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1
A  U N I Q U E LY  A M E R I C A N 

S TAT E  O F  M I N D

Being Latino In Higher Education

To understand the ethnic development of Latinos, one must begin 
with an understanding of the term Latino and why this group is 
important to higher education in the United States. For this reason, 

we begin this book with an overview of the term Latino, the status of Latinos 
in the United States, and how these factors influence the identity of the many 
types of people who make up this ethnic group.

Though there is much controversy over what term to use when one 
speaks of people from Spanish-speaking countries, the reality is that the term 
Latino is meant to express that the person lives in the United States as a 
member of the minority group composed of individuals whose ethnic origins 
trace back to countries that were colonized by Spain. For this reason, Latinos 
are a uniquely American group of people. Over the past 20 years, much has 
been written and discussed about the increase of the Latino population in 
the United States, yet the information presented does not always provide 
considerable depth or balance. To begin to understand the college experience 
of Latinos in the United States, one must first understand the characteristics 
of the population and the barriers that can arise as a result of the trends 
illustrated in data. This chapter focuses on both the images and statistics that 
influence how Latinos are seen by others as well as how these data can influ-
ence being Latino.

Much of the attention focused on Latinos seems to provide images that 
leave the average person believing that “being Latino” has a singular set of 
values, behaviors, and background. These depictions, however, lack depth 
and evidence that would more accurately describe this heterogeneous group 
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2  UNDERSTANDING THE LATINX EXPERIENCE

of people. Some media reports focus on the growth of the population, while 
others focus primarily on issues of immigration, with increased attention to 
issues of undocumented workers within the United States. In other media 
outlets, the uninformed public is given messages that can lead them to believe 
that all undocumented workers are Latinos and that all Latinos are undoc-
umented. This potential tension between unstated negative messages and 
the reality of “being Latino” is the common element among many media 
reports. Some of the unstated questions that these media reports raise focus 
on whether there are too many Latinos here, or whether or not Latinos are 
really contributing to the United States. What few media reports focus on is 
how poorly the educational system is serving Latinos. While the character-
istics that influence the “achievement gap” are talked about in some media 
outlets (Pérez Huber, Vélez, & Solórzano, 2014; Selingo, 2004), the effort 
to decrease this gap is limited to a handful of small programs and privately 
funded initiatives, such as the Gates Scholars Program (Hoover, 2001).

As a starting point, to understand “being Latino” it is helpful to define 
the term Latino. This is a monolithic term that attempts to describe indi-
viduals who descended from or were born in more than 20 Spanish-speaking 
countries located in South and Central America as well as the Caribbean 
(Garcia-Navarro, 2015; Torres & Delgado-Romero, 2008). Each of these 
countries of origin has a different history and immigration pattern that influ-
ences how individuals can enter and succeed in the United States (Torres, 
2004b). We selected the term Latino because for many it describes those who 
are from the “conquered” or “colonized” areas of the new world and therefore 
share the history that comes with being “conquered” or “colonized.” Since 
late 2014, the term Latinx (pronounced La-teen-ex) has become a popular 
alternative to both Latino and Latina. Its use gained traction among queer 
communities rejecting the gender binary imposed by the use of Latino/a, 
Latina/o, or Latin@. Advocates embrace how the term advances social justice 
for queer and gender-nonconforming individuals. Some critics consider it 
to be another form of linguistic imperialism; specifically, U.S.-born Latinos 
imposing new language on predominantly Spanish-speaking Latinos who 
may struggle to use or pronounce the term Latinx (for debate, see de Onís, 
2017). For the purposes of this book, we opted to use the term Latino when 
referencing Latino culture or cultural processes more generally, but use Latinx 
when referencing individual students and level aspects of identity. We do so 
even though our participants did not identify as Latinx, because in princi-
ple, we believe in the inclusivity the term promotes. On occasion, when we 
focus on a gender, we use the gendered form of Latino. For those interested 
in more details about the use of terms, a complete description of the uses of 
terms to describe Latinos in the United States is available in Appendix A of 
this book.
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A UNIqUELy AmERICAN STATE of mIND  3

The model in chapter 3 of this book illustrates how the societal status 
of Latinos within the United States influences identity throughout their lives. 
Societal status is important to understand for two primary reasons. First, society 
sends messages about which groups have power and which groups are “minor-
ities” and therefore are expected to adapt to the privileged group in power. 
Constructed cultural beliefs are marked by the social distance between racial/
ethnic groups which are considered the norm within the context of a society. 
This social distance focuses on intermarriage or segregation by group member-
ship and therefore creates differences among cultural groups that are ingrained 
into the belief system of a society (Magee & Smith, 2013; Quintana, 2007). 
“It is the culturally invented ideas and beliefs about these differences that 
 constitute the meaning of race” or ethnicity (Smedley & Smedley, 2005, p. 20). 
These invented ideas and beliefs give rise to racist comments and thoughts.

Second, identity is socially constructed and therefore affected by the 
ways others view one’s cultural group (Erikson, 1959/1994; Torres, Howard-
Hamilton, & Cooper, 2003; Torres, Jones, & Renn, 2009). How individu-
als make meaning of their identity is influenced by how society sees them, 
therefore making it critical to understanding the context that provokes the 
social status for Latinos.

To illustrate social status, a series of figures from the U.S. Census and 
the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) are presented. These 
data aim to provide sufficient background about the Latino experience 
in the United States so that readers can understand the societal context 
of being Latino as well as the public images that emerge because of these 
trends. These contextual data will assist you in understanding the stories of 
the students told in this book. As you will see, the heterogeneous nature  
of the Latino population requires that one must understand the diverse expe-
riences Latinos have within higher education and that some of these students 
feel they lack opportunities.

The following sections explain population growth, participation in 
higher education, and the diversity within the Latino population. From these 
data one can begin to understand how Latinos receive messages about their 
social status from the news media and others.

Growth of Latinos in the United States

In the 2000 U.S. Census (2001), the Latino population became the largest 
minority group in the United States. During this census, Hispanic or Latino 
individuals (terms that the Census indicates are used interchangeably) com-
prised 12.5% of the U.S. population, while Blacks or African Americans 
comprised 12.3%, and Asian Americans comprised 3.6%. In the 2010 U.S. 
Census, the continued dramatic growth of the Latino population was evident 
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4  UNDERSTANDING THE LATINX EXPERIENCE

(U.S. Census, 2011b). Between 2000 and 2010, the Latino population grew 
by 43%, four times the growth of the total population, which grew by 10% 
(U.S. Census, 2011b). In 2014, Latinos comprised 17.3% of the total U.S. 
population (Stepler & Brown, 2016). The prediction that Latinos would 
become the largest group was made many years ago, but because this growth 
occurred faster than expected, it created a buzz within the United States. 
While being the largest minority group is important to note, what is perhaps 
more telling is that projections for the future indicate this increase will only 
become greater (U.S. Census Bureau, 2015). During the 1990s, the popula-
tion of Latinos tripled in Alabama, Tennessee, and South Carolina and quad-
rupled in Arkansas, Georgia, and North Carolina (Schmidt, 2003). These 
are states that are not traditionally thought of as having Latino enclaves, but 
this trend is changing throughout the United States. While most Latinos 
continue to live in the West (41%) or South (36%), the most significant 
Latino population growth between 2001 and 2010 occurred in the South 
and the Midwest (U.S. Census, 2011). In the South, for example, the Latino 
population grew by 57%. The Midwest experienced a 49% increase in its 
Latino population between 2000 and 2010. While growth in the West and 
Northeast was slower, it was still significant, at about 33% for those areas 
of the United States. In Figure 1.1, one can see how the Latino population 
is projected to increase from 14% in 2005 to 29% in 2050, while other 
groups see modest increases, and the percentage of the overall population 
that corresponds to White is expected to decrease (Passel & Cohn, 2008). 
Most recently, projections suggest that by 2060, more than one-quarter of 
the total U.S. population will be Hispanic or Latino (U.S. Census, 2015).

Though some venues within society embrace the growth of Latinos, it has 
also brought increased scrutiny to immigration and the assumption that con-
versations regarding Latinos are primarily about immigration. These messages 
imply that there are too many Latinos and that they are not welcome in the 
United States. These are clear negative messages perpetuated in the media on 
an almost daily basis (Chavez, 2008). In a survey published in The Washington 
Post, it was found that there was bias against Latinos, unless the participant 
was specifically told that the immigrant spoke English and had a job (Levy & 
Wright, 2016). The tension between having more Latinos and receiving mes-
sages that this is not a good thing from those in power set a context for Latinos 
to feel unwelcomed and questioned about their immigration status.

Many higher education institutions find themselves serving a growing 
Latino student population but not understanding the needs of this group. 
Therefore, this growth in population has not been matched with growth in 
educational attainment. In many ways the opposite is occurring for Latino 
students.
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A UNIqUELy AmERICAN STATE of mIND  5

Participation in Higher Education

Higher education has long been seen as a path to the American dream, yet 
Latinos continue to lag behind other groups regarding participation and 
attainment of education. Recent trends show that for the first time, a greater 
share of recent Latino high school graduates is enrolled in college than 
Whites (Fry & Lopez, 2012). In 2011, 49% of Latino high school graduates 
enrolled in college in comparison to 47% of Whites (Fry & Lopez, 2012). 
And at 16.5% of all college students in the United States, Latinos are now 
the largest minority in colleges and universities across the country (Fry & 
Lopez, 2012). These trends, however, still have not led to proper represen-
tation of Latinos at the postsecondary level. Considering the percentage of 
18- to 24-year-old students enrolled in colleges (including graduate stud-
ies), it is apparent that the growth of the Latino population has not trans-
lated into equally impressive higher education participation rates. Between 
1980 and 2008, Latino participation in higher education increased from 
16.3% to 25.8%. This increase pales in comparison to the increase Whites 
saw in participation between 1980 and 2008—from 27.7% to 44.2%—or 
Asian Americans, whose participation rates are the highest of any group 
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2010). Figure 1.2 illustrates the 
differences in the participation rate of traditionally aged college students 
within higher education. These data points illustrate that educational sys-
tems may not have been ready to receive this growth in the Latino popula-
tion, and therefore neither the pipeline nor the entry points are working 

Figure 1.1. Projected population of the United States by race and ethnicity.

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

White Hispanic Black Asian

Race/Ethnicity

P
er

ce
n

t 
o

f 
th

e 
T

o
ta

l P
o

p
u

la
ti

o
n

1960 2005 2050

Note: Adapted from Passel, J. S., & Cohn, D. (2008, February). U.S. Population Projections: 2005-2050. 
Pew Research Center.

Torres.indb   5 21-02-2019   18:35:49

Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com



6  UNDERSTANDING THE LATINX EXPERIENCE

to lead to participation rates that reflect the proportion of Latinos in the 
United States. Instead many institutions function without apparent regard 
for previous educational experiences of the students who are presently 
attending and soon will attend the institution.

Since Latinos continue to lag behind in participation, the pipeline for 
educational completion is not very strong. In 2010 13.9% of Latinos had a 
bachelor’s degree or higher as compared to 30.3% of White non-Latinos (U.S. 
Census, 2011a). To consider whether this gap between Latinos and the major-
ity White group will continue in the future, one can view the degrees conferred 
during the 2009 to 2010 academic year and see that the gap will continue into 
the future. Table 1.1 illustrates that among recent college graduates, Latinos 
received 8.8% of the bachelor’s degrees conferred and 13.5% of the associate 
degrees (National Center for Education Statistics, 2012). To provide parity 
with the percentage within the population the bachelor’s degree completion 
rate should be at least 12%, or 5% higher than what is being achieved now. 
A 5% increase seems reasonable to expect, yet this is not happening.

This lack of completion perpetuates the achievement gap and garners 
additional consequences for Latinos in the United States (Santiago, Taylor, 
& Calderón Galdeano, 2016).

Figure 1.2. Participation rate in higher education institutions by race and Latino 
origin.
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A UNIqUELy AmERICAN STATE of mIND  7

The lack of educational attainment influences the level of income that 
Latinos earn in the workplace. When comparing the mean earnings among racial 
and ethnic groups, Latinos continue to earn less than Whites. Even when consid-
ering those who have earned a college degree, Whites earn almost $9,000 more 
annually than Latinos and $9,963 more than African Americans. Consistently 
in every category of degree attainment, Whites earn more than both Latinos and 
African Americans (Figure 1.3; U.S. Census, 2011a). In fact, the income gap 
between Whites and Latinos increases as educational attainment increases. The 
figures show that the largest gap is between Whites and Latinos with bachelor’s 
degrees, and the smallest is for those with less than a high school diploma.

TABLE 1.1  
Percentage of Bachelor’s and Associate Degrees 

Confirmed by Race/Ethnicity in 2009–2010

Race/Ethnicity Bachelor’s Degrees (%) Associate Degrees (%)

White, non-Latino 72.9 66.3

Black/African American 10.3 13.7

Hispanic 8.8 13.5

Asian/Pacific Islander 7.3 5.3

American Indian/Alaska Native 0.8 1.2

Source: National Center for Education Statistics. (2012). Fast facts: Degrees conferred by sex and race, the 
condition of education 2012, Table A-47-2. (NCES 2012-045). Washington DC: U.S. Department of 
Education, Institute of Education Sciences.

Figure 1.3. Average income by degree earned and race/ethnicity (2009).
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8  UNDERSTANDING THE LATINX EXPERIENCE

Diversity Among Us

When defining educational attainment as a bachelor’s degree or higher, it is 
important to view the differences among the different countries of origin 
represented in the United States. As seen in the previous section, difference in 
educational attainment can influence economic status as well as other social 
opportunities. An example of these differences within the Latino population 
is most noticeable when comparing the highest level of educational attain-
ment, held by those of Venezuelan descent, with close to 50% having a bach-
elor’s degree or higher, to the lowest level of educational attainment, found 
in those with origins from El Salvador, with only 7.8% having a bachelor’s 
or higher. Figure 1.4 illustrates the great diversity in educational attainment 
among the countries of origin that are encompassed within the term Latino 
(Ogunwole, Drewery, & Rios-Vargas, 2012).

Figure 1.4 illustrates that Latinos of Salvadoran origin have the lowest 
level of college-educated people with 7.8%. This rate of college-educated 
individuals is influenced by issues of immigration and the reasons different 
populations have immigrated to the United States (Torres, 2004b). Many 
Salvadoran immigrants in the United States, for example, left their native 
country because of civil war unrest during the 1980s. One should also note 
that the largest Latino ethnic group in the United States, those of Mexican 
descent, also has relatively low educational attainment. The data in Figure 

Figure 1.4. Percentage of population 25 years of age and older with a bachelor’s 
degree or higher, by country of origin (2006–2010).
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A UNIqUELy AmERICAN STATE of mIND  9

1.4 show that only 9.1% of Latinos over 25 years of age and of Mexican 
descent hold a bachelor’s degree or higher.

What Does All This Mean for Latinos in Higher Education?

There are two major points that are important to highlight in this chapter. 
First, Latinos are underrepresented in higher education and the gap between 
those with educational attainment and those without is widening. These data 
illustrate the “unstated” images of Latinos that are perpetuated—that they 
are supposed to be poor and poorly educated. For an aspiring Latinx college 
student or educator to look beyond these depressing statistics, they must 
be empowered to believe Latinos can be different than what these statistics 
tell the world. This is particularly true since studies show that Latinos are 
 optimistic about the value of education. Data show that Latinos perceive 
that obtaining a college degree is important to getting ahead in life, more 
so than the general U.S. public (Taylor et al., 2009). While 88% of Latinos 
report education as the key factor for getting ahead in life, only 74% of the 
general public reports the same (Taylor et al., 2009). Furthermore, Latinos 
between 16 and 25 years of age are more likely to report that a college degree 
is important compared to all individuals in that age group (Taylor et al., 
2009). Stereotypes and externally defined judgments about Latinos require 
that educators begin to see their job as myth shattering when it comes to 
helping the Latinx college student succeed.

The second point is that there is great diversity among this population. 
Educators need to understand the nuances that occur among this hetero-
geneous group of college students. The diversity among Latinos is vast and 
something most educators are unaware of and are struggling to understand 
and apply to their interactions with Latinos. It is this struggle that this book 
seeks to address. With so many differences among this monolithic group, 
how can an educator understand the experiences of Latinos?

Looking Forward

In order to help educators understand and support Latinx college students, 
this book is set up both to tell their stories and present research analysis that 
illustrates the choices Latinos make during college and beyond. Chapter 2 
provides the necessary background about the longitudinal study and Latino 
adult study which together form the basis for this book. Chapter 3 offers an 
overview of how ethnic identity emerged and evolved among the participants 
of these studies. This lifespan model of identity development is a synthesis of 
the research conducted through multiple studies.
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