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Now is a pivotal moment for our country, our students, and our institutions of higher education. Higher education
remains a key driver of economic growth, civic engagement, and social mobility. For Latino students—and all
students—to achieve economic prosperity, institutional, state, and federal policies must center on their realities:
their needs, educational pathways, and contributions to the country’s workforce and economy.

Higher education must be a vehicle for economic mobility, not a hurdle. Excelencia in Education remains
committed to advancing policy solutions that align institutional practices, public investments, and student realities
to ensure Latino, and all, students can succeed.

Excelencia in Education leads a national network of results-oriented educators and policymakers to tap the
talents of the Latino community and address the U.S. economy’s needs for a highly educated workforce and
engaged civic leaders. Our policy priorities are grounded in the strengths and opportunities of our network, the
Latino community, and evidence-based practices accelerating Latino student success.

Our priority is access to excellence for Latino, and all, students.

Who is Excelencia in Education?
Excelencia in Education’s mission is to accelerate Latino student success in higher education by:
e Leadership: Organizing a network of institutions and leaders with the common cause of Latino student
success to inform and compel action;
— Excelencia’s leadership efforts include a network of over 208 postsecondary leaders, committed to
Ensuring America’s Future by making our country stronger with the talents, skills, and contributions of
Latino, and all, college graduates. In this network, 48 institutions are Seal-certified, going beyond
enroliment to intentionally SERVE Latino students. Excelencia’s policy agenda focuses on scaling the
work of these institutions in four priority areas.
e Data: Providing credible data-driven analysis on issues in higher education with a Latino lens; and
e Practice: Promoting higher education policies and institutional practices that support Latinos’ academic
achievement and that of other post-traditional students.

Excelencia in Education’s Policy Priorities: 2025

Excelencia’s policy agenda advocates for accelerating Latino student success to close gaps in degree
attainment based on the current profile of Latinos in higher education. Four policy issues were continually
raised among leading institutions committed to supporting Latino student success: 1) workforce, 2)
institutional capacity, 3) college affordability, and 4) retention and transfer.

Guiding Principles
The following frame is Excelencia’s approach to reassessing current federal policies using a Latino lens.
e Efficiency in serving traditional students today can limit effectiveness in serving a majority of students
tomorrow (post-traditional students), and those students are increasingly Latino.
e Prioritizing access and success for first-generation, low-income, and underrepresented
students—especially Latinos—is important while we increase educational opportunities for all students.
e |Institutions that have a concentration of Latinos must transform to intentionally serve the needs of the
students they enroll.


https://www.edexcelencia.org/leadership/impact-of-our-network
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Policy Pillars
To accelerate Latino student success, policymakers should address workforce preparation, institutional
capacity, college affordability, and retention and transfer strategies and practices.

Workforce: Ensuring access to excellence by aligning higher education and economic opportunity.
Latinos are the youngest and fastest-growing demographic in the U.S. To support their educational pursuits
and maximize their contributions to the workforce and economy, higher education has a responsibility to
connect students with career-aligned learning opportunities and meet the needs of the competitive workforce.
We prioritize:

e Expanding Work-Based Learning: Strengthening partnerships between colleges and employers to align
coursework with employment, provide hands-on experiences, internships, apprenticeships, and
career-ready credentials that lead to high-quality jobs with livable wages.

e Creating Clear Pathways to Workforce Success: Ensuring connectivity between educational programs
and careers so students leave higher education with credentials that translate to job opportunities and
economic advancement.

Institutional Capacity: Improving access to excellence by investing in institutions intentionally serving

Latino, and all, students.

Institutions serving a growing share of Latino students also serve students from many backgrounds and

situations, and supporting the institution will increase the educational and economic success for all learners

and their communities. To deliver excellent education, institutions must invest in programs and policies that
enhance student access, completion, and workforce readiness. We prioritize:

e Sustaining and Scaling Key Investments: Continued and impactful investment in competitive federal
funding programs for institutional capacity to retain critical progress in Latino student success at institutions
that have historically been underfunded, and ensure long-term dedication and improvement in academic
quality for all of their students.

e Investing in Quality Higher Education: Fair and representative investment by states and the federal
government in institutions that educate a significant and growing share of Latino students and take
responsibility for expanding their impact and building sustainable support systems for student success.

College Affordability: Expanding access to excellence without unmanageable debt.

Latino students leverage cost-saving measures to make college more affordable (e.g., working while enrolled,

enrolling part-time, mixing their enrollment, etc.), and they balance many financial decisions when pursuing a

college education—supporting their families, covering transportation costs, and weighing the opportunity cost of

lost wages. Policy solutions and institutional practices must reduce prices and other financial barriers to ensure
students can earn a degree without incurring unmanageable debt. We prioritize:

e Increasing Transparent Financial Literacy: Expanding efforts by states, institutions, and other key actors
to provide resources and tools so that students and families fully understand the real costs of college and
the financial resources available to them.

e Fostering Low-Debt Education: Advocating for policies that prioritize need-based grants over loans and
include basic needs—such as childcare, food, transportation and housing—uwithin the true cost of
attendance.

e Lowering the Price of Education: Supporting and incentivizing institutions to lower prices and contain
costs to students while investing in academic excellence.

Retention and Transfer: Facilitating access to excellence through a variety of educational pathways

Latino students fit a post-traditional learner profile and are more likely to take multiple paths through higher

education, often balancing work, family, and financial responsibilities. Students’ decisions to pause or change

institutions are typically driven by life circumstances, not academic ability. Policy must support seamless

transitions and degree completion. We prioritize:

e Strengthening Transfer Pathways: Expanding credit transfer agreements and articulation policies that
ensure students don’t lose time or credits when transitioning between institutions.

e Supporting Proactive Student Support Systems: Encouraging institutions to adopt advising, coaching,
and financial aid structures that recognize the realities of Latino students and provide tailored support to
keep them on track.
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Workforce

Latinos are the youngest and fastest-growing demographic in the U.S. To support their educational pursuits
and maximize their contributions to the workforce and economy, higher education has a responsibility to
connect students with career-aligned learning opportunities and meet the needs of the competitive workforce.
We prioritize:

Expanding Work-Based Learning: Strengthening partnerships between colleges and employers to align
coursework with employment, provide hands-on experiences, internships, apprenticeships, and
career-ready credentials that lead to high-quality jobs with livable wages.

Creating Clear Pathways to Workforce Success: Ensuring connectivity between educational programs
and careers so students leave higher education with credentials that translate to job opportunities and
economic advancement.

How can federal and state policy ensure access to excellence by aligning higher education and
economic opportunity?

Leverage existing federal programs, such as Federal Work-Study, to support work-based learning
opportunities for students.
Work-based learning opportunities—opportunities that allow students to apply their learning, such as
internships—support student success during and after postsecondary education, but are often unpaid
opportunities. Leveraging existing programs can help make these opportunities available to Latino students
or support institutions as they transform their curriculum to include more applied learning in their classes.
Federal Work-Study could also be better leveraged to make these opportunities available to Latino
students.

Increasing funding to already existing federal programs can help Latino students gain these experiences
outside the classroom. Latino students are already active participants in the workforce. Of Latino students
who work, 56 percent of those students work more than 30 hours, and in some cases, overtime." However,
internships are often unpaid, and Latinos are both underrepresented in internships overall and
overrepresented in unpaid internships. While Latinos made up seven percent of recent graduates in a 2023
survey, they made up eight percent of students who did not have an internship and seven percent of those
in an unpaid internship.? By leveraging existing funding, Latinos won’t have to choose between earning a
paycheck and getting an applied learning experience.

Work-based learning is important for competitive entry into the workforce and can help Latino students
navigate new systems. Almost half of Latino students are first-generation students and might be the first in
their families to enter their profession. They may not have built-in social networks, but internships and
on-the-job learning can help them build those networks and navigate new workplaces. Even with a degree,
Latinos are still less likely to be employed in the highest-paying occupations. Only 25 percent of Latinos are
employed in management, professional, and related occupations, compared to Asians (58%), Whites
(43%), and African-Americans (34%).> Work-based learning opportunities can ensure students don’t enter
the workforce without any experience in their field.

Make workforce development an allowable activity for federal Title V grants to support institutions
in creating workforce programs.

The Title V program, the Developing Hispanic-Serving Institutions (HSIs) program, can target resources to
institutions enrolling large numbers of Latino students and can be updated to include workforce
preparation. There are 16 allowable activities in Title V to improve institutional capacity, but none explicitly
focus on workforce development.

' Excelencia in Education analysis of U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2019-20 National Postsecondary Student Aid Study
2 National Association of Colleges and Employees. (August 2022). The Class Of 2023: Inequity Continues to Underpin Internship Participation and Pay Status.
Bethlehem, PA: National Association of Colleges and Employees.

3 Bureau of Labor Statistics. (January 2023). Labor force characteristics by race and ethnicity, 2021.
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HSlIs enroll the overwhelming majority of Latinos in higher education. Excelencia’s research on HSI
graduates has shown that they are more likely to feel fulfilled in their work and have higher levels of
well-being.* However, the same graduates stated that their institutions could have done more to prepare
them for the workforce. By providing the funding through Title V, HSIs can be supported in building their
workforce development capacities with funding to, for example, set up scholarships for students pursuing
internships, partnerships with local non-profits, or supporting their career services work.

3. Incentivize engagement between employers and the institutions serving Latino students.
To best prepare Latino, and all, students for the workforce, institutions need to know their community and
national workforce demands. At the same time, employers are looking to diversify so their employees better
reflect the national population. The pipeline between these two needs can be improved. One way is
through coordination between HSls, which graduate two-thirds of Latino graduates, and employers
committed to diversifying their employee base. Employers can inform HSIs’ workforce preparation, and
institutions can cultivate a prepared group of graduates from all backgrounds.

Just as Latino students attend school close to home, Latino graduates stay close to their institution after
graduating. Among Latino graduates, 83 percent were employed in the same state as their bachelor’s
degree institution, the highest of all racial/ethnic groups (overall, 77% of students stay in-state).® As
communities continue to recover from economic challenges, institutions of higher education will be key in
making this recovery possible.

States and the federal government have workforce preparation programs in place that provide grants or
funding to institutions. By providing priority or additional funding for those employers partnering with HSIs,
employers can be incentivized to partner with new institutions and reach a larger number of Latino
students.

4 Excelencia in Education and Gallup. (September 2018). Examining Life Outcomes Among Graduates of Hispanic-Serving Institutions (HSIs). Washington, DC:
Excelenc:a in Educatlon
edexcele ino%20graduates%

OHlspanlc%ZOServmq %ZC%ZOpersonaI%2C%20and%20500|al%20llves

5 Excelencia in Education analysis of U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), Baccalaureate and Beyond: 2016/2017
(B&B).


https://www.edexcelencia.org/research/publications/examining-life-outcomes-among-graduates-hispanic-serving-institutions#:~:text=Latino%20graduates%20of%20Hispanic%20Serving,%2C%20personal%2C%20and%20social%20lives
https://www.edexcelencia.org/research/publications/examining-life-outcomes-among-graduates-hispanic-serving-institutions#:~:text=Latino%20graduates%20of%20Hispanic%20Serving,%2C%20personal%2C%20and%20social%20lives
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Institutional Capacity

Institutions serving a growing share of Latino students also serve students from many backgrounds and
situations, and supporting the institution will increase the educational and economic success for all learners
and their communities. To deliver excellent education, institutions must invest in programs and policies that
enhance student access, completion, and workforce readiness. We prioritize:

1.

Sustaining and Scaling Key Investments: Continued and impactful investment in competitive federal
funding programs for institutional capacity to retain critical progress in Latino student success at institutions
that have historically been underfunded, and ensure long-term dedication and improvement in academic
quality for all of their students.

Investing in Quality Higher Education: Fair and representative investment by states and the federal
government in institutions that educate a significant and growing share of Latino students and take
responsibility for expanding their impact and building sustainable support systems for student success.

How can policy help improve access to excellence by investing in institutions intentionally serving
Latino, and all, students?
Provide guaranteed funding to all HSIs who meet the eligibility requirements for Title V grants.
Every year, the number of HSIs grows and outpaces the amount of funding available. Since Title V is a
competitive program (eligible HSIs are not guaranteed funding), receiving funds from this program also
grows more competitive every year. To more equitably support Latino student success, via the institutions
that educate them, all HSIs should receive guaranteed funding. Congress could restructure Title V to
provide funding to all HSIs that are designated eligible for Title V, regardless if they have applied for a
competitive Title V grant. One potential way to guarantee this funding is to consider creating a
non-competitive grant program in which grants would be evenly distributed amongst institutions. Below are
three different options to consider for implementation®:
e Option A: Institutions that are not currently receiving a Title V grant would receive the HSI guarantee
grant. Using data from FY2019, each of the 256 eligible institutions would receive $100,985.
e Option B: All Title V eligible institutions would receive the HSI guarantee grant. Each of the 436 eligible
institutions would receive $59,294.
e Option C: Ten percent of funding appropriated to Title V would be set aside to provide a grant to every
Title V-eligible HSI. Each of the 234 institutions receiving the HSI Guarantee would receive $59,169.
HSIs would be more equitably supported through guaranteed funding for two reasons: 1) HSIs already have
to apply to be designated eligible for Title V, and it's inequitable to repeatedly ask them to apply for funding,
and 2) a guaranteed amount for institutions meeting Title V eligibility can go a long way in helping those
institutions build their capacity to improve the quality of education they offer.”

2. Count every student instead of using full-time equivalent (FTE) to determine eligibility for funding,

and significantly increase financial support to institutions serving high numbers of students with
financial need.

The Title lll and V programs of the Higher Education Act, the Strengthening Institutions and Developing
HSIs programs, were created with the intent to support institutions with a high enrollment of needy students
and low-core expenses to build their institutional capacity to better serve their students. However, as more
low-income students enter higher education, we must equitably invest in the institutions that are enrolling
them. Funding for Title lll and V programs must strengthen institutional capacity to serve students in a
rapidly changing postsecondary landscape.

A. Count every student instead of using FTE to determine eligibility for funding.

As we transition into a post-pandemic learning environment, institutions that serve a large number of
Latino, first-generation, and low-income students continue to be disproportionately affected and will need
more equitable financial support to make up for lost revenue and state funding. As additional funding is

6 Excelencia in Education analysis of US. Department of Education, Developing Hispanic-Serving Institutions Program - Title V Funding Status.
https://excelenciaineducation.medium.com/setting-up-an-hsi-quarantee-how-could-we-do-it-and-why-would-it-be-beneficial-for-multiple-parties-c6 16006dc702

" Ibid.


https://excelenciaineducation.medium.com/setting-up-an-hsi-guarantee-how-could-we-do-it-and-why-would-it-be-beneficial-for-multiple-parties-c616006dc702
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appropriated to institutions, how students are counted is a critical component of equitable funding.
Excelencia’s analysis found that using full-time equivalent (FTE) as the primary measure for federal funding
related to the pandemic (CARES Act) only captured 66 percent of students enrolled at HSIs, compared to
78 percent of students at non-HSIs.? In FTE calculations, approximately three part-time students equal one
full-time student, therefore, students’ financial need was undercounted and inadequately funded.® If we are
to meet the needs of Latino students and the institutions that enroll them, measures for enrollment that
consider every student are key.

Under current measures, part-time students receive less basic needs funding than full-time students.
However, students' needs are not proportional to their enroliment intensity. Outside of tuition and fees, their
financial need does not vary depending on the number of credit hours they are taking; whether a student
enrolls part-time or full-time, they still have to purchase food, pay rent, and fund their transportation. This is
crucial to consider for ensuring funding is equitable for institutions to more intentionally serve their students.
For example, Latino students are more likely to enroll part-time or to mix their enrollment between full and
part-time than to be enrolled full-time."® Among all students, 50 percent of all students and 54 percent of
Latino students are enrolled exclusively part-time or mix their enrollment." Using headcount as a method
for federal funding is less dependent on enrollment intensity and more focused on need.

B. Significantly increase financial support to institutions serving high numbers of students with
financial need.

Many HSlIs serve low-income learners. However, funding for these institutions that serve high numbers of
students with financial need has not kept up with their growth. In the last decade (2011 to 2021), the
number of HSIs has increased by 60 percent (from 356 to 571 institutions) while funding to the Title V
program has increased by 49%, from $100 million to $149 million.""® In FY23, 71 percent of the funding
was awarded to continuing grants, limiting funding opportunities for the dozens of institutions that become
HSIs every year." Congress must ensure that funding for Title Il and V keeps up with the growth of eligible
institutions.

Despite the limited financial investment, our country benefits from the impact of HSIs. For example, the
price-to-earnings premium (PEP) metric shows that some institutions serving low-income learners offer an
exceptionally high return on investment, enrolling and serving large numbers of low-income students and
providing them with high economic mobility - it takes students graduating from these institutions less time to
recoup the net cost of attending them."® The Economic Mobility Index (EMI), places federally funded
institutions into tiers based on their PEP. In 2023, about 22 percent of institutions in the highest tier of the
EMI were in the Excelencia in Action (E-Action) network, and over one-third of institutions in the top 20
percent of schools on the EMI were HSIs.'®"" Increasing financial support for institutions that have
demonstrated high returns on investment can provide long-term positive impacts.

8 Martinez, J. and Santiago, D. (2020). Hispanic-Serving Institutions and the CARES Act: Preliminary Analysis of Funding. Washington, DC: Excelencia in
Education.

% Excelencia in Education (2023). Essay: Creating a List of Hispanic-Serving Institutions (HSIs). Washington, D.C.: Excelencia in Education.

© Excelencia in Education. (April 2024). Latinos in Higher Education: 2024 Compilation of Fast Facts. Washington, D.C: Excelencia in Education.
https://www.edexcelencia.org/research/publications/latinos-higher-education-2024-compilation-fast-facts

" Ibid.

"2 |bid.

8 US Department of Education. (2023). Developing Hispanic-Serving Institutions Program - Title V, Funding Status. Washington, DC: US Department of Education.
Retrieved from: https://www2.ed.gov/programs/idueshsi/funding.html

™ Ibid.

'8 Robinson, C. and Cecil, B. analysis of US Department of Education’s College Scorecard and the US Census Bureau’s American Community Survey. (August
2023). 2023 Economic Mobility Index. Washington, DC: Third Way.

'® Ibid.

7 Excelencia in Education analysis of Third Way 2023 Economic Mobility Index.
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3. Improve information about federal investment in HSIs by increasing transparency around grant
outcomes.
The HSI designation is predicated on enrolling Latino students, and Title V grants are not required to be
targeted to directly support Latino students. Trendsetting institutions are working beyond enrollment and
supporting Latino, and all, students on their path to graduation.

Excelencia’s analysis of Title V grants revealed a broad link between the increase in HSIs and Latino
student access and completion in higher education.’® However, questions about the impact of Title V
investment remain: Has the investment increased HSIs’ capacity and educational quality for the students
they enroll? Has the federal investment in HSIs improved Latino students’ educational achievement? By

requiring more robust performance reports and more data, disaggregated by race/ethnicity from institutions,

we could have a better sense of the federal investment and ensure funding is aligned with the goal of
improving higher education for Latino students.

4. Refocus and limit the allowable activities for Title lll and V grants to better align with Latino student
success.
The Title V: Developing HSIs program is intended to expand and enhance capacity, quality, and student
achievement and has 16 allowable activities for grant support. Given this diversity of allowable activities, it
is not easy to summarize the impact of the federal investment at scale or answer questions about the
actual investments by grantees and the link of these funds to meeting the purpose of the grant program.
Excelencia’s analysis of Title V grants showed that most institutions that receive support for capacity
building choose to invest in the activities that support student success, including support services and
faculty/curriculum development.’ However, there are ten allowable activities that improve educational
opportunities but are not aligned to student success, including that of current students. By better aligning
institutional capacity building to directly tie to student success, we can and should expect more from those
institutions enrolling high numbers of Latino students.

'8 Santiago, D., Taylor, M., Calderén Galdeano, E. (May 2016). From Capacity to Success: HSls, Title V, and Latino Students. Washington, D.C.: Excelencia in
Education. https://www.edexcelencia.org/research/publications/capacity-success-hsis-title-v-and-latino-students
' |bid.
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College Affordability

Latino students leverage cost-saving measures to make college more affordable (e.g., working while enrolled,
enrolling part-time, mixing their enroliment, etc.), and they balance many financial decisions when pursuing a
college education—supporting their families, covering transportation costs, and weighing the opportunity cost of
lost wages. Policy solutions and institutional practices must reduce prices and other financial barriers to ensure
students can earn a degree without incurring unmanageable debt. We prioritize:

e Increasing Transparent Financial Literacy: Expanding efforts by states, institutions, and other key actors
to provide resources and tools so that students and families fully understand the real costs of college and
the financial resources available to them.

e Fostering Low-Debt Education: Advocating for policies that prioritize need-based grants over loans and
include basic needs—such as childcare, food, transportation and housing—within the true cost of
attendance.

e Lowering the Price of Education: Supporting and incentivizing institutions to lower prices and contain
costs to students while investing in academic excellence.

How can policy help Latino, and all, students afford a degree?

1. Incentivize FAFSA completion to increase access to financial aid.
Policies like mandatory FAFSA completion have demonstrated positive impacts for Latino students. In
Texas, early evidence indicated that the mandatory policy led to increases (62% to 73%) in FAFSA
applications during the 2021-22 school year across the board, with students living in poverty and Latino
students seeing the largest increases.?® This is particularly impactful for the Latino community since they
make up 40 percent of the Texas population.?' With the same statewide percentage of Latinos (40%),
California, which implemented mandatory FAFSA completion in 2021, ranks among the highest in FAFSA
completion (65%). Louisiana, where six percent of the population is Latino, was the first state to implement
such a requirement. The state effectively closed the gap in FAFSA completion between "low-income" and
"high-income" school districts—with disparate districts now having nearly equal completion rates.?22

In recent years, there has been a push by states to increase FAFSA completion so more students receive
financial aid. A notable policy to address this is “Mandatory FAFSA” which looks different in various states.
For example, Texas passed a new performance-based funding policy that offers a financial incentive to
schools to maximize FAFSA completion. California mandates that school districts, charter schools, and
county offices of education require high school seniors to complete the FAFSA, or parents and students
over age 18 can complete an opt-out form.?* Lastly, until recently, Louisiana required high school seniors
either complete the FAFSA in order to graduate or submit an opt-out waiver.?®

The rising cost of college has become a significant concern for many students to access higher education.
For many Latino students, the cost of attending college poses a major barrier to continuing their education.
Financial aid is crucial as Latinos’ average family income is significantly lower than most racial/ethnic
groups. Latino students’ average family income ($65,221) is lower than Whites’ ($129,431), all students’
($104,479), and Asians’ ($104,184).%

In addition, many first-generation and low-income students are impacted by limited access to information
about funding. Latinos are more likely to be first-generation college students (51%) than other racial/ethnic
groups.?” This presents a challenge to navigating the financial aid process. In fact, 34 percent of Latino

2 Kim Won, Sie. (April 2023). How a Mandatory FAFSA Completion Policy in Texas Could Improve College Access. Urban Institute.

2 Excelencia in Education Analysis using the U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), Integrated Postsecondary
Education Data System (IPEDS), 2021 Fall Enroliment, Graduation Rates Survey and Institutional Characteristics Survey.

2 |bid.

2 Universal FAFSA Completion With Supports. (n.d.) National College Attainment Network. 2023.

% | egislative Counsel Bureau. AB 469 Pupil instruction: financial aid applications. (2021-2022). https://legiscan.com/CA/text/AB469/id/2436165

% Granville, Peter. (July 2020). Should states make the FAFSA mandatory?. The Century Foundation.

% Excelencia in Education. (April 2024). Latinos in Higher Education: 2024 Compilation of Fast Facts. Washington, D.C: Excelencia in Education.
https://www.edexcelencia.org/research/publications/latinos-higher-education-2024-compilation-fast-facts

27 |bid.



https://www.edexcelencia.org/research/publications/latinos-higher-education-2024-compilation-fast-facts
https://legiscan.com/CA/text/AB469/id/2436165

I Xcelen(ﬂal Higher Education Policy Priorities
IN EDUCATION am 2025

students did not complete the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) because they or their
family did not have enough information about how to complete it, compared to 18 percent of White
students.?® FAFSA is an important step to receive financial assistance. However, each year, many students
who are eligible for aid do not complete the FAFSA, leaving on average $2,297 in federal and institutional
grant aid unused.? Incentivizing states to mandate FAFSA completion and provide resources to their
students and their families during the application process could increase federal aid for Latino, and all,
students.

2. Reduce unmet financial need to pay for college by including basic needs in financial aid
calculations.
The cost of attending an institution of higher education includes more than just the price of tuition and fees,
especially for post-traditional students (who are low-income, often attending part-time, caring for
dependents while enrolled, and/or transferring institutions).*® For example, over half of Latina students are
also caring for dependent children, and a maijority of Latino adults work more than 30 hours per week and
are more likely to enroll part-time to make college more affordable.>'

Data show that Latino students have unmet basic needs that are not covered through current financial aid,
creating a barrier to college access, retention, and completion. For example, 25 percent of Latino students
report experiencing food insecurity, and approximately eight percent report experiencing homelessness.*
Additionally, Latino students list “transportation issues” as a reason for leaving their college program at a
rate that is 19 percent higher than non-Latinos.*® Providing basic needs and security to Latino, and all,
students is crucial to their learning and success.

Latino students face a large gap in unmet need (Unmet Need = Cost of Attendance (COA) - Expected
Family Contribution (EFC) - Grants and Scholarships). On average, after grants and scholarships, Latino
students still have $6,352 in unmet need, compared to their White peers, whose full cost of attendance is
covered.* These are high out-of-pocket expenses, particularly for Latino students whose average family
income is significantly lower ($65,221) than White students ($129,431).%° Additionally, these financial
barriers are most evident for low-income students, as they would need to contribute nearly 150 percent of
their household income to cover the cost of attending college full-time, even after grants and scholarships.*
Even further, Latino students are less likely to accept federal loans than other racial groups (except Asians)
to pay for college. Thus, federal grants and scholarships should cover this unmet need so that college is
affordable for Latino students.

America’s economy depends on an educated workforce, and Latinos’ labor force participation over the next
decade is expected to increase. Thus, the education of Latinos is critical for the U.S. to meet its workforce
demands. However, if college continues to be unaffordable, students will not attend. To ensure a skilled
workforce, we must make college affordable for Latino, and all, students.

% Bahr, S., Sparks, D., & Hoyer, K. M. (December 2018). Why Didn’t Students Complete a Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA)? A Detailed Look.
National Center for Education Statistics.

2 Granville, Peter. (July 2020). Should states make the FAFSA mandatory?. The Century Foundation.

30 Excelencia in Education. (2013) Using a Latino Lens to Reimagine Aid Design and Delivery. Washington, D.C.: Excelencia in Education.
https://www.edexcelencia.org/media/150

31 Excelencia in Education. (April 2024). Latinos in Higher Education: 2024 Compilation of Fast Facts. Washington, D.C: Excelencia in Education.
https://www.edexcelencia.org/research/publications/latinos-higher-education-2024-compilation-fast-facts

32 U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2019-20 National Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS:20).

3 Sablosky, K., Dorrance, J., Agans, R. (September 2020). Debt, Doubt, and Dreams: Understanding the Latino College Completion Gap. Washington, D.C.:
UnidosUS.

3 |nstitute for Higher Education Policy (August 2023). IHEP Analysis of the National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2019-2020. Washington, D.C.: IHEP.
% Excelencia in Education. (April 2024). Latinos in Higher Education: 2024 Compilation of Fast Facts. Washington, D.C: Excelencia in Education.
https://www.edexcelencia.org/research/publications/latinos-higher-education-2024-compilation-fast-facts

% |nstitute for Higher Education Policy (August 2023). IHEP Analysis of the National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2019-2020. Washington, D.C.: IHEP.
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3. Strengthen the Pell Grant and make it a fully mandatory program.
Latinos are already active participants in the Pell Grant program, and strengthening the amount can make
postsecondary education more affordable for them. Excelencia’s research using federal data has found that
Latinos are more likely to receive a Pell Grant (49%) compared to state aid (30%), federal loans (29%), or
institutional aid (23%).%" Latinos receive a larger average Pell Grant than their peers ($4,246 vs. $4,120 for
all).?® At institutions in Excelencia in Action (E-Action) network and Seal of Excelencia certified institutions,
students are more likely to receive Pell Grants (39% and 43%, respectively) compared to 35 percent
nationally.*

The current maximum Pell Grant award is far from enough to cover the full cost of college. When the Pell
Grant was first established, the maximum amount covered the majority of a student’s cost of
attendance.***' Today, the maximum ($7,395) only covers about a quarter of college costs; Latinos receive,
on average, 69 percent of the maximum amount, leaving them with steep costs to cover.*>** Additionally,
Pell Grants are currently subject to annual renewals of funding from Congress (discretionary) instead of
guaranteed annual funding, like Social Security (mandatory). Making the Pell Grant a fully mandatory
program guarantees students receive their funds.

4. Revise the Federal Work-Study distribution formula to more strategically support students with
high financial need, reduce administrative burdens to program participation, and increase funding
for the program.

As students prepare for a continually changing workforce, the Federal Work-Study (FWS) program can
help Latino students access experiential learning opportunities, like internships. It also supports students’
ability to access on-campus resources, which can increase retention and completion. However, Latinos'
access to the program is limited because of its setup, but addressing the formula, administrative burdens,
and increasing funding can improve access.

First, Federal Work-Study is allocated based on a formula that prioritizes an institution’s previous
participation in the program, a disadvantage for institutions where Latinos enroll. The formula’s Base
Guarantee ensures institutions in the program in 1999 receive the same amount each year. Over half
(51%) of FWS recipients are at private four-year institutions.** Fewer funds are distributed to institutions
that have a higher concentration of low-income and Latino students, such as community colleges.
Currently, only four percent of Latinos receive Federal Work-Study aid.*

Second, administrative hurdles to FWS participation can make it difficult for the institutions where Latinos
enroll to participate. Colleges must match the amount they receive—or apply for a waiver—and cover the
administrative costs of the program.*®

Third, funding levels for FWS have remained stagnant over the last decade, despite increased student
enroliment, particularly among Latino students. Currently, about $2,340 is allocated per FWS participant.*’
Without additional funding, the institutions where Latinos enroll are unable to access FWS, limiting Latinos’
participation.

37 Excelencia in Education. (April 2024). Latinos in Higher Education: 2024 Compilation of Fast Facts. Washington, D.C: Excelencia in Education.
https://www.edexcelencia.ora/research/publications/latinos-higher-education-2024-compilation-fast-facts
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% Excelencia in Education. (May 2025). Excelencia in Action and Seal-Certified 2025 Profile. Washington, DC.

40 Excelencia in Education analysis of Congressional Research Service, Federal Pell Grant Program of the Higher Education Act: Primer.

41 Excelencia in Education analysis of U.S. Department of Education National Center for Education Statistics, 1976—1977, Institutional Characteristics of Colleges
and Universities.

42 Excelencia in Education analysis of U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2019-20 National Postsecondary Student Aid Study
and Federal Student Aid.

43 Excelencia in Education analysis of U.S. Department of Education, 2019-2020 Federal Pell Grant Payment and Disbursement Schedules

4 National Association of Student Financial Aid Administrators. (September 2023). National Student Aid Profile: Overview of 2023 Federal Programs. Washington,
DC: National Association of Student Financial Aid Administrators.
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6 Siqueiros, Michelle. (September 2020). Expanding Federal Work-Study Opportunities for California Community College Students. Los Angeles, CA.

47 Scott-Clayton, Judith. (July 2021). Participation in Federal Work-Study. Community College Research Center: Teachers College, Columbia University.
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Retention and Transfer

Latino students fit a post-traditional learner profile and are more likely to take multiple paths through higher
education, often balancing work, family, and financial responsibilities. Students’ decisions to pause or change
institutions are typically driven by life circumstances, not academic ability. Policy must support seamless
transitions and degree completion. We prioritize:

Strengthening Transfer Pathways: Expanding credit transfer agreements and articulation policies that
ensure students don’t lose time or credits when transitioning between institutions.

Supporting Proactive Student Support Systems: Encouraging institutions to adopt advising, coaching,
and financial aid structures that recognize the realities of Latino students and provide tailored support to
keep them on track.

How can policymakers support access to excellence through a variety of educational pathways?
Make transfer efforts an allowable activity for Higher Education Act Title V, Part A, (Developing
Hispanic-Serving Institutions Program) grants.

Currently, the only explicit transfer-related activity allowed under Title V is the creation of articulation
agreements to facilitate the transfer from two-year to four-year institutions. Articulation agreements, while
important, are on their own not enough to improve transfer. Institutional capacity can be improved to
strengthen transfer by investing in more robust transfer efforts, such as student data sharing between
institutions and creating clearer pathway programs.

Title V is a good place to target transfer support because these grants go to Hispanic-Serving Institutions
(HSIs). HSIs enroll two-thirds of Latino students, and many (43%) are public two-year institutions.*® Latino
students are more likely to transfer than their peers. Almost half (49%) of Latino students attempt to
transfer their credits, the highest of all racial/ethnic groups, on par with Black students (49%).** Among
those students, less than half (48%) of their credits successfully transferred.*

Institutions need funding to build successful transfer infrastructure, and allowing HSIs to use funding that’s
already available to them for this purpose can facilitate Latino student success. For example, better data
sharing could be used to identify potential Latino transfer students. Institutions are not obligated to share
data with other institutions, leaving them and their students in the dark about transfer opportunities. To
strengthen transfer, increased collaboration between two- and four-year institutions will be critical.
Institutions could share data about students, set up articulation agreements to ensure credits transfer, or
incentivize associate degree completion before transfer. By funding this through existing programs or
creating new funding programs at the state level, institutions can better do the work that we know helps
Latinos.

Update federal data to more accurately capture Latino students’ pathways and how federal funding
impacts Latino student success.

Federal data does not capture Latino students’ postsecondary experiences because they are not likely to
follow what a “traditional” pathway looks like. The “traditional” pathway is one where a student enters
postsecondary education right after high school and graduates in four years with a bachelor’s degree from
the institution where they first enrolled. When federal graduation rates are reported, they reflect “traditional”
students who began and graduated from the same institution within three or six years (for two- and
four-year institutions, respectively).

Latino students follow a post-traditional pathway and are often not included in federal graduation rates,
which are often used as a measure of success. Latino baccalaureate degree holders are more likely than
all other racial/ethnic groups to begin at a two-year institution (33% vs. 28% for all). In fact, about half of

48 Excelencia in Education. (2024). Hispanic-Serving Institutions (HSIs) Factbook: 2022-23. Washington, D.C.: Excelencia in Education.

4% National Center for Education Statistics. (2020). One Year After Bachelor’s Degree: A Profile of 2015-16 Graduates. Washington, DC.: US Department of
Education.
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Latino students transfer to a two-year institution at some point in their enroliment, regardless of their
starting institution.>' Consider the following key points on Latino students:

e Lateral Transfer: Latino transfer students' most common pathway is transferring from a two-year to a
two-year institution or from a four-year to a four-year institution (also known as Lateral Transfer).5?

e Stop-out: Latino students are overrepresented in the undergraduate population that “stops out”
(withdrawing from enroliment at a college or university for a period of time). While Latino students only
make up 21 percent of the overall undergraduate population, 24 percent of all undergraduate students
who stop out are Latinos.*

e Still enrolled: Latinos are most likely to remain enrolled beyond the traditional time period for a degree.
At two-year institutions, 13 percent of Latino students are still enrolled three years after beginning their
degree compared to nine percent of their White peers, while at four-year institutions, four percent of
Latino students are still enrolled six years after beginning their degree compared to two percent of their
White peers.>

Current data systems count those transfers or remaining enrolled as a dropout, which can reflect negatively
on the institution. Additionally, the data don’t show important points along the path to graduation, including
retention and persistence disaggregated by race/ethnicity. With better data, there are opportunities to
incentivize retaining students, improving transfer, and ultimately, increasing degree completion.

3. Strengthen partnerships between higher education institutions and high school districts for
high-quality dual enrollment programs.
Earning college credit in high school can be an influential tool for exposing students to colleges and
universities as well as earning a postsecondary degree. Dual enroliment (DE) is a partnership between
school districts and institutions of higher education that allows high school students to enroll in college
courses and earn transferable college credit.>®

One of the benefits of DE is limiting college costs. Participating students under this program get early
access to college-level learning and potentially reduce some of the financial burden of college costs.*®
Second, DE increases the chances of students enrolling and persisting through college. Taking college
courses in high school has been found to benefit Latino students, and its positive effects on college degree
attainment are even stronger for low-income students.%” For example, at the Dual Enrollment Academy,
high school juniors earn an associate degree from South Texas College tuition-free while completing their
high school graduation requirements. From 2005 to 2023, over 1,500 students graduated from high school
with an associate’s degree through the program.®® Overall, the benefits can provide a long-term impact to
accelerate Latino student success.

Dual enroliment has expanded in many states. Nationally, approximately one-third (33%) of high school
students take these courses. However, fewer Latino students are participating, lowering their opportunities
to access early college. A lower percentage of Latino students (30%) took courses for postsecondary credit
in high school than did White or Asian students (both 38%).%°

51 Excelencia in Education analysis of Shapiro, D., Dundar, A., Huie, F., Wakhungu, P.K., Bhimdiwali, A., Nathan, A., & Youngsik, H. (2018, July). Transfer and
Mobility: A National View of Student Movement in Postsecondary Institutions, Fall 2011 Cohort (Signature Report No. 15). Herndon, VA: National Student
Clearinghouse Research Center.

52 Excelencia in Education analysis of Causey, J., Cohen, J., Gardner, A., Karamarkovich, S., Kim, H., Lee, S., Randolph, B., Ryu, M., and Shapiro, D. (March
2023), Transfer and Progress Fall 2022, Herndon, VA: National Student Clearinghouse Research Center.

53 Excelencia in Education analysis of Causey, J., Gardner, A., Pevitz, A., Ryu, M., and Shapiro, D. (April 2023), Some College, No Credential Student Outcomes,
Annual Progress Report — Academic Year 2021/22, Herndon, VA: National Student Clearinghouse Research Center.

54 Excelencia in Education Analysis using the U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), Integrated Postsecondary Education
Data System (IPEDS), 2021 Fall Enroliment, Graduation Rates Survey and Institutional Characteristics Survey.

%% Dual Enrollment. (2023). The Education Trust.
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57 An, B. P. (2012). The Impact of Dual Enrollment on College Degree Attainment: Do Low-SES Students Benefit?.

% Excelencia in Education. (November 15). Growing What Works Database. Washington, D.C.: Excelencia in Education.
https://www.edexcelencia.org/programs-initiatives/growing-what-works-database

% Dual enroliment: Participation and characteristics. (2019). National Center for Education Statistics
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One way students are able to pay for DE is through the Pell Grant program. While Latinos are already
active participants in the program, using these funds for DE has demonstrated potential long-term barriers.
By using Pell, students started their “Pell clocks” and had fewer years of funding available when they
eventually enrolled in college as undergraduates.®® Moreover, Latino students have to navigate limited
access to dual enroliment in schools. DE is often less accessible at schools that serve larger proportions of
lower-income communities and communities of color. ®' Thus, while Pell is an important resource for
students who have enrolled in college post-high school, it is not sufficient to ensure access to DE.

Given the growth of these programs, we need to ensure that Latino students are participating and taking
advantage of these opportunities for accessing higher education. This not only benefits their journey in
education but also their long-term careers. Many institutions across the country are implementing this
program and incentivizing them to scale their efforts can help additional communities access DE. To reduce
gaps in participation in DE, the federal government should strengthen partnerships between higher
education institutions and high school districts to provide high-quality and affordable access to higher
education.

Provide financial incentives to institutions to retain Latino students on their path to graduation.
While access to higher education for Latino students has increased steadily, degree attainment has not.
Only 1 in 4 Latino adults hold an associate’s degree or higher.®? Currently, most funding programs are
based on rewarding graduation or degree completion, but do not consider the work done to retain students.
Leading indicators to completion, including year-to-year retention, are key to ensuring Latinos are on track.

Notable institutions in Excelencia’s network have demonstrated successful retention strategies that serve
Latino students. At institutions in the E-Action network and Seal-certified institutions, students’ full-time and
part-time retention rates are higher than at all institutions.®® For example, California State University, Los
Angeles’ Educational Opportunity Program (EOP) supports first-generation, low-income students, of which
81 percent are Latino, to overcome social and economic barriers to higher education, from middle school
through college completion. EOP provides academic support, leadership development, and peer
mentorship. In Fall 2021, first-time EOP Latino students were retained at the same rate (74%) as all
students. The 6-year EOP Latino graduation rate is 55 percent, compared to 51 percent for all students.®
The University of Texas at San Antonio (UTSA) is another Seal-certified institution that has demonstrated
successful retention strategies. UTSA prioritizes financial support to ensure Latino student retention.
Through coordinated programs, such as Bold Promise, Bold Scholars, and Bold Futures, students receive
support to cover tuition and fees, on-campus housing, and/or experiential learning opportunities. This
strategy has been successful in retaining Latino students, as the one-year retention rate for Bold Promise
Latino students is five percentage points higher than that of other first-time-full-time Latino students with
similar family incomes, and the second-to-third year retention rate is 10 percentage points higher.®®

Institutions in the E-Action network and Seal-certified institutions serve as examples of intentionally serving
Latino students by implementing evidence-based strategies to increase retention rates. Providing more
financial support to institutions that are retaining students by recognizing their efforts year-to-year can help
scale such efforts to ensure more Latino students stay on track to graduate.

80 Matheny, K.T., Lu, Amanda., Bettinger, E. P., Kienzl G. S. (July 2022). Do Pell grants increase dual enrollment for low-income students?. Brookings.
51 Rhine, Luke. (2022). The Power of Dual Enroliment: The Equitable Expansion of College Access and Success. U.S Department of Education.

62 U.S. Census Bureau, 2021 American Community Survey 1-Year Estimates.

8 Excelencia in Education. (May 2025). Excelencia in Action and Seal-Certified 2025 Profile. Washington, DC.

8 Excelencia in Education. (2023). Seal of Excelencia Certified Institutions. Washington, D.C.: Excelencia in Education.
https://www.edexcelencia.org/seal/seal-excelencia-certified-institutions
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