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This article examines the factors influencing and hindering U.S. Latinx 
undergraduate success, and explains how a revamped higher education Spanish 
program with faculty mentorship could help students cope with the challenges 
they may encounter as first-generation college students, in order to foster 
success and prevent students from dropping out. To achieve a goal of inclusion, 
a change in higher education programs is necessary, with the aims of meeting 
linguistic and affective needs of Latinx students to help them become leaders 
within their universities and in their own communities. Since Latinx students 
may face discrimination in college, it is necessary that programs implement 
Latinx Critical Race and Critical Pedagogies frameworks, develop mentoring 
systems that help students succeed led by Latinx faculty and staff, and offer 
campus organizations where Latinx students can build a safe space on campus 
through activist work to become agents of change in their communities. 

Introduction: The issue and challenge      
This article aims to examine the factors contributing to and hindering 

U.S. Latinx students’ success in undergraduate Spanish programs (majors and 
minors in Hispanic Studies). This article also proposes strategies to enhance 
Latinx student retention and graduation rates. Latinx students are one of the 
groups with the highest college dropout rates in the U.S. (McFarland et al., 
2019), since they encounter many challenges in higher education, such as a 
hostile campus climate, low funding, rising tuition, and lack of mentorship 
(Pérez Huber & Cueva, 2012). An improvement is needed to benefit Latinx 
students. 

Some research has shown that supporting (Latinx) students when choosing 
majors may help them complete their degrees (Morris et al., 2023). These 
authors’ research focuses on the role of major course of study advising to 
improve retention rates. 

Many Latinx students, who are also first-generation college students and 
feel impostor syndrome, usually navigate college in isolation, and carry the 
burden of not letting their families down (Green, 2022). Even though male 
Latinx students tend to carry less anxiety than female Latinx students, many 
tend to ascribe to traditional gender roles and often feel responsible for the 
financial situation of the family (Suárez-Orozco & López Hernández, 2020). 
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However, all these obstacles may be addressed in some way through 
mentorship by Latinx leaders, organizations, and mental health support 
groups (Espinoza et al., 2023). Latinx faculty mentors have the potential 
to promote feelings of empowerment, connection, and sense of belonging 
among students (Medina & Posadas, 2012). Bañuelos and Flores (2021) 
shared specific examples of mentors behaving as empowerment agents. For 
example, these mentors advised students on how to deal with gatekeeper 
professors, and improved how Latinx students respond to challenges due 
to systems of oppression, such as racism and sexism (López et al., 2022). 
Students in the study acknowledged the importance of professors who choose 
to work at Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSIs) to serve underrepresented 
students, and those who had experience working with students of color and 
had developed a critical consciousness. In this article I review the factors that 
influence student retention in the case of Latinx undergraduates in order to 
explore the causes of low graduation rates. 

Starting early: High school and 2-year institutions        
Community colleges should have student success as a priority, since their 

missions are based on serving their communities’ needs. Therefore, student 
retention and graduation rates need to be improved. In order to achieve 
this, professional development for faculty should be required, with equity, 
diversity, and inclusion being an integral part of it (Piland & Piland, 2020). 

Latinx Critical Race Theory is a framework to conceptualize race, Latinx 
cultures, and Latinx identities (Chávez-Moreno, 2023). It can be applied by 
acknowledging that Latinx students may face discrimination in college, so 
leaders can create meaningful programs to cultivate a culture for students 
expecting to transfer to universities. In fact, 58.4% of the students who started 
college in Spring 2021, did it at a community college (National Student 
Clearinghouse Research Center, 2022), aspiring to transfer to a four-year 
university, and they can be motivated by leaders to succeed by creating 
support systems based on their emotional and academic needs. It is important 
that students are able to take advantage of all the opportunities available to 
them, while still performing at a high academic level (Del Real Viramontes, 
2023). In fact, many students see community college as the only way to have 
access to higher education (Salas et al., 2018). 

Community college staff must be present in high schools to promote 
attending college and the mission of transfer. These outreach programs 
should be bilingual and welcome students’ families to honor students’ culture 
and heritage (Del Real Viramontes, 2020). In order for Latinx students 
to develop a strong sense of transfer pride, community colleges also need 
to incorporate Latinx contributions into their programs, such as Latinx 
literature and artistic expression (Del Real Viramontes, 2023). HSIs, which 
represent less than 17% of U.S. universities, serve the majority of Latinx 
undergraduates in the U.S. (Excelencia in Education, 2022). HSIs help to 
create an atmosphere that favors student recruitment and retention since 
they foster faculty-student mentorship, offer courses that are relevant to 
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Latinx students, and cultivate programs that promote a sense of belonging 
(Allen et al., 2019). For an institution to become an HSI, it must comply 
with the following requirements: 25% Latinx undergraduate enrollment as 
full-time students; 50% of students must be recipients of financial aid; and 
the university must have lower average expenditure for full-time students 
compared to similar institutions (Pérez, 2020). 

Additionally, there are several factors that may foster Latinx student success 
at a community college: ethnic composition of the college in terms of 
faculty and students, institutional practices such as financial aid, orientations, 
transfer programs, teaching practices, and types of courses (Domínguez-
Rebollar & Acevedo-Polakovich, 2022). Academic experience and age also 
have an impact on retention, especially in HSIs and with non-traditional 
students, since universities may better serve and motivate students by 
enhancing their personal and academic qualities (G. A. García et al., 2019). 
In addition, if students enter a university with a decided major and choice 
of career, there is a higher chance that they will remain enrolled in college. 
Therefore, mentorship is key (Willcoxson & Wynder, 2010). 

In short, community college Latinx student success is directly related 
to three factors: campus involvement, positive experiences, and sense of 
belonging. That is, students need to form a connection to the university, 
which can be achieved through committees composed of Latinx students, 
faculty, and staff (Museus et al., 2012). They should discuss the recruitment 
and retention of Latinx students (L. R. García, 2020). However, we cannot 
ignore the transfer shock that these students go through due to the transition 
from the expectations of community colleges as compared to those of four-
year institutions (Solis & Durán, 2022). This shock is related to issues of 
adjustment, such as stigma for coming from a community college (Laanan 
et al., 2010), as well as the lack of knowledge about university resources and 
culture (Townsend & Wilson, 2009). 

Sense of belonging    
Most of the work on persistence of college students emphasizes students’ 

sense of belonging (O’Keeffe, 2013). This refers to how students perceive 
support on campus and how connected they feel to it (Strayhorn, 2012). 
The difference in numbers between Latinx enrollment and graduation rates 
is related to their college experience. In 2021, of all Latinx students enrolled 
in undergraduate institutions, 34.8% of Latinx students graduated with an 
associate’s degree, and 42.4% with a bachelor’s degree (Kim et al., 2024). 
Often, the environment Latinx students encounter in college does not 
necessarily reflect their home communities (e.g., in terms of cultural 
differences) and students may also face stress and discrimination (Yosso, 
2006). However, these obstacles can be overcome through social support and 
development of a strong cultural identity (Cerezo & Chang, 2013). Some 
Latinx students must work to pay for college and to help their families, 
so they do not have the time to get involved in campus events (Means & 
Pyne, 2017). One key strategy for student retention may be developing a 
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sense of belonging among students that are at risk of dropping out of college 
(O’Keeffe, 2013), through campus organizations or associations, despite the 
fact that students with a full-time job may not be able to participate if they 
do not offer flexibility. Additionally, discrimination directly affects Latinx 
students, since it raises their levels of stress and their vision of the campus 
ambience (Johnson et al., 2014). There are multiple benefits to the retention 
and recruitment of Latinx students, such as developing a more diverse and 
inclusive campus environment, but this sense of belonging also helps Latinx 
students during their time on campus and post-graduation by reducing 
ethnic gaps at the time of employment and encouraging students to have 
a positive impact on their communities (Schak et al., 2019). Furthermore, 
Latinx students bring a sense of familismo, a Latinx value consisting of 
commitment and loyalty to family, that can be extended to peers on campus 
as a surrogate family, which provides students with a sense of belonging 
(Kiyama et al., 2015). Family members are an important source of support 
for Latinx and if they feel family support, there is a higher chance that they 
will not drop out of college (Fernández et al., 2023). 

As Latinx individuals represent one of the largest minorities in the U.S., 
Latinx student inclusion poses an equity and social justice matter, especially 
in the case of first-generation college students. Thus, as Camargo et al. (2021) 
argue, higher education has the responsibility to serve students through 
educational content rooted in their identities in order to transform their 
existing contexts into ones of inclusion. Latinx students with a higher sense 
of school belonging were found to have higher motivation (Sánchez et al., 
2005). One way to create this sense of belonging is by giving minorities 
opportunities to create community (Means & Pyne, 2017). First-generation 
college students need academic mentoring to navigate the university system 
and emotional support (Ricci & French, 2023). Latinx undergraduates who 
receive mentoring from Latinx faculty and staff can benefit from enjoying a 
faculty and staff network that can provide them with a sense of belonging, 
which may be hard to find elsewhere at the university (López et al., 2021). 
Furthermore, Latinx students involved in a faculty mentoring program adjust 
better to college, primarily because their Latinx faculty mentors foster feelings 
of empowerment (Medina & Posadas, 2012). Latinx students showed the 
importance of the influence of Latinx professors on their professional path 
and their feelings of belonging, and how representation in academia matters, 
since these professors served as empowerment agents (and not only 
institutional agents) due to their experiential knowledge (Bañuelos & Flores, 
2021). 

Students with supportive faculty and staff were able to overcome academic 
barriers more easily, especially at HSIs. Since students at HSIs experience 
more financial and academic needs, universities need to build a strong 
support system which provides academic tutoring and peer mentoring, as well 
as resources to help students with financial issues (Montanari et al., 2023). 
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However, the pressure for Latinx faculty to mentor Latinx undergraduates 
and help define what it means to be Latinx in higher education can become 
a pedagogical challenge, since these are extra pressures that other faculty 
members do not experience (Cedeño & Schwarzer, 2022). In the same vein, 
infrastructures that support Latinx scholarship are needed so that the 
university system commits to investing in the Latinx community (Contreras 
et al., 2022). 

Furthermore, campus cultural centers are critical for minorities on campus 
as they go through challenging experiences (Duran & Jones, 2020). They 
should be a safe space to build community and to foster a sense of belonging 
(Lazano, 2010), while also helping increase retention and improve students’ 
well-being (Hypolite, 2019). 

On another note, religion and community play an important role in Latinx 
lives (Pew Research Center, 2022). Latinx undergraduates with positive 
religious beliefs improved their management of stressors such as anxiety 
and depression (Holloway-Friesen, 2023). Spirituality, along with a sense of 
belonging, help mitigate stressors, so religious associations may be critical 
both for recognizing these students’ spiritual beliefs and providing mental 
health support (Holloway-Friesen, 2023). 

In sum, social support and a safe space on campus to construct a strong 
cultural identity are important to create a sense of belonging that is still 
lacking for many Latinx students. To achieve this, institutions should count 
on a network of faculty and staff to mentor these students. 

Best teaching practices    
Due to the pandemic, there has been a switch to remote learning that 

has alienated many Latinx college students, due to the lack of access to 
technology, resulting in lower retention rates that could be prevented with 
adequate support. In order to compensate for these factors, teaching presence 
is key. That means, being there for students. Teaching presence provides 
students with the mentorship they need and personalized instruction in 
online courses (Amezcua et al., 2021). In the same vein, highlighting students’ 
accomplishments can help combat their impostor syndrome in higher 
education (Espinoza et al., 2023). Traditionally, impostor syndrome refers 
to feelings of inferiority concerning personal accomplishments. Wright-Mair 
et al. (2024) found that many students of racialized minorities experienced 
imposter syndrome. That is why mentorship and teaching presence are 
essential for these students. 

Unfortunately, Latinx first-generation college students do not usually 
count on role models, and they may carry an extra burden such as 
documentation status (Vega, 2016). A possible solution to this problem is 
a change in academic programs that includes Latinx representation beyond 
World Languages programs (Domínguez-Rebollar & Acevedo-Polakovich, 
2022). Even in World Languages programs, the mission should be envisioned 
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to meet Latinx linguistic and affective needs so that students find a safe space 
where they can be empowered to become leaders in the university and in their 
own communities. 

Hence, applying a theoretical framework, such as Critical Latinx Pedagogy, 
is important to help Latinx students feel welcome, to honor the diverse 
identities that make up the Latinx and university communities, and to 
create a safe space to challenge assumptions regarding topics that affect 
Latinx communities (Alarcón et al., 2011). This pedagogy empowers and 
celebrates Latinx students, while it also creates a space to challenge others’ 
views on topics that affect Latinx communities. In the classroom, we should 
implement teaching practices following this framework that embrace, engage, 
and empower Latinx students (Casavantes Bradford & Morales, 2023). All 
these qualities will increase the probability of student graduation success. 

Spanish programs for Latinx students      
Spanish heritage language programs are designed to address Spanish 

heritage language learners’ linguistics and cultural needs with a focus on their 
literacy skills since these students learned Spanish at home. They are aligned 
with anti-racist transformation (offering the tools to dismantle oppressive 
structures for structural transformation) that should be made to meet Latinx 
communities’ linguistic needs (Avilés & Harb, 2022). Even Latinx students 
who do not speak Spanish could find a safe space in Latinx and Latin 
American Studies programs that offer courses in English. 

Rosa and Flores (2015) propose that heritage language education’s goal be 
dismantling racialization in the U.S. by addressing racial inequities. Heritage 
language courses should be grounded in Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion 
(DEI), in addition to language needs. Making first-generation students the 
leaders in the classroom, in the campus community, and in the wider 
community is an equity issue since most of them are racially minoritized 
(Rodini et al., 2018). Giving them the tools to criticize social structures 
could empower them to have a positive influence in their communities by 
giving back to them (Ives & Castillo-Montoya, 2020). One tool to contest 
social inequities could be activist archiving. This practice, which involves 
collecting works for social change, promotes linguistic and cultural diversity 
in Spanish classrooms, serving as a form of activism (Alim & Paris, 2017). 
It allows non-hegemonic voices to be heard, which is a fundamental part of 
socially responsive pedagogies through giving voice to student experiences. 
This practice makes archiving a social justice tool, fostering critical thinking 
about inequities in the community (Avilés & Harb, 2022). By implementing 
activist strategies in the classroom, we allow students to be agents of change 
in their communities and outside their communities, which ultimately starts 
with creating a safe place for their voices in the university first. 
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Conclusions  
Latinx undergraduate students face many barriers to graduation from 

college due to their lack of sense of belonging, their financial situation, and 
the lack of Latinx leadership in higher-education institutions and courses. 
For many students, community colleges are the only way to have access to 
a college education and to transfer to a university. As a consequence, the 
faculty and staff support is key for a successful transfer culture. Creating a 
sense of belonging is essential for Latinx students, whose representation is 
often lacking in many institutions. HSIs usually serve Latinx students better 
through mentoring programs that can help them navigate the university 
system and any other challenges they may face to be able to succeed. 
Therefore, this article proposes higher education program changes that put 
Latinx students at their center and serve their communities by creating a safe 
space where diverse identities are honored through specific strategies such as 
activist archiving. It also examines the potential of revamping these programs 
and providing more opportunities for faculty mentorship within community 
colleges, emphasizing the importance of creating a sense of belonging for 
students, promoting best practices to teach Spanish as a second and a heritage 
language, and developing Spanish programs for Latinx students, whether they 
speak Spanish or not. 
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