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Making the Necessary Possible 

 In ways both hopeful and discouraging, as a nation we are discovering and, in 

some cases, rediscovering, the rising importance of Hispanic Americans – as sources of 

new students for our colleges and universities, as reservoirs of trained and skilled workers 

– and as talismans reminding us all that as a nation of immigrants we have always done 

best when we have proved the most welcoming.  Issues of Hispanic identification have 

taken on a new political importance in light of a recent discouraging debate about 

immigration policies and the rights of citizenship, and another on the appropriateness of 

using racial and ethnic identifiers to help decide what students the nation’s more selective 

colleges and universities should admit and what kinds of programs and financial support 

should be made available to historically underserved populations.  

 The ambitious goal of those who serve and support the educational aspirations of 

the nation’s Hispanic populations is to double the rate at which Hispanic Americans earn 

a baccalaureate degree.  Even as the number of Hispanics living and working in the U.S. 

continues to increase substantially, the number of those with a baccalaureate degree 

would have to increase even faster to increase the Hispanic attainment rate from the 9% 

who reported having earned a baccalaureate degree in 2000 to 18% in the next decennial 

census.   That goal of doubling the four-year degree attainment rate for Hispanics was set 

in 2000 most publicly by the Hispanic Scholarship Fund (HSF) and its then president 

Sara Martínez Tucker.   



From the time of its founding in the mid-1970s, the Hispanic Scholarship Fund 

adopted as its operating model a set of programs that focused on students rather than 

institutions and made the awarding of scholarships the principal means of improving the 

postsecondary educational attainment of Hispanic youth.  To date HSF has awarded more 

than $195 million in scholarships to educationally ambitious Hispanic students seeking to 

attend an American college or university.   

In recent years HSF has both increased the amount of scholarship funds it awards 

to $25 million per year and begun experimenting with an expanded set of programs 

designed to increase college awareness while helping to strengthen the academic 

preparation and educational achievement of Hispanic youth.  The range of programming 

HSF now supports extends from middle and high school through the college years and 

beyond in settings throughout the U.S.  

As it prepares to welcome a new CEO, HSF has paused to ask, How might the 

goal of more than doubling the rate of college attainment among Hispanic Americans be 

best achieved?  What have we learned over the last decade about what works and what 

doesn’t?  Could HSF come to serve as a unifying force to bring greater coherence to a 

range of separate initiatives that seek to support higher education achievement among 

Hispanics? As part of the review these questions have occasioned, in the summer of 2007 

HSF convened a special roundtable facilitated by Robert Zemsky and Gregory Wegner of 

The Learning Alliance.  The roundtable’s participants included experts with knowledge 

and leadership experience in a range of institutions, states, and communities committed to 

the goal of enhancing opportunity for Hispanic youth through higher education.  This 

essay derives from the remarkably robust discussions the roundtable engendered as each 
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of the participants provided important perspectives on how HSF’s resources and 

considerable energies might be directed most effectively toward the goal of doubling the 

rate of Hispanic four-year college degree attainment. 

 

Framing the Challenges 

Like most such goals, the target of doubling the proportion of Hispanics who have 

earned a baccalaureate degree contains a complexity wrapped in a simplicity.  Unpacking 

that conundrum begins with an understanding of the demographic complexity of the wide 

variety of communities the U.S. Census categorizes under the broad heading of Hispanic.  

By definition, all Hispanics, like nearly all Americans, either have ancestors who 

immigrated to the United States or are themselves immigrants.  For Hispanics the 

defining demographic characteristics include country of origin, place of settlement, and 

the skills, education, and occupations they posses.  As a population, American Hispanics 

include a relatively high proportion of recent immigrants, many of whom arrived in the 

U.S. with incomplete educations.   

It is this mixed history of continuing immigration and established settlement that 

makes discussions of Hispanic educational attainment problematic.  The standard metrics 

of educational attainment derive from the U.S. Census, which first asks respondents to 

identify themselves in terms of their race and ethnicity and then asks about their 

educational attainment in terms of highest degree earned.  The goal of doubling the rate 

of higher educational attainment is most often expressed in terms of the numbers derived 

from the U.S. Census; achieving an 18% rate in 2010 in terms of Hispanics reporting 

having earned a baccalaureate degree would mean doubling the 9% rate from the 2000 
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Census.  At the moment at least, it is a goal that will not likely be achieved by the year 

2010. 

If the target population for that goal, however, is Hispanics born in the United 

States, then success is much closer at hand.  By 2007 more than 17% of Hispanics born in 

the United States aged 25-29 had earned a baccalaureate degree; the comparable number 

for African Americans is 20% and for whites 35%.  These numbers are from the Current 

Population Survey (CPS) conducted each March by the Bureau of the Census using the 

same definitions that are used in the decennial census.  

It is also possible to track Hispanic educational achievement through the National 

Education Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS 88), a study that regularly surveys a sample 

of people who were eighth graders in 1988.  The latest survey of this group, which was 

conducted in 2000, reported that 87 % of Hispanics had completed a high school 

education, 91% of African Americans, and 94% of whites.   Within one year of 

graduating from high school, 66% of the Hispanics in the NELS sample, 61% of African-

Americans, and 71% of whites had enrolled in a postsecondary education program.  The 

big gap, however, occurred among those who reported having completed a baccalaureate 

degree: 47 % of the whites that had attended college earned a four-year degree, as had 

30% of the African-Americans who matriculated, but only 23% of Hispanics who 

enrolled in college completed their degree.  It is this gap that the Hispanic Scholarship 

Fund has vowed to help close.  

The setting of that goal, however, does nothing to compel colleges and 

universities, national and state organizations, or federal and state agencies to do more in 

order to increase the educational successes of Hispanic students.  On the other hand, it is 
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clear that achieving that goal will have substantial implications for universities and 

colleges.  Accommodating the increase in Hispanic enrollments will require substantially 

increased commitment on the part of colleges and universities, particularly in those 

regions of the country that have become major Hispanic population centers.  The 

challenge will be to reach out to a group of students who will need both financial 

assistance and academic support.  Community colleges already have high numbers of 

Hispanic students, but as those students persist in order to earn a baccalaureate degree, 

their numbers will ripple through the entire higher education system.  

 Behind this arithmetic lies a host of obstacles, often talked about but seldom fully 

understood.  There is a sense among those who work to increase Hispanic enrollments 

that too many high-achieving Hispanic students with the potential to succeed in 

institutions that practice nationally competitive admissions choose instead to attend an 

institution closer to home.  Often a combination of factors informs this decision, 

including the need for students to support their families financially.   

The greater problem, however, lies in the number of Hispanic students who attend 

community college only to drop out without completing the degree.  Part of the problem 

lies in the above-average number of Hispanic students requiring remediation and/or 

developmental courses – an often discouraging sequence of starts and stops that 

inevitably slows the progress of many Hispanic college students and accounts for a 

significant amount of attrition. Students who matriculate believing that they have been 

well prepared by their high school courses to succeed in college too often learn that they 

need considerable review and sharpening of study and learning skills.  Confronting the 

mixture of heightened academic expectations, a diminished sense of their educational 
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progress to this point, and the pressure of educational costs, Hispanic students can easily 

lose the motivation to persist.   

 Too often the result is what might best be described as a “conspiracy of low 

expectations” and its detrimental impact on Hispanic youth.  Hispanic students of lower 

socio-economic ranks often attend under-funded public schools in which the quality of 

instruction tends to be low due to teacher attrition among other factors, and there is a 

scarcity of role models to exemplify the opportunities that result from academic 

achievement in school.  

 Thus the process of fostering increased educational achievement would mean, in 

the first instance, investing more money in the educational preparation of Hispanic 

students – whether directed at universities and colleges providing remedial education or 

at P-12 school systems in need of better teachers and instructional programs.  The very 

prospect of increased public spending for such a purpose, however, makes clear just how 

much of the problem is essentially political.  Though the conclusion is a painful one, one 

of the key lessons from the raw emotions evoked by the recent attempt to rationalize the 

nation’s immigration policies is that there is a strong political sentiment against initiatives 

that afford greater opportunity to Hispanics – if only because the expenditure of such 

resources would require either raising taxes or taking funds from other causes and other 

interests. While the recent U.S. Supreme Court rulings concerning the use of affirmative 

action in college admissions were less constricting than some might have feared (and less 

austere than the media reported), other indicators of political sentiment suggest that there 

is real resistance to initiatives and public expenditures to improve the opportunities of 

specific populations in the U.S.  The successful initiatives led by Ward Connerly, a 
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former regent of the University of California, to outlaw affirmative action through state 

referenda in California, Washington, and most recently, Michigan, have underscored the 

latent discontent within the general public over admission or hiring practices that seek to 

promote social equity through programs that accord special consideration based on race 

or ethnicity.   

 

Moving Forward 

 Even this brief summary of the obstacles to increasing Hispanic degree attainment 

suggests that, given the complexity of the problem, no single entity or approach can hope 

to solve it in isolation.  In both regional and national contexts, there is a need for 

partnerships that align the efforts of many players – including P-12 schools, higher 

education institutions, and the political will of the community.  For Hispanics, possibly 

more than other groups, community is a pivotal social unit that serves to organize and 

direct efforts that have been identified as serving the interests of the Hispanic population.  

To meet the challenge of doubling the educational completion rate of Hispanics requires 

communities that are strategic rather than reactive in achieving a commonly defined 

purpose.  Achieving the goal requires a focusing of political will and the alignment of 

resources to accomplish the purposes identified.  What is needed in effect is a Marshall 

Plan for Hispanic educational success. 

 Ironically, perhaps, it is not difficult to identify a handful of settings in which this 

alignment of political will, financial resources, and educational expertise has yielded 

promising initial results.  In El Paso, Texas, for example, alignment became possible 

once those responsible for leading the University of Texas at El Paso (UTEP), the city’s 
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school system, and the local business community came to understand and then act on the 

fact that the economic and social vitality of the region lay in transforming itself from a 

low-wage, low-skill setting to a region with an educated and skilled population capable of 

undertaking the more demanding tasks of a modern workforce.  No one who knows the 

UTEP story underestimates the magnitude of the challenge or the time and energy 

necessary to meet it.  Today UTEP’s student population mirrors that of its catchment’s 

area – and those Hispanic students achieve the baccalaureate degree at the same rate as 

the population at large.  This transformation has resulted in part from the commitment of 

federal agencies, including the National Science Foundation (NSF) and the National 

Institutes of Health (NIH), that allowed UTEP to build capacity and add excellence to its 

access commitment.  But it is also the case that UTEP and El Paso have benefited from 

sustained commitment and leadership among the many communities that constitute the El 

Paso basin.  While money has proved important, “stick-to-it-ness” has been equally vital. 

 

Beyond “Crude Metrics” 

 One of the dilemmas confronting efforts to increase Hispanic achievement in 

higher education is the metric of a federally defined graduation rate that measures the 

proportion of an institution’s “first-time, full-time students” who graduate with a 

baccalaureate degree within six years.   Never counted in this metric are the 70% of 

Hispanics whose higher education begins in a community college – or the equally large 

number of Hispanics who in pursuit of a college degree will attend one or more semesters 

part time.   
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 Increasingly, Hispanic communities and the organizations like HSF that serve 

them are asking, Is now the time to press the federal government and other agencies to 

change how they calculate graduation rates?  For example, should HSF become actively 

engaged in the effort to produce more accurate data on the graduation rate of Hispanic 

and other students even if that advocacy means lending support to efforts to establish a 

national student database?  Those who support such an initiative are quick to point out 

that better data might serve a variety of purposes.  One use of a comprehensive and 

discerning data collection would be to document the rate of degree attainment for 

political purposes in state legislatures.  In addition, finely grained data on persistence and 

completion could provide a basis for higher education institutions to gauge and improve 

their own performance in contributing to the educational success of Hispanic students.  

Beyond the need for numbers, institutions need better methods of inquiry to understand 

what the data mean, and better means of identifying strategies based on data for 

improving their success in educating Hispanic students. The larger question suggested by 

the prospect of a national student data base is whether HSF in partnership with other 

similarly constituted organizations should become actively engaged in the making of 

public policy. 

 

Lessons from Experiments 

 Three years ago the Hispanic Scholarship Fund launched a limited set of 

partnerships to test how the Fund might best work with colleges and universities 

interested in creating supportive environments for Hispanic students – both before and 

after they had matriculated in a baccalaureate program.   One of the most extensive 
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efforts is based at the University of Georgia, and another at the University of Texas, 

Austin.   In each case, the effort is geared towards encouraging more Hispanic youth to 

complete a four-year degree.  To date the principal lesson these experimental efforts have 

taught is that no two settings are entirely alike, and that developing successful strategies 

and avoiding no-so-obvious pitfalls means paying close attention to a region’s particular 

history and culture while coming to know well the key players on whom such 

partnerships ultimately depend.  

 As HSF and its supporters and likely partners have considered the successes and 

failures of these initiatives, an additional set of lessons has emerged as well: 

 

• The most promising points of leverage for increasing the number of Hispanics to 

transit from P-12 to higher education are at the intersections – that is, in the 

development of sustainable partnerships between specific schools and school 

districts, on the one hand, and local colleges and universities on the other. 

• All efforts involving public institutions – and hence the allocation of resources 

within those institutions – necessarily take place in a very public domain.  Every 

action must be undertaken in the knowledge that it will be subject to public 

scrutiny. 

• Understandably, then, there is a paramount need for the active participation of a 

set of committed leaders drawn from all the participating institutions, agencies, 

and communities. 

• Given the public’s rising hostility toward efforts to enhance the educational 

opportunities of particular ethnic or racial minorities, it often becomes necessary 
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to reframe the nature of the challenge.  Those who may not support an effort 

launched in the name of equity and social justice may be more receptive to actions 

taken to increase educational success in order to produce a skilled workforce and 

increase the nation’s economic prosperity. 

• Leaders of such efforts must understand and accept the social, political, and legal 

constraints they may encounter – and the risks they take – in seeking to increase 

opportunity for Hispanic students.  Prior to the establishment of the partnership 

with HSF, both Georgia and Texas had seen lawsuits that had challenged 

admissions and scholarship programs on the grounds that they accorded favor to 

one minority group over another.  

• Leaders must understand that changing existing attitudes and behaviors takes 

time, and accordingly they must commit to investing substantially of their own 

time to effect those changes. 

 

Potential Directions for the Hispanic Scholarship Fund 

The sense of commitment and purpose reflected in these lessons provides a 

context for asking, How might HSF itself best pursue its core mission of expanding 

Hispanic success in higher education?   The roundtable that HSF convened in the summer 

of 2007 suggested the following key strategies for consideration by the Fund’s new 

leadership: 

1. Continue to pursue the primary mission of creating educational opportunity 

through scholarships to Hispanic students of promise – building on HSF’s original 

impetus that has focused on students rather than on programs or institutions. 
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2. Substantially increase the amount of scholarship funds awarded to Hispanic 

students of promise.  

3. As an adjunct to its focus on scholarships, the Fund should consider helping 

Hispanic youth build personal financial strategies to meet the escalating costs of 

higher education.  

4. Build relationships with key institutions to speed the process of generating and 

disseminating lessons learned from the growing number of programs working 

within higher education to increase higher education participation and degree 

attainment of Hispanic youth.   

5. Facilitate the process of gathering and analyzing more finely grained data that can 

provide a basis for better understanding problems, for gaining the necessary 

support in political and social arenas, and for helping institutions develop 

strategies to improve their own effectiveness in educating Hispanic students. 

6. Serve as a national convener of groups with the knowledge and insights to solve 

the range of problems that attend the goal of doubling the rate at which Hispanic 

students earn a four-year college degree.   

 

While there is no particular rank order beyond the first item on this list, the 

roundtable concluded that the primary focus of HSF should continue to be on providing 

scholarships to students.  The Fund makes a substantial impact on the lives of young 

people by this means, and it is not likely that HSF could greatly increase its contribution 

by actions that result in a diminished commitment to scholarships.   Indeed, one of the 

most promising strategies for HSF to pursue would be to grow substantially the number 
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of scholarships it provides to Hispanic students.  A related strategy may be to leverage its 

scholarship investments by more effectively partnering with universities to secure 

matching scholarship funds – a step that extends support to more students while affording 

greater visibility to HSF on campuses and stimulating stronger institutional commitments 

to Hispanic student success. 

As the financial aid environment in the nation generally shifts from grants to 

loans, the effect is to exclude Hispanic students, who are generally less inclined to take 

on debt for education.  Perhaps more than other populations, Hispanics may truncate their 

own opportunities because of financial fear.  HSF can apply its financial knowledge to 

help maintain a focus on affordability of higher education.  In addition, increasing the 

amount of grant money available can help to solidify a decision of more Hispanic youth 

to enter and persist in higher education.  

That said, there was also a strong sentiment within the roundtable to support 

HSF’s involvement in the other options identified above, though, again, always in the 

context of affirming scholarships as the engine of impact for improving Hispanic 

educational achievement.  Any course HSF pursues in the future should build on the 

financial expertise that has guided the organization in the past while maintaining 

continuity with the accomplishments that have helped create the brand identity of HSF in 

its first three decades.   

Enhanced success in providing financial resources to college-bound Hispanics 

will also allow HSF to adopt something of a convener role for bringing together other 

organizations committed to increasing Hispanic successes in higher education.  To the 

extent HSF understands and supports the primary missions of these other organizations, 
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the Fund can join with them in search of opportunities for strategic alignment.  In that 

spirit, HSF has already served an important convening purpose in drawing a roundtable 

of experts to share experience and insights concerning their common challenge of 

increasing Hispanic achievement in higher education.   Indeed, it was hoped that the 

roundtable itself was a first step in an emerging strategy to make HSF more visible in the 

realm of national attention and concern.  Among those who work actively in the cause of 

increasing Hispanic educational achievement, the issues the roundtable addressed loom 

large; among the general public, however, these issues have too often become distorted as 

if they relate only to the special pleadings of those who advocate on behalf of groups that, 

in the past, have been educationally underserved.  

While HSF need not become the primary convener of interests to effect alignment 

of parallel efforts in this cause, the roundtable exchanges suggested that the organization 

would nonetheless benefit from working in active partnership with other agencies and 

projects devoted to the same set of purposes.  Working in conscious alignment with other 

organizations can help give substance to the concept of doubling the rate of Hispanic 

graduation from four-year colleges and universities.  Finally, partnerships with other 

organizations can help them collectively speak with one big voice. It is that voice which 

is truly needed if the necessary is in fact to become possible.   
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The essay, “Making the Necessary Possible,” is based on a roundtable that the Hispanic 
Scholarship Fund (HSF) convened July 30-31 in Washington, D.C.  The purpose of the 
roundtable was to help HSF take account of progress made in the three decades since its 
founding and consider potential steps the Fund might pursue to increase the proportion of 
Hispanics in the U.S. who seek and attain a four-year college degree.  The following 
individuals were participants in the roundtable and helped shape the essay’s general 
themes.   
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Myrna Peralta 
 
From The Learning Alliance for Higher Education 
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