respondents indicated
they had English as their second language, but that figure was 36.8% for persons identifying as Hispanic and
4.8% for non-Hispanics.

Over 50% of the respondents were first-generation college students but Hispanics were significantly more likely
to be the first in their family in college, 65.4% to 39.4% for non-Hispanics. Approximately 70% of the students
were actively employed paralleling nationally reported figures (Carnevale, Smith, Melton & Price, 2015) with
off campus work significantly more likely than on campus employment. These descriptive patterns will not
surprise persons familiar with US higher education and the NM/TX region but having more than one-third of
Hispanic/Latinx students note ESL standing as well as 4.8% of non-Hispanics has implications for programming
and interaction with students. ESL support programming at colleges and universities in the region should not
anticipate an entirely Hispanic population and, given the reported volume of ESL students, HSI personnel in all
departments should be trained in effective interaction with persons whose first language is not English. This is
also a concern in advising and mentoring assignments as students at the HSIs who identified strongly with
Hispanic culture or had ESL standing noted significantly different preferences for mentors than their
Hispanic/Latinx peers without these characteristics (Preuss et al., 2020b). In addition, making faculty and staff
aware that 70% or more of their students are likely to be actively employed and encouraging practices that
increase flexibility in instruction to facilitate success in study and work is recommended.

Among the students at the HSIs, the two most prevalent and strongly held ethnic identities where
Hispanic/Latinx and White/European American. Yet, ethnicity did not prove significant in consideration of the
number of years of college completed. Age was the only significant predictor with each additional year
accounting for 0.141 years of college completed. Older students were also taking significantly fewer hours with
every additional year accounting for a decrease of 0.21 credit hours. There are a number of possible
explanations for this but it is likely related to the higher percentage of married and cohabiting students in the
non-traditional student group, married students reporting significantly more hours of work than single students,
older students working significantly more hours than younger students (an additional 0.618 hour for each year
of age), as well as every non-traditional age student who reported having a child in their home also reporting
being a caregiver for that child.

Findings that were statistically significant based on ethnicity highlighted patterns that have been associated with
decreased persistence and success in college as being present for many of the Hispanic/Latinx students.
Hispanic/Latinx students were far more likely to report having English as a second language. They were
significantly more likely to take fewer hours with Hispanic/Latinx identity accounting for .937 fewer credit
hours taken per semester. Hispanic/Latinx individuals were much more likely to be first-generation college
students and the first in their families to complete a four-year degree. They were more likely to rely on Pell
Grants and work study positions and come from households with lower incomes. There also appeared to be a
connection between work commitment and the economic conditions of the state in which the students attended
college.

Students in New Mexico reported working more hours per week than their counterparts in Texas (Ramos et al.,
2020) and NM has more persons at or below poverty level than Texas (Moskowitz, 2019; Center for American
Progress, 2020), had the highest child poverty rate in the nation in 2017 (New Mexico Voices for Children,
2017), has more Hispanics living in poverty than non-Hispanics (Moskowitz, 2019), and has had the highest
rural poverty rate in the nation (Sapin, 2016). When the areas in which significant differences were found along
ethnic lines are combined they form a substantial set of experiential, participation, and economic challenges that
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should encourage faculty, staff, and administrators at HSIs in the region to establish or reinforce institutional
efforts to employ best practices for aiding minority, first-generation, and low-income college students.

Several traditional patterns were found at the HSIs when considering means of paying for college like females,
married persons, and non-traditional aged students being significantly more likely to receive assistance from
their spouse or partner in funding study and single and traditional aged students being significantly more likely
to receive assistance from their families. These analyses also confirmed that Hispanics/Latinx students were
significantly more likely to employ Pell Grants and work study even when comparison of Latinas to non-
Hispanic females and Latinos to non-Hispanic males were completed. That form of analysis also revealed that
male Hispanics were more likely than male non-Hispanics to be working to pay for college. These findings
aligned with the reports of income for household of origin and personal household. Hispanics and ESL students
reported significantly lower income for their household of origin (persons with ESL standing were
predominantly Hispanic/Latinx individuals in the sample). Hispanic students also reported significantly less
personal income. This should also be a substantial concern for college administrators and personnel. When more
than one of every two prospective students is more likely to come from an ESL background, be a first-
generation college student, and come from a household of origin and personal household with lower income
than their non-Hispanic peers at the same HSI, radically different patterns of reaching, informing, interacting
with, and aiding students will be required.

Findings for identification as a STEM student ran counter to employment trends in terms of ethnicity but
aligned for gender. There was no significant difference by ethnicity for identification as a STEM student even
though Hispanic/Latinx individuals are underrepresented in those fields (Arellano, Jaime-Acuna, Graeve &
Madsen, 2018; Pew Research Center, 2019). There was, though, a significant difference based on gender with
females less likely than males to identify as a STEM student which does align with national employment
patterns (Pew Research Center, 2019). While the first result may be seen as an encouraging finding, the
pronounced need for workers in all STEM fields and having nearly two-thirds of Hispanic/Latinx college
students educated at HSIs makes continuous and vigorous efforts in recruiting and training STEM graduates at
HSIs essential especially since few HSIs offer STEM support programming targeted to serve Hispanic/Latinx
students (Preuss et al., 2019).

Acculturative Stress

The Hispanic/Latinx students at the HSIs in New Mexico and Texas indicated with significantly greater strength
than their non-Hispanic peers that every category of institutional representative listed on the survey did not
understand their culture, including those with instructional responsibility. This is surprising even when one
realizes that most of the persons working at HSIs in the region are not Hispanic (Preuss et al., 2019). The same
students were also found to be statistically more likely to alter “their behavior when interacting with faculty and
staff” (Preuss et al., 2020a, p. 222) and fully 23.0% of the 2018 respondents from 14 different HSIs agreed
“Hispanics feel like outsiders in college.” These findings indicate far more potential for acculturative stress for
Hispanic/Latinx students at HSIs in NM and TX than might be anticipated. This is a substantial concern because
of the large number of Hispanic/Latinx students who attend HSIs and because a welcoming environment has
been recognized for decades to be a key component in student retention and academic success (Terenzini,
Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella, & Nora, 1996; Tinto, 1987).

It is a clear example of the “common disconnection between institutional diversity mission and the lived
experience of students on campus” (Chun & Evans, 2016, p. 9) and represents a call for immediate action on the
part of the administrators, faculty, and staff of HSIs across the region. It will be necessary to move beyond “the
assumption that the attainment of a diverse student body automatically leads to realization of the educational
benefits of diversity” (Chun & Evans, 2016, p. 9) to “reframing the HSI narrative” as described by Garcia
(2019, p. 115) and other authors (Castellanos & Gloria, 2007; Santiago, Taylor & Calderone, 2015).

Culture-Based Understandings
To be able to reframe an HSI, a framework will be necessary. This will, of necessity, include an orientation

toward Hispanic culture. As was described above, Hispanic/Latinx students at the HSIs represented in the 2018
sample exhibited both a higher internal and external locus of control than their non-Hispanic peers. This is
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consistent with persistence and prevalence of Mexican American culture among Hispanic/Latinx college
students at Hispanic-Serving Institutions in New Mexico and Texas as the higher internal locus aligns with a
cultural emphasis on hard work, personal responsibility, and confidence in one’s ability to succeed present in
Mexican American culture (Aoki, 2010; Arellano & Padilla, 1996; Knight et al., 2010; Luzzo, 1997). These
were also recently confirmed as Hispanic cultural values by Hispanic/Latinx students, faculty, staff, and
administrators at HSIs in NM and TX (Preuss et al., 2019; Preuss et al., 2020a). The higher external locus of
control rating also aligns with values Hispanic/Latinx and non-Hispanic faculty, staff, and administrators at
HSIs felt characterized Hispanic culture (Preuss et al., 2019; Preuss et al., 2020a) and studies in psychology
(Diaz, Blanco, Bajo & Stavraki, 2015) and health (Roncancio, Ward & Berenson, 2011) that confirm fatalistic
outlooks among Hispanics. The presence of both higher internal and external locus of control illustrates the need
to move beyond common or even stercotypic understandings (Arciniega, Anderson, Tovar-Blank & Tracey,
2008; Falicov, 2010) to facilitate culturally relevant and educationally advantageous interaction with
Hispanic/Latinx students.

A second key value confirmed as persisting among the students, familism (Preuss et al., 2019; Preuss et al.,
2020a), should be a part of any Hispanic cultural orientation. The familial orientation of current Hispanic/Latinx
students is less formulaic than is the common conception and should be viewed as the outworking of a central
value rather than a set of dictates. The students reported stronger attachment to their families than their peers,
the sense that their academic outcome will impact their family, that their family will “greatly benefit” based on
their time and effort in college, an expectation that they would use their college experience to aid family
members, and a stronger expectation that they would help at home while in college than their peers. That is a
familial collectivist viewpoint (Champagne et al., 2016; Ruiz, Sbarra & Steffen, 2018) rather than a set of
expectations and demands.

The more explicit and limiting statements of expectations of and demands from family listed on the survey,
expectations regarding involvement with family events and concerns, financial support, and the impact of family
income on college attendance, showed no significant difference by ethnicity. Thus, there was also a general
finding that Hispanic/Latinx students felt as supported by their families regarding their educational goals and
decision to attend college as their non-Hispanic peers and that they did not face significantly different financial
expectations from their families than their non-Hispanic peers. These understandings of what constitutes the
outworking of familism for Hispanic/Latinx students can clearly be employed to great advantage in higher
education. Apprehending, appropriately emphasizing, and facilitating the realization of these cultural values in a
student’s college life and experience has the potential for multiple positive outcomes for the student, for the
student’s family, for the institution, and even for long-term sustainability of the institution.

It must also be noted that some cultural patterns should be acknowledged in order to create structures that will
help students avoid pitfalls and to educate faculty and staff to recognize warning signs of a stagnated student.
For example, it is possible for the emphasis on hard work, personal responsibility, and confidence in one’s
ability when combined with other factors like an orientation toward not being disruptive in social settings
(Knight et al., 2010; Lorenzo-Blanco et al., 2012; Pina-Watson, Castillo, Jung, Ojeda & Castillo-Reyes, 2014)
and “obedience, duty, and deference [to]...position within a hierarchical structure” (Castillo, Perez, Castillo &
Ghosheh, 2010, p. 164) to limit a student. Other factors like first-generation student and ESL standing can also
be involved (Dennis, Phinney & Chuateco, 2005; Wibrowski, Matthews, & Kitsantas, 2017). The ultimate
result, though, can be too great a reliance on individual effort and persistence to learn elements of course content
while new material appears each session. This can be accentuated by machismo and its counterpart marianismo
which research has shown to be associated with patterns that are not conducive to help seeking (Arciniega,
Anderson, Tovar-Blank & Tracey, 2008; Castillo, Perez, Castillo & Ghosheh, 2010; Nunez et al., 2016, p. 202).

A perception that Hispanic/Latinx student are reluctant to seek assistance was also confirmed in Preuss et al’s
study (2019) that included responses from faculty, staff, and administrators at up to 60 HSIs. The result of this
combination of factors can be students who are falling behind while putting forth their best effort and exercising
personal initiative. They face waves of new sequentially linked and scaffolded information and seek in relative
isolation to power through to an understanding. Yet, researchers correctly caution against overgeneralization of
some elements of machismo and marianismo as negative (Castillo, Perez, Castillo & Ghosheh, 2010; Falicov,
2010). The authors agree these are “wider and much more complex” (Falicov, 2010, p. 310) “multidimensional
realities” (Falicov, p. 324) rather than characteristics that should be viewed as a deficit. It is therefore important
to know these values exist, to understand the possibility for them to contribute to study approaches that are less
productive but also to be aware that this is not a universal circumstance. It is also necessary to know that, in
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many cases, regular and open interaction with students can do much to forestall this challenge for those prone to
it. However, faculty and staff need to be made aware that this potential exists and for whom. They cannot be
expected to simply intuit an understanding of what researchers call a complex and multidimensional
circumstance.

A professional development pattern focused on Hispanic culture, primarily Mexican American culture in most
of NM and TX, and how it aligns with the culture of higher education should be enacted by HSIs to assist the
faculty and staff in understanding and aiding students. Without this, it is likely that the perception among
Hispanic/Latinx student that the institutional representatives of HSIs do not understand Hispanic culture will
persist as, unfortunately, few HSIs currently offer professional development programming regarding Hispanic
culture to their faculty, staff, and administrators (Preuss et al., 2019).

Conclusion

The broad set of queries incorporated in the surveys of students at HSIs in New Mexico and Texas resulted in a
nuanced description of the institutions’ student populations. These data provided significant insight into
demographics, general characteristics, acculturative stress, and culture-based understandings that has multiple
implications for practice. Above all else, these data illustrate the profound need for faculty, staff, and
administrators at HSIs in NM, TX, and beyond to engage in “reframing the HSI narrative” (Garcia, 2019, p.
115). The findings presented and HSIs’ responsibility to educate nearly two-thirds of the Hispanic/Latinx
college students in the United States (Revilla-Garcia, 2018) indicate that effort must be immediate and
thoroughgoing.
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