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PREFACE
Victor B. Sáenz

In February 2014 President Barack Obama launched My Brother’s 
Keeper, a national initiative enlisting the support of public and private 
entities and aimed at improving educational and life outcomes for boys 

and young men of color. For too long we have belabored the sobering data 
that point to a persistent gender gap in educational attainment for males of 
color, a narrative that often includes social critiques of the school-to-prison 
pipeline, mass incarceration, and overrepresentation in the special education 
ranks and the school discipline pipeline. President Obama’s initiative is a 
welcome step forward, one that seeks to change the tenor of conversation 
and thus the narrative from hand-wringing to collective action. This initia-
tive has brought together public and private organizations, school districts, 
city leaders, community activists, scholars, students and families, and phil-
anthropic organizations that have pledged a long-term commitment. This 
commitment is to support actionable next steps as well as promising research 
and best practices that could ensure the success of boys and young men of 
color across the country. President Obama’s avowed support comes at a criti-
cal time in this burgeoning movement, one that is clearly being elevated to 
the level of national policy imperative. 

Our new book, Ensuring the Success of Latino Males in Higher Education: 
A National Imperative, also comes at a critical time, a time when national, 
state, and local conversations are expanding the defi nition of males of color 
to include Latino males and other historically marginalized groups of male 
students. The chapters within this book on Latino males collectively repre-
sent a timely and necessary contribution to these conversations. The shifting 
demographic reality represented by the growth of the Latina/o community 
also gives our focus on Latino males a singular urgency. 

Purpose of This Book

The topic of why Latino males are not keeping pace in higher education—
relative to their male peers—is an important and complex one, and it lies 
at the heart of this book. Several broad themes are highlighted throughout 
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xvi  PREFACE

this book and catalogued along the three dimensions of theory, research, 
and practice. Through the contributions of emerging scholars and seasoned 
practitioners, we share new research on factors that inhibit or promote 
Latino male student success at 4-year institutions, community colleges, 
and secondary institutions in order to inform both policy and practice 
across the education continuum. Some chapters explore the social-cultural 
 factors, peer dynamics, and labor force demands that may be perpetuating 
the  persistent gender gap in educational attainment for Latino males, and 
they consider what lessons can be learned from research on the success 
of Latinas. Other chapters closely examine key practices that enable fi rst-
generation Latino male undergraduates to succeed, practices that may seem 
counterintuitive to institutional expectations and preconceived notions of 
student behavior. 

Chapters within this book also explore the role of family in persistence. 
They outline how Latino men fulfi ll family and academic expectations and 
thus negotiate the sometimes emasculating educational process. The chap-
ters also examine how males confront racialization in the pursuit of a higher 
education, uncover attitudes to help-seeking that are detrimental to these 
students’ success, and analyze how those who succeed and progress in college 
apply their social capital—whether aspirational, navigational, social, linguis-
tic, familial, or resistant.

While uncovering the lack of awareness at varying levels of our colleges 
and universities about the depth and severity of the challenges facing Latino 
males, this book provides the foundation for rethinking institutional policy, 
programming, and practice, and it further challenges leaders to institutional-
ize male-focused programs and services. A few chapters within the book also 
present data to inform needed changes in practice for outreach and retention. 
Regardless of how contributors position their work in terms of policy, theory, 
research, and practice, all contributors were asked to specifi cally highlight 
implications for policy and/or practice. In other words, our goal is to broker 
and enlist greater support in addressing the Latino male crisis in higher educa-
tion and ultimately inspire action from a variety of educational stakeholders. 

There have been other books in recent years that focus on males’ 
 educational experiences in higher education and especially African  American 
males’ experiences (Harper, 2013; Harper & Harris, 2010), but less is known 
about the educational experiences of Latino males in education. Noguera, 
Hurtado, and Fergus (2012) published an important book that focused 
explicitly on Latino males, and it included a discussion of the various issues 
affecting Latinos from multiple disciplinary perspectives (e.g., health care, 
prisons, education). Rios (2011) published a book on the overpolicing and 
hypercriminalization of Black and Latino male youth in an era of mass 
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PREFACE  xvii

incarceration and the school-to-prison pipeline. Campos (2012) addressed 
the challenges related to defi cit thinking and framing that tend to character-
ize the interventions for Latino boys in schools, and he suggested the need for 
more asset-based approaches in addressing the social, familial, and academic 
challenges that accompany them. Fergus, Noguera, and Martin (2014) inves-
tigated the concept of resilience and overcoming academic and social chal-
lenges through their examination of recently formed charter schools for boys 
of color. 

This book is distinct from these earlier contributions in that we include 
perspectives on emerging theories and research within a secondary and post-
secondary educational context. This book is both timely and relevant in that 
it directly contributes to the intellectual discourse on this rarely studied yet 
fastest-growing group of male students of color. It also serves as a useful guide 
for high school counselors and administrators, higher education practition-
ers, faculty members, and leaders, especially those focused on student sup-
port services and retention efforts, diversity and outreach efforts, assessment, 
and mental health. 

We have also designed this book as a primer for policymakers at the 
national, state, and local levels as well as scholars in higher education. We 
believe this book will serve to enlighten policymakers to the potential con-
sequences of the ongoing Latino male educational crisis. That is, it will help 
focus and connect the national educational agenda and national economic 
workforce agenda to achieve successful outcomes for Latino males. In  addition, 
this book is designed for anyone who wants to better understand the various 
issues related to Latino male access and degree attainment and also wants to 
work toward addressing the growing gender gap by learning from the most 
recent and relevant research on Latino males in education. Finally, this book 
is benefi cial to community leaders and activists who want a comprehensive 
discussion about the challenges Latino male students face in schools and how 
they can work proactively to overcome those challenges. We hope this book 
inspires more dialogue, understanding, and transformative action. 

Organization of This Book

This book is organized into four distinct sections: context-setting, theory, 
research, and practice. The fi rst two chapters help to establish the context 
for examining Latino males across the educational pipeline. Sáenz, Ponjuán, 
and Figueroa’s opening chapter provides a broad policy context for the issue 
of Latino males across the educational continuum, and it focuses on the vari-
ous systemic and structural policies and practices that are effectively pushing 
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xviii  PREFACE

out Latino male students from schools and into alternative pathways besides 
postsecondary participation. Ponjuán’s chapter 2 explores the high school 
context for this growing gender gap in educational attainment. More specifi -
cally, this chapter describes how structural and gender inequalities remain 
pervasive in American schools and society, and how they especially affect the 
educational pathways for Latino males in high school. 

The second section of the book posits several theories that can be applied 
to examining Latino males in higher education. To better grasp what is actu-
ally happening for Latino males, Figueroa’s chapter 3 works from a perspec-
tive that academic success is a socially mediated experience rather than solely 
a story of resilience. This chapter puts forth a conceptual framework, geog-
raphy of academic support, to discuss the educational vulnerabilities as well 
as elevate some of the academic practices that enable  fi rst-generation Latino 
male undergraduates to pursue a higher education. Employing the geography 
of academic support, Figueroa, Pérez, and Vega’s chapter 4 focuses on Latino 
male academic narratives, utilizing case studies to underscore how variations 
of Latino masculinity are constructed and reconstructed in academic spaces 
in the quest to pursue a postsecondary education. In addition to investi-
gating how Latino men conceptualize fulfi lling expectations, the chapter 
explores how males negotiate the emasculation of the educational process 
and confront racialization in the pursuit of a higher education. Moving us 
toward discussions of retention and outreach, Cabrera, Rashwan-Soto, and 
Valencia’s chapter 5 extends our understanding of how help-seeking behav-
iors are linked to the Latino male lived experience of intersectionality. Their 
research is a critical examination of the experiences of Latino men during 
their freshman year at a single university. We learn through their research 
that tendencies to become overly self-reliant, diffi culty asking for help, and 
methods of enacting Latino masculinity most often confl ict with their learn-
ing environments.  

The third section of the book highlights research that examines prepara-
tion, persistence, and success for Latino males in secondary and postsecond-
ary education. Expanding research on high-achieving Latino males, chapter 
6, by Fajardo, Hernandez, and Muñoz, explores Latino males’ high school 
math achievement and the infl uential role of psychosociocultural factors in 
their academic success. This is the second chapter in this book that utilizes 
the new longitudinal dataset, the High School Longitudinal Study from the 
National Center for Education Statistics. In chapter 7, Ojeda and Castillo 
enlist a mixed-methods approach to identify factors that affect Latino male 
college persistence. The authors report that parental encouragement signifi -
cantly impacts how Latino males relate to college persistence. In chapter 8, 
Pérez builds from the previous chapter, channeling his work through Yosso’s 
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PREFACE  xix

(2005) community cultural wealth framework. By taking a strength-based 
approach, this author reconceptualizes notions and experiences of being a 
high achiever given the experiences of Latino males in this qualitative study. 
Ballysingh’s chapter 9 offers fi ndings from a yearlong study to gain insight 
into how Latino males at an elite public research university persist through 
their fi rst year of college. Academically successful participants reported 
making calculated and deliberate sacrifi ces, as well as actively engaging in 
extracurricular activities and support programs. High resilience, self-effi cacy, 
positive ethnic identity, and institutional climate also affected their educa-
tional outcomes. 

The fi nal section of the book focuses on moving from research to prac-
tice. Sáenz, Rodriguez, Pritchett, Estrada, and Garbee in chapter 10 offer 
insights into the role and impact of administrator awareness regarding the 
Latino male educational achievement gap, and they investigate the extent 
to which these higher education leaders are aware of resources to encour-
age educational success for Latino male students on their campuses. Ceja’s 
chapter 11 juxtaposes what we know about Latinas compared to Latinos in 
higher education. Upon grasping the resources and opportunities that enable 
Latinas to move toward graduation, the chapter then provides implications 
for the ways this research must retain its integrity and, therefore, cannot 
respectfully address the issues that confront Latino males. Inspired by the 
research on Latinas in higher education, the author poses questions for the 
community of researchers who focus on Latino males in higher education.

Finally, Ponjuán’s chapter 12 reviews and synthesizes the many excep-
tional contributions in this book through an innovative organizational 
framework based on collaborative consciousness. He outlines implications 
for institutions and practitioners at the local, state, and national levels in an 
effort to inspire stakeholders from all levels to align interests and efforts and 
strategically frame a new national imperative for Latino males.

Summary

This book is an ambitious attempt to spark greater awareness and dialogue 
about Latino males, a fast-growing and increasingly important segment of 
our national population. It synthesizes the perspectives of new and emerging 
voices, including graduate students, academics, administrative profession-
als, and higher education leaders. The contributing authors paint a complex 
portrait of the many factors that contribute to the educational experiences 
of Latino males in elementary, secondary, and postsecondary education. 
This book represents a commitment to better understand the Latino male 
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xx  PREFACE

educational experience, and its contributors’ hope to parallel the broader 
and vibrant research agenda on male students of color in higher education. 
Finally, given the growing state and national imperative to “move the needle” 
on Latino male student success, this book is a call to action for researchers, 
educational practitioners, community activists, and higher education leaders.
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