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The number of Hispanic-Serving Institutions (HSIs) is on the rise. Research suggests that 

institutions designated as HSIs graduate over fifty percent of Latinos enrolled in college 

(Santiago, 2006). However, few studies have examined the campus climate of HSIs and 

how such climate may influence the degree attainment of first-generation, Mexican 

American students. Considering the instrumental role HSIs have had in advancing the 

number of Latinos in postsecondary education, this study investigates the campus climate 

of an HSI along the U.S.-Mexico Border. By utilizing the theoretical frameworks of 

funds of knowledge (Moll, Amanti, Neff & Gonzalez, 1992) and organizational habitus 

(McDonough, 1997) this qualitative study involved first-generation, Mexican American 

students, faculty, and administrators from the University of Texas-Pan American 

(UTPA). Data collection methods included: student focus groups, individual interviews, 

observations, reflective notes and a review of relevant documents. Instrumentation used 

for this study incorporated a student questionnaire as well as pre-established interview 

questions. Findings revealed students‟ perceptions of a Border HSIs, the experiences they 

describe as helpful in allowing them to obtain a degree; and the institutional 

characteristics faculty and administrators found critical in allowing first-generation, 

Mexican American students to persist. This study builds upon a pilot conducted in 2009-

2010, that assessed Latino students‟ perceptions of HSIs. The goal of this study is 1) to 

contribute to the literature on first-generation, Mexican American student success and 2) 
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to further enrich our knowledge about the campus climate of Border HSIs and their role 

in degree attainment of Latinos. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 In 1848, the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo was signed and by the stroke of a pen 

Mexicans living in the Southwest region of the United States, then Mexico, became 

Mexican Americans1 (Suárez-Orozco & Páez, 2009). As Anglo Americans began to 

occupy this region, schools became an important method to „Americanize‟ a group of 

individuals who were displaced from their land (Vélez-Ibáñez, 1996). According to the 

U.S. Census Bureau (2010), 66% of Hispanics2 in the United States are of Mexican 

descent. While Mexican Americans are the largest subpopulation within the Hispanic 

community, they have the lowest level of educational attainment at the postsecondary 

level (Aguirre & Martinez, 1993; Fry, 2003; KewalRamani, Gilbertson, Fox, & 

Provasnik, 2007). Furthermore, Mexican American students ages 18-24 are more likely to 

enroll in two-year colleges and have a lower college completion rate (Wassmer, Moore, 

& Shulock, 2004). Hence, there is a need to examine models of success in which 

Mexican Americans are enrolling in four-year institutions and completing their degrees. 

Research suggests that institutions designated as Hispanic-Serving Institutions (HSIs) 

graduate over fifty percent of Latinos enrolled in college (Santiago, 2006). However, few 

studies have examined the campus climate of HSIs and how such climate may influence 

the degree attainment of first-generation, Mexican American students. Considering the 

instrumental role HSIs have had in advancing the number of Latinos in postsecondary 

education, this study investigates the campus climate of an HSI along the U.S.-Mexico 

                                                 
1 The term “Mexican American” refers to individuals of Mexican descent born in the United States.  
2 The term “Hispanic” and “Latina/o” will be interchangeable and in reference to their use in the literature. 

“Latina/os” for purpose of this study include individuals of Mexican, Puerto Rican, Central American, 

South American descent (Suárez-Orozco & Páez, 2009). 
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Border. Since students‟ perceptions of campus climate significantly influence their 

performance, retention, and graduation rates (Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Hurtado, Milem, 

Clayton-Pederson & Allen, 1998) this study examined the campus climate of an HSI in 

South Texas that is nationally recognized for the number of degrees awarded to 

Hispanics. By utilizing the perspectives of students, faculty, and administrators, this 

qualitative study explored how the University of Texas-Pan American (UTPA), a Border 

HSI, successfully promotes a climate for degree completion among first-generation, 

Mexican American students. This study builds upon a pilot conducted in 2009-2010, that 

assessed Latino students‟ perceptions at an HSI in Texas.  

The goal of this chapter is to set the foundation for this study. This chapter will 

provide the statement of the problem, the purpose, and the significance this study adds to 

educational research. Prior to this, the next sections are dedicated to providing a historical 

background on Hispanic-Serving Institutions and the educational and legal journey of 

Mexican Americans in the United States and in Texas. 

HSIs: A Different Minority-Serving Institution 

Hispanic-Serving Institutions are part of a larger group of institutions known as 

Minority-Serving Institutions (MSIs). Minority-Serving Institutions date back to the mid-

nineteenth century with the creation of historically black colleges and universities 

(HBCUs) following the Civil War (Bridges, Kinzie, Nelson Laird, & Kuh, 2008). 

HBCUs marked the first institutions to serve populations that have been historically 

excluded from higher education (Kaplan, 2009). The development of HBCUs occurred 

during the second Morrill Act of 1890, which required states with dual systems of higher 
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education to provide land-grant institutions for both systems (Lucas, 1994; Hoffman, 

Snyder, & Sonnenberg, 1996). These land-grant institutions were intended to democratize 

access (Vincent, 2004) and bring education to all people. The Morrill Act set a precedent 

and today we have several designations given to institutions of higher education that 

serve a large number of minority students that include: HSIs, Tribal Colleges and 

Universities (TCUs), Alaska Native and Native Hawaiian-Serving Institutions (ANNHs), 

and Asian American and Native American Pacific Islander-Serving Institutions 

(AANAPs).  

WHAT IS AN HSI? In 1992, the Higher Education Act (HEA) of 1965 was 

amended and the term Hispanic-Serving Institution was created. HSIs are defined as an 

“accredited and degree-granting public or private nonprofit institution with 25 percent or 

more undergraduate Hispanic full-time equivalent (FTE) student enrollment” (Higher 

Education Act of 1965, as amended, Title V, Sections 501-518). Hispanic-Serving 

Institutions arrived at this official designation after several attempts to be included in the 

1984 and 1986 Reauthorizations of the Higher Education Act (Santiago, 2006). The 

evolution of this term began in 1983 with Congressional hearings in Texas, Illinois, and 

Puerto Rico. After these attempts, the HSI classification was included under section 312 

of the Higher Education Act of 1992 (Bridges, Cambridge, Kuh & Leegwater, 2005). 

With the exception of schools in Puerto Rico, four colleges have been credited with 

developing their campuses to explicitly serve Hispanics. These schools include Eugenio 

Maria de Hostos Community College (New York), Boricua College (New York), St. 

Augustine (Illinois), and National Hispanic University (California) (Hurtado, 2003; 
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Laden, 2004). Ultimately, the goal of this legislation was to improve institutions that 

served a large percentage of Hispanic students.   

Since 1992, the HSI designation has changed the landscape of higher education. 

Approximately 70% of HSIs are public institutions with the majority being community 

colleges. One interesting characteristic of Hispanic-Serving Institutions is that they do not 

have the cultural artifacts, institutional missions, or historical rationales of serving 

Hispanics (Hubbard & Stage, 2009). This means the majority of HSIs are Predominately 

White institutions (PWIs) that have assumed a new identity due to the growth of 

Hispanics on their campuses. Hence, HSIs have expanded due in part to the shifts in 

national demographics and the growth of the Hispanic population (Laden, 1999).  

THE EXPANSION OF HSIS. Nationally, Hispanic-Serving Institutions are growing 

rapidly. In 2006, there were a total of 265 HSIs, a steady increase from 132 in 1990 

(IPEDS, 2006). The majority of HSIs are geographically concentrated in the Southwest 

region of the United States: California, Texas, New Mexico and Puerto Rico. Of the 265 

HSIs almost half are public two-year institutions, 57 are public four-year institutions, 71 

are four-year private institutions, and 10 are private two-year institutions (Santiago, 

2006). The Hispanic enrollment for these institutions combined is 48% (IPEDS, 2006).  

Texas has the second largest number of HSIs in the nation. Currently, there are 

forty-three HSIs in Texas with 54% Latino enrollment (Santiago, 2010). In South Texas, 

there are three HSIs of which two are four-year public institutions and one is a two-year 

institution. Surprisingly, the Latino enrollment at HSIs in South Texas surpasses both the 
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national and state with 80% Latino enrollment. UTPA, the site for this study, has a total 

Hispanic enrollment of 89.3%, the second largest in the nation (UTPA Factbook, 2009).  

It is also important to note there are eighteen “emerging” HSIs in Texas. 

Emerging HSIs are institutions that are at the brink of reaching 25% Hispanic full-time 

enrollment and have a Hispanic population between 15-24.4% (Santiago, 2009). 

Emerging HSIs can play a significant role in the future educational landscape of the state 

and the nation. If the eighteen emerging HSIs in Texas become officially designated 

HSIs, the state will have a total of sixty-one HSIs educating approximately 78.8% of 

Latinos and comprising of 29% of all college and universities in the state (Santiago, 

2006). The following figure demonstrates the growth of HSIs nationally as well as in 

Texas and in South Texas.  

Figure 1: Growth of Hispanic-Serving Institutions 

 
 IPEDS, 2006; Sanitago, 2006; 

The Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board, 2009; 

UTPA Factbook, 2009;  
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BORDER HSIS. In Texas, the racial and ethnic composition of individuals ages 

18-35 will change remarkably from 2009 to 2015 (THECB, 2009). Whites will decrease 

from 39.9% in 2007 to 34.9% in 2015; African Americans will remain stable ranging 

from 11.6 to 11.5%; but Latinos will expand from 44.2 to 49.1%. Regions in Texas 

expected to experience this expanded growth will be in Central Texas, the Gulf Coast, the 

Dallas Metroplex, South Texas, and the Upper Rio Grande Valley. With the exception of 

the Dallas Metroplex and Central Texas, all other regions are located along or within one-

hundred miles from the Texas-Mexico Border. The THECB (2008) reports these five 

regions will account for 85% of the 18-35 age group and 86% of the population will be 

Latino (p. 15). More importantly, several Hispanic-Serving Institutions reside in this 

region and are also known as Border HSIs.   

There are eight Border HSIs along the Texas-Mexico border and they enroll 5% 

of all Hispanic undergraduates in the United States (Santiago, 2010). They not only have 

high enrollments but they also rank among the top institutions awarding degrees to 

Hispanics (IPEDS, 2006). As a Border HSI, UTPA has a long history of serving Hispanic 

students prior to the HSI designation. Furthermore, it is ranked 2nd in the number of 

bachelor‟s degrees, 4th in the number of master‟s degrees and 19th in the number of 

doctoral degrees awarded to Hispanics (Hispanic Outlook, 2010). Overall, it is the 10th 

largest of 39 public universities in Texas and the 5th largest of nine academic institutions 

in the UT System (THECB, 2009). Border HSIs share similar challenges and student 

characteristics. For example the student population largely consists of students who are 

first-generation, low-income, older than traditional college-age, female, and work while 
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in school (Santiago, 2010). Similar to UTPA, many of these institutions have been 

serving Hispanics prior to the official HSI designation and in fact all serve Hispanic 

populations well over 75% (IPEDS, 2006). These institutions are also faced with the 

responsibility of providing a quality education in one of the poorest regions of the United 

States. Ten of the counties where these institutions are located were listed among the 60 

poorest counties in the U.S. by per capita income (U.S. Census, American Community 

Survey, 2010).  These institutions also share a history of limited state financial support to 

help improve the access and quality education which will be discussed later in this 

chapter. To provide a better glimpse of the institutions designated as Border HSIs, the 

following table provides a list of the schools. 

Table 1: Border HSIs 

Public Universities Community Colleges 

The University of Texas at Brownsville Texas Southmost College 

The University of Texas at El Paso El Paso County Community College District 

The University of Texas-Pan American South Texas College 

Texas A&M International University Laredo Community College          (Santiago, 2010) 

 

Due to the demographics changes in Texas and the increase number of Latinos 

enrolling in college, Border HSIs have become the center of discussion. Texas Border 

HSIs are situated to serve a large majority of the Latinos in the state. While 28 percent of 

college students in Texas were Latino in 2008-2009, over 90 percent of students enrolled 

at the eight Border HSIs were Latino (Santiago, 2010). From 2005 to 2015, Border HSIs 
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have increased both their enrollment and degrees awarded to Latinos, compared to the 

national growth. For example by 2015, public institutions in Texas were projected to 

increase their degrees awarded to Latinos by 40 percent, but Texas Border HSIs will 

increase their degrees awarded by 90 percent (Santiago, 2010). For these reasons, 

scholars posits that for the well-being of Hispanics and of society at large, it is critical to 

understand the important role that HSIs play in the educational advancement of Latino 

students (Dayton, Gonzalez-Vasquez, Martinez, & Plum, 2004, p. 29). Hence, this study 

illuminated the role of HSIs particularly along the Texas-Mexico Border. Another 

important component regarding HSIs is how they are funded. This next section discusses 

the federal funds available to HSIs and highlights how some institutions utilize the 

financial resources to support Hispanic students.  

HOW ARE HSIS FUNDED? In 1998, the Developing Hispanic-Serving Institutions 

Program was created which is commonly known as Title V. This program was designed 

to strengthen institutions serving Hispanics and other low-income students 

(www.ed.gov/programs/idueshsi). The creation of Title V provided a home for HSIs and 

dedicated specific federal funds to support these institutions (Benítez, 1998). To be 

eligible for Title V funding, institutions must further provide assurance that no less than 

50 percent of its Hispanic students are first-generation college students and low-income 

individuals, where low income is defined as 200% of the poverty level as determined by 

the Census Bureau (Benitez, 1998; Dayton, Gonzalez-Vasquez, Martinez & Plum, 2004; 

HACU, 2004; Laden, 2001; O‟Brien & Zudak, 1998). 

http://www.ed.gov/programs/idueshsi
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Title V funds are available to HSIs through a competitive application process. The 

program does not award funds based on institutional type, i.e. 4-year, 2-year, public or 

private, instead funds are distributed to HSIs with the most competitive applications. This 

process can pose an unfair advantage to institutions that do not have grant offices/officers 

to prepare these rigorous applications. It also does not award funds based on the number 

of Latinos served, therefore HSIs with a Latino population of 85% competes with schools 

with only 26%. Thus, regardless of institutional type any institution classified as an HSI 

that meets the federal requirements can compete for these funds.  

The federal funds available through Title V can provide a significant amount of 

new revenue for HSIs. These funds are distributed over a five-year period and can range 

in upwards of one to two million dollars. One criterion that is often misunderstood 

regarding the eligibility of grantees is the criterion of low-income students at HSIs. In 

2008, this criterion was redefined to include “enrollment of needy students” (Bryman, 

2009). According to the Federal Register under section 34 CFR 606.3 (a) and 607.3 (a), 

enrollment of needy students is defined as an institution that has “(1) 50 percent of its 

degree students receiving financial assistance under one or more of the programs: Federal 

Pell Grant, Federal Supplemental Educational Opportunity Grant, Federal Work-Study, 

or the Federal Perkins Loan Programs; or (2) the percentage of its undergraduate degree 

students enrolled on at least half-time basis and receive Federal Pell Grants that exceeds 

the median percentage of undergraduate students who were enrolled at least half-time 

basis and received Federal Pell Grant at comparable institutions that offered similar 

instruction” (p. 64060). This definition expanded the low-income criterion which was 
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narrowly defined to include undergraduate students‟ whose estimated family contribution 

(EFC) was at or below $40,000 or had family incomes below 200% of the poverty line 

(U.S. Census Bureau, Poverty Threshold, 2009).   

Ultimately, Title V funds are intended to provide start-up monies that are to 

eventually be institutionalized by the awarded college or university. In 1995, a total of 37 

HSIs were awarded Title V funds averaging a yearly award of $325,000 and a total of 

$12 million dollars (U.S. Department of Education, Title V Program, www.ed.gov/hsi). 

Since 1995, federal funds awarded to HSIs have increased. In 2004, the total amount of 

funds appropriated to HSIs was $93.9 million, allowing the Title V program to serve over 

223 HSIs with a yearly average award of $421,000. Hispanic-Serving Institutions are 

expected to utilize these funds to help raise different areas of institutional capacity 

(Benítez et al., 2004). On average, the Title V program funds approximately 30-50 

awards per year and the majority of institutions use these funds to support  student 

services and curriculum development. The topic of federal funding is significant because 

it demonstrates the financial support that can assist with programming and support for 

Hispanics students. While at UTPA, I interviewed administrators regarding Title V 

funding and explored how the university has utilized these funds to support Hispanic 

students. This data will be shared more in Chapter 5. Along with the institutional 

perspective of HSIs it is important to learn more about the students who attend these 

institutions. For this study, the focus was on first-generation, Mexican American 

students. Therefore, prior to discussing the purpose and significance of this study, it is 

critical to learn of the educational inequalities and racial barriers faced by Mexican 

http://www.ed.gov/hsi
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Americans over time. Scholars contend that current and previous legal structures, polices, 

and practices have influenced the educational attainment and academic progress of 

Latinos (Guajardo & Guajardo, 2004; Malcolm, 1990; Solórzano & Solórzano, 1995). 

The following section offers a brief legal history of Mexican Americans and 

acknowledges the importance it has in the educational journey of students. 

Historical Overview of Mexican Americans 

 The Southwest region of the United States (California, New Mexico, Colorado, 

Arizona and Texas) is home to 76% of the nation‟s Mexican American population (U.S. 

Census, 2010). Since 1925, Mexican Americans have been in a legal struggle for 

educational equality (Valencia, 2008). In the context of education, Mexican Americans 

have been categorized as an “at-risk” group which Valencia and Black (2002) contend is 

a form of deficit thinking. Deficit thinking refers to “the idea that students, particularly of 

low socio-economic backgrounds and of color, fail in schools because they and their 

families have internal defects that thwart the learning process” (Valencia and Black, 

2002, p. 83). Deficit thinking is deeply embedded in our educational system and teaching 

practices creating an array of negative consequences for Mexican Americans students 

such as: tracking and placement in low-performance classes, labeling as “drop outs” and 

separation in classes based on their home language (Garcia & Guerra, 2004; Oaks, 

Gamoran, & Page, 1992; Valenzuela, 1999). Such thinking has long been ingrained in 

our society due to the black and white racial paradigm in the U. S., which has excluded 

Mexican Americans from racial thought (Perea, 1997; Urrieta, 2007). The perception of a 

black/white racial lens has also led to the unintended consequence that Mexican 



12 

 

Americans and other Latinos do not need access to the “machinery of civil rights law” or 

“education” (Ruiz Cameron, 1998, p. 1358). It has also made for a complex racial 

identity since Mexican Americans have been legally considered as White but not treated 

as such (Urrieta, 2007).  

 Latinos‟ fight for equity and access in education spans a number of historic legal 

cases. Their legal right to education is best described by Justice Brennan‟s opinion in 

Plyler v. Doe in which he said, “Education has a fundamental role in maintaining the 

fabric of our society” (Plyler v. Doe, 1982, 457 U.S. 202). The Supreme Court case of 

Plyler v. Doe prohibited public schools from denying students access to a public 

education regardless of their legal status (Congressional Quarterly, June 1982). This case 

gave undocumented children the same right to a free public education as to U.S. citizens 

and it fundamentally described the importance of education for all students. 

In 1954, there were two cases that marked significant victories for Mexican 

Americans and for all students who were racial segregated in public schools. Since these 

cases were decided by the Supreme Court only weeks apart, one is often overlooked but 

is significant to the history of Mexican Americans. The case of Hernandez v. Texas 

preceded Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka (1954) and it has been argued that it set 

the stage to end racial segregation in public schools (Olivas, 2006). Upon the decision of 

Hernandez,  

People were on notice. Lawmakers and policymakers saw that the racial terrain 

was shifting and people of color began to question the meaning of segregation 

(Olivas, 2006, p. 14).   
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Hernandez v. Texas was the first and only Mexican American civil rights case heard and 

decided by the U. S. Supreme Court during the post-World War II era (Allsup, 1982). 

This case tested the black/white racial binary and attempted to prove that while Mexican 

Americans were white in the eyes of the law, they faced racial discrimination and 

oppression unlike whites (García, 2009). This case set the stage for Mexican Americans 

to be recognized as a separate class that was protected under the 14
th

 amendment (García, 

2009).  

Mexican Americans were also affected by the decision of Brown as it marked 

profound changes in public schools and ended the “separate but equal” doctrine of Plessy 

v. Ferguson (1896) which permitted legal segregation of schools (Guajardo & Guajardo, 

2004). In Brown the Supreme Court ordered American schools to proceed “with all 

deliberate speed” toward racial integration but in some states, including Texas, 

enforcement of school integration was slow. Like African Americans, Mexican 

Americans faced racial discrimination in public schools and were often considered the 

“agricultural labor force of the U.S. which meant they had no business going to school” 

(Guajardo & Guajardo, 2004, p. 510). Mexican American children were considered part 

of the agriculture labor force because many worked to contribute to the family‟s 

household earnings. Mexican American families worked largely in the fields, migrating 

across the country bringing along their children as labor hands. As families moved across 

various states, Mexican American children faced the difficulty of being integrated in the 

schools across the U.S. 
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 Although Hernandez v. Texas (1954) was the first Mexican American civil rights 

case argued in the U.S. Supreme Court, Independent School District v. Salvatierra (1930) 

was the first Mexican American desegregation lawsuit in Texas (Valencia, 2008). The 

Salvatierra case sought to determine the constitutionality of separating Mexican 

American children on the basis of race. This case took place in the Del Rio School 

District and involved an injunction to prevent the school district from expanding the 

“West End” of the school. This “West End” expansion was designated to be the 

“Mexican” room. Again, the issue of Mexican Americans being the “other white” was 

challenged and the plaintiffs attested that while Mexican Americans were considered 

white they were illegal segregated under the “color of law.” In the end, the U.S. Supreme 

Court ruled students could not be segregated based on race.  

 The legal history of Mexican Americans is significant as it describes how 

educational inequalities have grown out of segregation practices that unfortunately still 

continue. With regards to this study, the region of South Texas has faced it own share of 

legal struggles. In 1987, the Mexican American Legal Defense and Educational Fund 

(MALDEF) supported a legal case (LULAC v. Richards) against the state of Texas to 

illuminate the inadequate funding and quality of undergraduate and graduate programs 

along the Border. This case resulted in the South Texas Border Initiative which brought 

funding and attention to institutions of higher education in South Texas. Since UTPA is 

in South Texas more details regarding the South Texas Border Initiative will be shared 

later in this chapter.  
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 With regards to segregation practices that still continue, Orfield (1988a) reported 

that from 1968 to 1980, Mexican American student segregation intensified. As the Latino 

population grew, many Mexican Americans were concentrated in schools where 50-

100% of the students were minorities and low-income (Bowen & Bok, 1998). Therefore, 

while affluent families could enroll their children in private or charter schools, minority 

students were left concentrated in both schools and neighborhoods that were 

predominately racialize. Orfield, Losen, Wald and Swanson (2004) found that the 

percentage of minority students in a school has a strong relationship with high school 

graduate rates and the eventual enrollment of minority students in college. Such 

relationship is evident in South Texas where both the enrollment of minority high school 

and college students is high but both the graduation and degree completion rates are low. 

This next section will provide more detail on the percentage and context of these 

statistics. Historically, what has been revealed is that Mexican Americans have struggled 

for equitable educational opportunities and despite an official end of de jure racial 

segregation, the education system for Latinos continues to reflect a state of de facto 

segregation (Sólorzano, Villalpando, & Oseguera, 2005). With that said, this next section 

describes the history of Mexican Americans in South Texas, specifically Hidalgo County 

the region where this study was conducted.  

MEXICAN AMERICANS IN SOUTH TEXAS. The South Texas region spans the 

southern tip of the state bordering Mexico. This region is commonly referred to as the 

Rio Grande Valley or The Valley (Lopez, 2006). The Rio Grande Valley stretches 

approximately 100 miles along the Rio Grande River and encompasses four counties: 
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Cameron, Hidalgo, Starr, and Willacy. According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2008), the 

population is estimated at over 1.2 million and this region includes one of the highest 

high school dropout, poverty, and unemployment rates in the nation. In addition, the 

region is perpetually designated as Medically Underserved Area (MUA) by the U.S. 

Department of Health and Human Services and includes a significant number of bilingual 

(Spanish and English) speakers (www.uthscsa.edu).  Due to its location along the U.S. 

and Mexico border there is rich cultural history. Approximately 94% of the population is 

Hispanic of which the majority is of Mexican descent (U.S. Census, 2006). The college 

completion rate among residents of the Rio Grande Valley twenty-five years or older is 

low: 14.5% in Cameron County, 15.7% in Hidalgo County, 8.2% in Starr County, and 

11.2% in Willacy County (U.S. Census Bureau, 2007). In comparison, the national 

college completion rate is 27.5%. While the Texas State Data Center (2008) reports the 

population in the Rio Grande Valley will grow to 1.5 million by 2015, the educational 

attainment of the region does not reflect the anticipated growth.     

SOUTH TEXAS BORDER INITIATIVE. In 1989, the 71
st
 Texas Legislature began the 

South Texas Border Initiative and increased funding to enhance the scope and quality of 

higher education institutions along the Texas-Mexico border (Flack, 2003). The initiative 

was sparked in part by the Texas Supreme Court case of LULAC v. Richards (1987). This 

lawsuit was brought against the Texas governor, Ann Richards, and alleged that South 

Texas and the Border universities were not receiving equitable funding from the state. 

The Mexican American Legal Defense and Educational Fund (MALDEF) supported the 

case and in a lower court ruling won the case citing notable differences in the quality and 

http://www.uthscsa.edu/
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quantity of academic programs at South Texas and Border universities as compared to 

other areas of the state. This case was later overturned by the Texas Supreme Court but 

the legislature decided it would be in the best interest of the state to enhance the South 

Texas and Border region (Flack, 2003). One critical piece to this discussion is that along 

with inequitable funding for higher education, Texas public school finance policies 

continue to disadvantage both poor community and students of color (Alemán, 2007). 

Since there are funding inequalities in the public education system the pipeline from the 

public school system (K-12) to college is leaking, making academic access and 

preparation for college more difficult. It is critical to understand that while funding was 

provided to improve higher education in South Texas, the public education system 

producing academically prepared children of color is still flawed.     

As a result of LULAC v. Richards, several initiatives were formed including the 

use of special item funding to develop new programs which has resulted in $880 million 

new revenue to the South Texas region (Flack, 2003). Several initiatives were developed 

as a result of this legislation, including the joining of two border institutions with the 

University of Texas System. Pan American University and Pan American University at 

Brownsville joined the University of Texas System, calling for a change in the name of 

universities to University of Texas-Pan American and the University of Texas at 

Brownsville (Flack, 2003). The University of Texas at Brownsville became a free-

standing institution and was no longer affiliated with the University of Texas-Pan 

American. The Texas A&M University (TAMU) System also gained three universities 

from the South Texas region. These three universities included Corpus Christi State 
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University (now Texas A&M Corpus Christi), Texas A&I University-Kingsville (Texas 

A&M Kingsville) and Laredo State University (known as Texas A&M International 

University). This Initiative is also credited with developing the first community college in 

the region to enhance the options for students interested in vocational or associates 

degrees through the creation of South Texas Community College.   

The South Texas Border Initiative provided new opportunities for the Rio Grande 

Valley including the enhancement of two, four-year universities (UT Pan Am and UT 

Brownsville) that offer undergraduate and graduate degrees to students in the area. 

Almost twenty-years later, the Texas legislature has made progress towards another 

shortfall in South Texas and that is to develop schools that provide professional 

education: law, medical, dental, and other schools. In 2003, the Texas Higher Education 

Coordinating Board (THECB) asserted that “one of the things critically lacking in South 

Texas and along the border is professional education” (Flack, 2003, p. 4). The THECB 

felt such new programs would help serve the growing community and provide a stronger 

higher education presence. This idea was adopted and the Board recommended the 

Legislature consider a plan to create additional facilities along the Texas border in the El 

Paso and Rio Grande Valley region. Today, seven years later, El Paso has its own 

medical school which is part of the Texas Tech University system. As for South Texas, 

during the 2009 legislative session, the region was approved for the establishment of the 

University of Texas Health Science Center-South Texas. This bill was authored by a 

South Texas native, Senator Eddie Lucio, and was signed by Texas Governor Rick Perry 

on June 19, 2009 (81(R) S.B. 98, www.capitol.state.tx.us). 

http://www.capitol.state.tx.us/


19 

 

Despite the political progress to enhance the educational opportunities in South 

Texas, the Rio Grande Valley remains a region with limited college graduates. 

Institutions in this region are faced with students who are not academic prepared for 

college, have high attrition, and lack timely degree completion. While there are many 

factors that influence degree completion, one way this research contributes to learning 

more about this topic is by examining the campus climate and the institutional 

characteristics that help first-generation, Mexican American students persist at UTPA. 

Since UTPA has made great strides in promoting degree completion it became the ideal 

space to conduct this study.   

Statement of the problem 

In higher education, one indicator of success is degree attainment. However, 

research indicates that Latinos have a much more difficult time obtaining a degree 

compared to their White, Black, and Asian counterparts. For example, in 2008, Latinos 

comprised 12 percent of full-time college students but only received 7.5 percent of the 

bachelor‟s degrees awarded that same year (NCES, 2008). By 2020, Hispanic students 

will make up over 20 percent of the college-age population (18-24) suggesting that the 

number of Hispanics at colleges and universities will continue to grow (Kelly, Schneider, 

& Carey, 2010). Yet, what remains to be seen is whether the number of Latinos 

completing college degrees will increase.  

The growth of Latino students on college campuses is due in part to the increase 

of the Latino population in the United States. According to the U.S. Census (2010), 

Latinos represent the nation‟s largest minority group comprising of 50.1 million. 
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Education scholars, policy makers, and practitioners stress the college enrollment of 

Latinos has not kept pace relative to their growing population (Becerra, 2010; Fry, 2002; 

Gándara & Contreras, 2009; Huntington, 2004; Rendón, Nora, Cabrales, Ranero, & 

Vasquez, 2008). Furthermore, the number of Latinos enrolling in college is 

disproportionately greater than the number of students completing a degree. In 2009, only 

one in ten Latinos had a college degree compared to more than one in four Whites and 

more than one in three Asians (NCES, 2009). The number of Latinos completing college 

degrees has not increased for more than two decades, while for all other groups the 

percentage of the population with degrees has increased substantially over that period 

(Gándara & Contreras, 2009).  

Latinos are also enrolling in community colleges at a higher rate (51%) compared 

to Whites (35%), African Americans (38%), and Asian/Pacific Islanders (37%) (NCES, 

2008). Over the past five years, there has been an increase in Latino college enrollment 

but 75 percent is attributed to enrollment increases at two-year institutions (Sólorzano, 

Villalpando, & Oseguera, 2005). While an education from a community college indicates 

progress, some scholars call into question whether open-access to under-resourced 

institutions truly represent genuine access for all students (Harvey, 2002; Rendon & 

Garza, 1996; Saenz, 2002; Sólorzano, Villalpando, & Oseguera, 2005 Wassner, Moore, 

& Shulock, 2004). Consequently, this study will focus on a four-year institution while 

acknowledging the importance of two-year institutions. In addition, Latinos are more 

likely to be first-generation college students. According to NCES (2008), only 11% of 

Latinos are likely to have one parent who has at least a bachelor‟s degree, compared to 



21 

 

51% of Asians, 36% Whites, 17% of Blacks. These statistics demonstrate that 

postsecondary enrollment of Latinos is low, few students transfer from 2-year to 4-year 

colleges, and the percentage of Latinos obtaining a bachelor‟s degree is comparatively 

lower than their peers.  

The current challenges facing Latinos in postsecondary education have potentially 

negative implications for the students as well as the community in which they reside. 

According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2010), occupations requiring a 

postsecondary degree are expected to grow by 18% between 2008 and 2018 

(http://www.bls.gov/oco). Students who earn a bachelor‟s degree will have higher 

incomes than those who do not (Becerra, 2010). This economic reality implies that 

education has a direct impact on the socioeconomic status of Latinos. For example, the 

earning potential of a bachelor‟s degree is three times greater than a high school diploma. 

Latinos with a bachelor‟s degree can earn approximately $54,000 per year compared to 

$19,000 with only a high school diploma (Baum & Ma, 2007). Scholars (Cardoza, 1991; 

Lango, 1995; Quintana, Vogel, & Ybarra, 1991) contend that in order for Latinos to 

secure well-paying jobs and achieve economic power (Wycoff, 1996) it is necessary to 

have a college degree. 

Finally, a central purpose of higher education is to prepare talented young 

students to assume productive roles in society and to foster the creation of human capital 

(Bowen, Kurzweil, & Tobin, 2005). Along with the demographic and economic 

arguments regarding degree attainment, there is a moral imperative to close the gaps 

http://www.bls.gov/oco
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regarding the disproportionate number of Latinos obtaining a degree. Gándara and 

Maxwell-Jolly (1999) describe this moral obligation best,  

our society must be concerned with Latinos‟ progress because without it the 

United States will continue to be unable to draw on the full range of talent in our 

population especially in an era in which the value of an educated citizenry has 

never been greater (p. 7).  

 

This moral obligation to graduate more Latinos is not only shared by educational 

researchers but also by organizations like the American Association of State Colleges and 

Universities (AASCU) and The Education Trust, who claim that institutions of higher 

education have an obligation to be concerned with improving the graduation rates of 

minorities. For example, the AASCU has launched a study profiling their high-

performing institutions to gather best practices for all campuses to improve graduate rates 

of minorities (www.aacu.org). The Education Trust, a non-profit organization, has issued 

several reports to bring attention to this problem and emphasizes that, 

we (nation) cannot afford to keep wasting the aspirations of countless young 

minority Americans, increasing the graduation rate of all Americans is of central 

importance to our education system, our economy, and society at large (Carey, 

2005, p. 2).   

 

 Yet, it is not enough to state there is a need to increase the educational attainments 

of Latinos, institutions of higher education must also provide an environment that is 

conducive to these students. Researchers contend that campus climate affects Latino 

students and their ability to complete degrees (Hurtado, 1992; Hurtado & Carter, 1997; 

Rendón, Nora, Cabráles, Ranero & Vasquez, 2008; Sólorzano, Villalpando & Oseguera, 

2005). Furthermore, 
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Latina/os and other students of color are sensitive to the campus climate because 

of its impact on their learning environment and quality of life on campus 

(Hurtado, 2002, p. 131).  

 

Research on campus climate is thought to have occurred in two waves, pre-1992 and 

post-1992 (Harper & Hurtado, 2007). For this study, the research in the post-1992 era is 

most relevant as it marks the most widely cited study on the topic of campus climate. 

Hurtado (1992) longitudinal study of college students in the late 1980s brought to life the 

racial realities on college campuses and justified the problematic nature of campus 

climate particularly at large, public and selective institutions. Studies have shown that a 

campus climate that encourage tolerance and engages students in academic and social 

discourse is likely to foster a sense that Latinos belong in college (Hurtado & Carter, 

1997). In addition, Latinos that perceive their campuses as being ethnically diverse are 

much more like to remain enrolled (Hurtado, Carter, & Spuler, 1996). Such research 

suggests there is a need to continue evaluating the campus climate for Latinos and to 

determine how institutions can promote a larger number of Latinos to obtain degrees.    

 While there are many reasons Latinos leave college (financial resources, family 

circumstances, and motivation) this study focuses on what type of environment can best 

support them while they are enrolled so that they may eventually graduate. Hispanic-

Serving Institutions are in a unique position to make progress towards educating and 

graduating more Latinos especially since they represent 7% of all postsecondary 

institutions, enrolling and educating 54% of all college-going Hispanic students 

(Santiago, 2006). If over half of Latinos are graduating from HSIs, then they are in the 

ideal position to broaden their career choices and increase their educational attainment 
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(Dayton, Gonzalez-Vasquez, Martinez, & Plum, 2004). Thus, this study uses an HSI 

campus to investigate how the campus climate influences first-generation, Mexican 

American students, particularly as it relates to their persistence and degree completion.    

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study is twofold: 1) to investigate students‟ perceptions of the 

campus climate of UTPA, a Border HSI and; 2) to solicit the perspectives of faculty and 

administrators to understand the ways HSIs promote degree completion of first-

generation, Mexican Americans. By engaging students‟ input, this study places students 

at the center of the discussion and attempts to understand how campus climate can 

influence persistence. Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, and Hayek (2006) found that the 

single best predictor of student satisfaction is the degree to which they perceive their 

college environment to be supportive of their academic and social needs. They also argue 

that students‟ perceptions should not be ignored as they influence the level of satisfaction 

which directly impacts personal development and learning. Solórzano et al. (2005) agreed 

that climate is one condition that affects baccalaureate completion and by assessing 

climate one can understand how it helps or hinders individuals within an organization. 

Additionally, students were interviewed about their understanding of Hispanic-Serving 

Institutions and what they believed to be their role in helping them persist. The 

importance of campus climate, students‟ perceptions, and organizational theory will be 

explored more in Chapter 2, including the body of research literature that affirms its 

significance.   
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While the perceptions of students were central to this study, the perspectives of 

faculty and administrators were also significant. Administrators are responsible for 

creating programs and services that fulfill the mission of the university and meet the 

needs of their campus community (Birnbaum, 1998). Santiago (2009) interviewed 

Presidents of Hispanic-Serving Institutions and one president shared,  

Being a leader of an HSI brings a great deal of pride, but it also demands 

commitment and accountability to make a difference in the lives of Hispanic 

students, families, and communities by helping Hispanics participate in higher 

education and complete degrees (p. 8).  

 

The perspectives of administrators were used to understand the ways HSIs promote 

degree completion of first-generation, Mexican American students. This perspective also 

provided insight as to how leaders prioritize the success of Mexican Americans and their 

ability to complete a degree. More specifically, administrators were interviewed about 

college costs, college access, and institutional quality. HSI leaders contend that cost, 

access, and quality are interrelated and must be addressed to ensure institutions and 

students are well served (Santiago, 2009). In addition, the perspectives of faculty were 

also solicited. Since the education of students is in the hands of faculty it was important 

to learn how they influence the persistence of first-generation, Mexican American 

students. Faculty are responsible for preparing students and ensuring they are capable of 

moving through the educational pipeline. For Latinos many faculty served as mentors 

becoming an essential resource to helping them get through college and complete their 

degree. By including the perspective of faculty and administrators alongside students, this 
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study provided a better understanding of how HSIs promote degree completion. With that 

said the following research questions were used to guide this study. 

Research Questions 

1. How do first-generation, Mexican American students describe the campus climate 

of a Hispanic-Serving Institution in South Texas? Specifically, what experiences 

do first-generation, Mexican American students perceive are influential to 

completing a degree?  

2. What institutional characteristics do faculty and administrators describe as 

significant in allowing first-generation, Mexican American students to persist? 

This study has two main research questions. The first question focuses on students 

and contains two parts. The first section is intended to assess students‟ perceptions of the 

campus climate and the second is to describe what experiences they perceived as 

influential to degree completion. The second question is dedicated to learning more about 

the institutional characteristics faculty and administrators described as influential to their 

persistence. By utilizing the theoretical frameworks of funds of knowledge (Moll, 

Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992) and organizational habitus (McDonough, 1997) two 

lens were employed to analyze stakeholder‟s perspectives as well as the organization. 

These frameworks were used concurrently to better understand the perspectives of 

students, faculty, and administrators. While these theoretical frameworks will be 

discussed in more detail in Chapter 2, this brief introduction provides a lens in which 

these research questions will be analyzed. Since students provided their perceptions of a 

specific type of organization (HSI), organizational habitus was helpful in understanding 
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how students defined their perceptions of a common organizational culture (Diamond, 

Randolph, & Spillane, 2004). This framework fit well with students‟ perception of 

campus climate as they shared their ideas of an HSI campus contributed to their 

persistence while in college. The other framework used in this study is Moll‟s (2004) 

funds of knowledge. Moll et al. (2004) argued that schools can draw upon funds of 

knowledge (the social and cognitive contributions that parents can make to their 

children‟s academic learning) and apply it to their institutional environment. For these 

reasons funds of knowledge was applied in two different ways. First it was used to 

analyze if students bring a particular knowledge to campus as it relates to their networks 

but also to investigate whether institutional leaders used such knowledge to create a more 

conducive learning environment. Now that I have provided the framework as well as the 

research questions that guided this study, the following section discusses how this study 

is significant to the field of higher education research.   

Significance of the study 

This study is significant to the field of higher education for several reasons. First, 

this study expanded the research on Latinos and degree attainment. Since this research 

was conducted at a four-year public Hispanic-Serving Institution it brought insight to 

college-going Latinos. Since Latinos both delay and enroll at four-year institutions at a 

lower rate than their peers (Swail, Cabrera, & Lee, 2004), this research offered examples 

of how first-generation, Mexican American college students can persist at a four-year 

institution and increase their chances of completing a bachelor‟s degree. Research has 

shown entry into college, especially at a four-year institution, has positive effects on 
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degree completion (Fry, 2003; 2004). Unlike studies that have attempted to find a 

relationship between two-year college enrollment and bachelor‟s degree completion rates 

for Hispanics (Fry, 2002; Saenz, 2002; Rendon & Garza, 1996), this study explored the 

campus climate of a public, four-year Border HSI and how it can promote degree 

attainment.  

 Second, this study expanded the current research on HSIs particularly of students 

and in Texas along the Border. Large quantitative studies have been conducted (Bridges, 

Cambridge, Kuh, & Leegwater, 2005; Hubbard & Stage, 2005; de los Santos, Jr. & de los 

Santos, 2003) but they repeatedly focus on the institutional perspective. Qualitative 

studies that broaden HSI research (Benitez & DeAro, 2004; González, 2008; Maestas, 

Vasquera, & Zehr, 2007) have focused on areas such as Florida, New Mexico, and 

California ignoring the importance and relevance that Texas plays in the HSI discussion. 

With a few exceptions (Mulnix, Bowden, & Lopez, 2002; Noe, 2009; Santiago, 2006, 

2009) students‟, faculty, and administrators‟ perceptions of HSIs in Texas have had an 

inadequate presence in the literature despite the number of HSIs in Texas.  

 Finally, this study speaks not only to HSIs but to all campuses that will eventually 

be serving a growing Latino student population. Since this study focused on both 

persistence and degree completion, it informs faculty, administrators, and practitioners 

how to support Latino students especially those who are the first in their family to go to 

college. Specifically, this study shed light on Latino students‟ perceptions about the 

climate the best helps them persists as well as graduate. In addition, this study provides a 

greater understanding of HSIs and what students expect or understand about such type of 
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designation; and how faculty and administrator perceive an HSI identity influences their 

campuses. It also pinpoints the programs or services needed to ensure students feel as if 

they belong. From an institutional perspective, this study serves as a template for other 

four-year public institutions that want to improve their graduate rates and learn more 

about the campus climate that is most conducive to allowing Latinos to persist, 

particularly Mexican Americans.  

Definition of terms 

 The following includes key terms applied throughout this study. 

 Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSIs): As defined through the Higher Education 

Act of 1965, Hispanic Serving Institutions include accredited and degree-granting 

public or private nonprofit institution of higher education with 25 percent or more 

total undergraduate Hispanic full-time equivalent (FTE) student enrollment 

(Higher Education Act of 1965, as amended, Title V, Sections 501-518). 

 Latinas/os: describes individuals of Latin American origin living in the United 

States, including individuals of Mexican, Puerto Rican, Cuban, Central American, 

and South American descent (Orozco-Suárez & Páez, 2009). 

 Hispanic: refers to a person of Cuban, Mexican, Puerto Rican, South or Central 

American, or other Spanish culture or origin, regardless of race. The federal 

government considers Hispanic origin (ethnicity) and race two distinct concepts. 

Hispanics may be of any race (White, Black or African American, American 

Indian or Alaska Native, Asian, and Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander) 

(U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2001). 
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 Campus culture is the current perceptions, attitudes, and expectations that define 

the institution and its members (Peterson & Spencer, 1990). 

 Campus Climate a set of beliefs and attitudes that drive the environment of 

institutions of higher education (Hurtado, Milem, Clayton-Pedersen, & Allen, 

1999). 

 Campus Racial Climate attitudes, perceptions, behaviors, and expectations around 

issues of race, ethnicity, and diversity in an institutional context (Hurtado et al., 

1999). A multidimensional construct subject to and shaped by the policies, 

practices, and behaviors of those within and external to colleges and universities 

(Hurtado, et al., 1998; 1999). 

 First-generation: students who are the first in their family to attend college 

(Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella & Nora, 1996).  

 Mexican-American: describes individuals of Mexican-descent who are born in the 

United States (Gándara & Contreras, 2009).  

 Engagement: is the manner in which students are involved in their university 

community (Avery & Daly, 2010). 

 Degree Attainment: the Higher Education Research Institute at the University of 

California Los Angeles describes degree attainment as the highest level of 

education provided by a baccalaureate-granting institution and can be measured 

by race, gender, and institutional type by four and six year rates 

(http://www.gseis.ucla.edu/heri/ )  

http://www.gseis.ucla.edu/heri/
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 Persistence: used to define a student‟s ability to remain in college. A student‟s 

persistence is affected in part by individual characteristics: family socioeconomic 

status, personal ability, and level of commitment, revealing personal ability along 

with level of commitment as the most influential predictors of college success 

(Tinto, 1975; 1987).  

 Resilience: according to Orozco (2007) refers to the ability of Latino students to 

succeed academic despite personal, cultural, or environmental challenges. 

Another commonly accepted definition is the maintenance of positive adaptations 

by individuals despite experiences of significant adversity (Brown, Benard & 

D‟Emidio-Caston, 2000; Luthar, Cicchetti & Becker, 2000).   

 Funds of knowledge refers to the „„historically accumulated and culturally 

developed bodies of knowledge and skills essential for household or individual 

functioning and well-being‟‟ (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992, p. 133). 

 Perceptions: beliefs, motivations, or attitudes students have about their 

environment (Ancis, 2000).  

 Social Capital: an investment in the social relations in a system through which the 

resources of other individuals can be accessed, borrowed, and leveraged (Lin, 

2001). 

 Four-year Institution refers to a postsecondary institution that offers programs of 

at least four years duration or one that offers programs at or above the 

baccalaureate level (NCES, 2008). 
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Delimitations  

One important characteristic regarding research is to account for delimitations, the 

limits imposed by the researcher in the study. A delimitation of this study is the multiple 

units of analysis used to conduct this research: students, faculty, and administrators. This 

study had breath but not depth of one particular stakeholder, therefore the data was 

expansive covering an array of topics. Also, by incorporating only first-generation, 

Mexican American students this study excluded the experiences of second and third 

generation Latinos which are also present at HSIs. Other stakeholders excluded from this 

study included staff, parents, and community members.  

While this study attempts to expand HSI research in Texas, it is also limiting its scope 

to a single geographic location. Texas has its own unique characteristics related to 

education (and Latinos). Also, South Texas is a unique location in Texas where the 

researcher grew up creating an insider/outsider status (Zin, 1979). Insider-outsider status 

is when the researcher is of the same group (insider) being study but has left or been 

remove from the group making the research also an outsider. In this case, the researcher 

is a first-generation, Mexican American high school graduate from South Texas which 

will allow for some connections to be made with students; but the researcher left South 

Texas to pursue a degree which makes her an outsider to the college experience in South 

Texas.  

Finally, the specific type of institution selected for this research presents delimitations 

for this study. Latino students enroll in institutions of all types, mostly Predominately 

White Institutions (PWI) and other Minority-Serving Institutions. By focusing on an HSI 
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along the Border, the researcher ignored Latino student experiences at other HSIs that can 

be valid when discussing campus climate. The researcher was also aware of the 

shortcomings in accounting for Latino students experiences only at a four-year public 

institution, particularly since community colleges and four-year private institutions are 

also HSIs. Considering a majority of Latinos enroll in community colleges (Perna, 2000), 

this study excludes a significant environment in which Latinos are educated. By 

acknowledging these delimitations, the researcher recognizes this study is conducted with 

certain self-imposed limits.  

The delimitations of this study are also unique areas the researcher hopes to expand. 

Considering the sparse number of studies focused on the students‟ perspectives this study 

uses this unit of analysis to expand research using a student‟s lens. In addition, the 

location of study, along the Texas-Mexico Border, provides a distinct opportunity to 

study the student experiences of this unique geographic area. And while community 

colleges are an environment Latinos are likely to attend, this study is most concerned 

with Latinos obtaining bachelor‟s degrees, therefore a four-year public institution is an 

appropriate venue to conduct such study. In addition, even though multiple stakeholders 

create some breadth in this study, they assist in describing the campus climate of UTPA 

from various perspectives.   

Limitations 

Limitations are also important to acknowledge. Limitations include the shortcomings 

of the method and the positionality the researcher imposes on the study. While qualitative 

research can provide rich, in-depth analysis it is void of the breath quantitative research 
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can provide by interpreting large data sets using standard mathematical procedures. 

Quantitative analysis ensures that information and observations are presented and 

interpreted in an accurate and informative way by using standardized techniques 

(Gravetter & Wallnau, 2007). Qualitative analysis does not provide a standard method 

instead it leaves interpretation up to the researcher which is open to a unique set of 

biases. Therefore, it is important in qualitative studies to mitigate bias and follow a well-

guided methodological approach to the study.  

Another limitation of this study is the familiarity the researcher has working and 

administering Title V grants at a Hispanic-Serving Institution. Such positionality can 

impose certain preconceived notions about student experiences and HSIs. The researcher 

attempted to engage in this study eliminating any personal bias and approached the study 

in a neutral manner allowing the data to reveal the findings. The researcher also 

eliminated personal bias by conducting the study at an institution she is not familiar. 

Qualitative researchers also attempt to eliminate bias by objectively studying the subjects 

and not passing judgment on any particular setting (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998). In addition, 

the researcher‟s familiarity with Texas can also presents limits. As a native Texan, the 

researcher must consider that Latino student experiences are unique across the nation. As 

such, this study avoided making generalization about Latino students. Instead this 

research focused on first-generation, Mexican American students in Texas and only made 

generalizations when it was applicable to this subgroup.  

Overall, the limitations and delimitation recognized in this study exposed the 

shortcomings and personal bias that exist in this research. Throughout the study, the 



35 

 

researcher attempted to acknowledge and reconcile them as best as possible. Therefore, in 

addition to outlining such limits, it is also important to describe key assumptions.  

Assumptions 

This study included certain assumptions that must be recognized. First, there is an 

underlying belief that Hispanic-Serving Institutions are intentional in creating supportive 

environments for Latinos. HSIs are PWIs therefore their key mission is to serve all 

students. An HSI designation does not automatically make the institution an advocate or 

supporter of graduating a greater number of Hispanics. Hence, it should not be assumed 

that the ideal environment for Latinos to succeed and graduate is at an HSI.  

Furthermore, this study was conducted with the assumption that Latino students 

understand the importance or purpose of HSIs. Students attend college for various 

reasons and current studies do not indicate it is for institutional type such as an HSI. 

Thus, it was critical to approach student participants carefully and extrapolate their 

understandings of a Hispanic-Serving Institution carefully. Hence, the topic of Hispanic-

Serving Institutions might be of importance to the researcher but it may not be for the 

student.  

 Lastly, another assumption of this study was that campus climate was the best 

mode to analyze degree attainment of first-generation, Mexican Americans at a Border 

HSI. There are many factors that contribute to the reasons Latinos graduate. Campus 

climate is one of many factors that may describe why Latino students are successful at 

four-year institutions. Given these assumptions, it was important to be critical in the 

approach, data collection, and data analysis of this study.   
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Summary 

This chapter established the foundation of this study. It outlined the problems this 

research addressed, described the purpose, and provided the research questions this study 

answered. In the end the purpose of this study was to explore the campus climate of a 

Border HSI through the perspective of students, faculty and administrators. It specifically 

investigated how a Border HSI promotes persistence and degree completion of first-

generation, Mexican Americans students. The following chapter provides a review of the 

literature, offering relevant and related research that contributes to this study. In Chapter 

3, the methodology used to conduct this study is described.  
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

Along with understanding the purpose of this study, a thorough analysis of the 

literature was conducted to define how this research expanded, contributed, or 

revolutionized the field. This chapter is dedicated to reviewing the literature that is 

relevant to this study. There are three areas I will review to establish the foundation for 

my study. These areas include: 1) the empirical research on HSIs, 2) the literature on the 

impact of the college environment, and 3) contributions to understanding institutional 

organizations. While these topics are widely studied and stand alone in their respected 

fields, they offer some helpful insights to better understanding HSIs. Upon completing 

this literature review, the theoretical framework used in this study will be discussed in 

further detail.  

Research on Hispanic Serving Institutions 

 This segment of the literature review provides relevant studies conducted on 

Hispanic-Serving Institutions. These studies span from policy briefs to extensive 

quantitative and qualitative studies. The purpose of this section is to lay the ground work 

for studies that have been conducted on HSIs and to describe the context in which this 

study is based. The approach to this section was to cover both breadth and depth to such 

literature as there is scarce research on HSIs. Along, with providing an overall range of 

HSI studies this section includes two subsections focused on students and federal support. 
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Furthermore, this review of the literature identifies how this study refined, revised, or 

extended what is currently present in the literature.  

Research on Hispanic-Serving Institutions is new but constantly expanding and 

evolving. One organization that is leading the charge is Excelencia in Education. The 

studies produced by Excelencia are policy briefs that describe the HSI landscape 

throughout the nation. They have produced several briefs that are frequently cited in the 

literature and two of particular interest are, Choosing Hispanic-Serving Institutions: A 

closer look at Latino students’ college choice (Santiago, 2007) and Reality Check: 

Hispanic-Serving Institutions on the Texas Border Strategizing Financial Aid (Santiago, 

2010). The first study explored why Latino students enroll in Hispanic-Serving 

Institutions, what influences the college choice of Latinos, and how these influences 

compare to Latinos at other institutions. To examine Latino students‟ college choices two 

forms of data were used: analysis from national enrollment patterns and focus groups 

with Latino college students from different institutions across the country. The approach 

to this research was that college choice was an important factor in degree completion. 

Specific academic criteria were used to conduct the focus groups, selecting Latino 

students who had a 3.1 grade point average or higher and whose academic profiles made 

them admissible to highly selective institutions. Six baccalaureate-granting institutions 

participated with campus administrators and institutional researchers identifying and 

recruiting degree-seeking Latino students. The total sample included 80 Latino students 

and 35 Latino graduates of institutions that were not HSIs (Santiago, 2007). Through this 

research six key findings were identified: 
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 Latino students enrolled at HSIs did not know their institution was an HSI; 

 Latino students at HSIs prioritize college costs, proximity to where they 

live, and accessible campus as decisive factors in their college choice;  

 

 Latino graduates who did not attend HSIs were more likely to prioritize 

financial aid, institutional prestige, and academic programs as critical 

factors influencing college choice;  

 

 Latino students believed they would receive a quality education at any 

choice they choose, as long as they were motivated;  

 

  HSIs were lower in cost and more accessible than comparable 

institutions; 

 

 Many Latino students at HSIs chose their institution based on the “sticker 

price” of tuition without factoring in financial aid (Santiago, 2007, p. 3).  

 

In a more recent study (Santiago, 2010), Excelencia focused on eight Border 

institutions, including UTPA, to highlight promising programs and strategies for 

increasing participation and success of Latino students. These institutions included: 

Texas A&M International University, The University of Texas at Brownsville, The 

University of Texas at El Paso, Laredo Community College, Texas Southmost College, 

El Paso County Community College, and South Texas College. In this study, they found 

that during these challenging economic times, these institutions have found ways to 

address both students‟ and institutions‟ financial constraints while improving persistence 

and degree completion. Through an extensive review of both the Border HSIs and the 

institutions‟ financial aid programs there were several key findings, financial aid 

strategies, and policy recommendations made for addressing the access and retention of 

Latino students along the Texas-Mexico border.  
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One critical finding was that federal financial aid is critical for Latino students. 

Since many Latinos in this region come from low-income families they rely on the 

support of federal aid to pay for college. Unfortunately, while they depend on these funds 

they also found Latinos at Border HSIs had limited knowledge about their financial aid 

options. Many students do not consider federal loans as financial aid and they have a 

difficult time navigating through the financial aid process. Latinos also have a diversion 

to borrowing and fear placing their families in any financial debt. Some of the effective 

financial aid strategies they found at Border HSIs included: campus-based work-study 

program, guarantee need-based scholarship, emergency loans and payment plans, 

integration of outreach activities and student services, and early college high schools and 

dual enrollment. Based on these findings and effective strategies some of the policy 

recommendations included increased investment in work-study programs, encouraging 

intrusive advising by institutions, and provide default management and financial literacy 

for students and families.  

Summary. These studies provide many similarities but also some striking 

differences to my study and their contributions to the literature. The methodological 

approach, unit of analysis, and variable of comparison are similar. In the first study, 

Santiago (2007) used a qualitative approach to conduct large scale focus groups and 

interviews. Similar to this study, the student was the unit of analysis. Also, Santiago 

(2007) justified the importance of degree completion but made such evaluation through 

college choice. The sites selected for the study were at six four-year public institutions 

which are similar in makeup but different with regard to their location. In the second 
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study, Santiago (2010) conducted interviews with key administrators and student services 

personnel but did not include faculty which my study does. Similar to my study the focus 

was Border HSIs, which significantly expanded my understanding of these institutions. 

A discrepancy identified in the first study was the use of Latino graduate students 

as a comparison. While they were all Latino students, experiences of graduate students 

are very different than currently enrolled undergraduate students. To make a conclusion 

and comparison using such a sample does not seem relevant. Furthermore, if they 

represented non-HSI experiences it might have been helpful to use the same criteria for 

Latinos at HSI sites. Furthermore, Santiago‟s study selected only “high-achieving” 

students (3.1 GPA) ignoring the diversity of views provided by all Latinos regardless of 

their academic status. While 80 students can be perceived as a sizable sample, the study 

was conducted at six schools, indicating approximately 20-25 participants at each school 

participated in the focus group. Therefore, approximately twenty individuals at each site 

provide only a snapshot view of the true perceptions and experiences of students. While 

Santiago‟s studies are useful, my research provided a thorough analysis at one-degree 

granting institution to provide depth on how the campus climate of an HSI affects degree 

completion. My research does not provide a comparison of institutions but it does seek to 

conduct follow-up interviews with focus group participants and interviews with faculty 

and administrators allowing for a more holistic view of one campus environment.  

Another more recent study on HSIs is that of Santiago and Andrade‟s (2010) 

which focused on the relationship between the institution and Latino students. Santiago 

and Andrade (2010) examined emerging HSIs' awareness of Latino students as well as 
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institutional practices that can better serve students. The four institutions in this case 

study were: Loyola Marymont University (CA), Palm Beach Community College (FL), 

Texas State University (TX), and Metropolitan State College of Denver (CO). This study 

highlighted six themes regarding HSIs‟ institutional identity and the role they play in 

serving students: 1) institutions have increased their awareness of Latino enrollment, 2) 

use of internal data on Latino students‟ enrollment, retention, and completion can inform 

institutional changes, 3) administrators and staff need to articulate a constant message 

about an HSI identity, 4) presidential leadership is key, 5) it is necessary to create and 

improve practices that improve Latino students‟ access and retention, and 6) ownership 

of students success at all level is important.  

Summary. Overall, this study honed in on the importance of having every level of 

administration, including faculty, involved in creating a Hispanic-serving environment. It 

is one of the few studies that places students at the center and looks at a variety of 

campuses across the country. A gap in this study is that it does not account for 

institutions that are currently designated as HSIs. Instead it highlights schools which have 

yet to experience such institutional identity. It also highlights schools and administrators 

who are actively pursuing an HSI identity and it does not provide discussion for 

institutions that become HSIs by default and are not as intentional about creating a 

supportive environment for Latinos. Also, the study does not account for institutions that 

have long been HSIs and have a historical context of which to describe Latino students‟ 

experiences and environments that are most conducive to their success. The shortcomings 

in Santiago and Andrade (2010) are areas in which this study attempts to fill the gap. The 
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institution in this study will be at an HSI which has served Latinos since 1927. It not only 

attempts to identify how institutions can assist students but it will explain such findings 

through student, faculty, and administrator perceptions. As quantitative (Bridges, 

Cambridge, Kuh, & Leegwater, 2005; Hubbard & Stage, 2005) and qualitative studies 

(Dayton, Gonzalez-Vasquez, Martinez, & Plum, 2004; Benitez & DeAro, 2004; 

Gonzalez, 2010) have emerged, two studies that provide more substantial and empirically 

relevance to this research are Dayton, Gonzalez-Vasquez, Martinez, & Plum (2004) and 

Benítez and DeAro (2004). 

Dayton et al. (2004) assessed Hispanic-Serving Institutions through the lens of 

students and administrators. The authors asserted that “HSIs provide unique learning 

environments and have the potential to be instrumental in Latino educational attainment” 

(p. 29). This qualitative study included eight administrators and fourteen students from 

HSIs in both California and Texas. The study was comprehensive and explored the 

history of the institutions, the various services and programs available, as well as the 

benefits and challenges of being an HSI from the viewpoint of students and 

administrators.  

The authors found that faculty and students could serve in roles such as 

“consultants” or “representatives” creating a campus conscience (Dayton et al., 2004). 

When comparing the role of faculty and students across various HSIs in California and 

Texas they found there were differences. At some institutions faculty and students‟ input 

was crucial and at others it was not. Administrators also shared the importance of having 
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access to Title V funding when being designated as an HSI. Such funding not only 

supported Latino students but the campus as a whole.  

This study also offered advantages and disadvantages of being a Hispanic-Serving 

Institution. At the institutional level, the authors suggest HSIs need to diversify funds, i.e. 

seek other grants from programs like the National Science Foundation, since the federal 

funding for HSIs is competitive. HSIs should also collaborate with high schools that 

serve large Latino populations so that there can be a bridge between high school and 

college students. Such collaboration might include a mentorship program in which 

undergraduate students assist high school students with preparing for college.  Another 

suggestion was to diversify educators on HSIs campuses by hiring quality teachers who 

can relate to minority students. They argued that Latino teachers understand the unique 

needs and culture of Latino students. HSIs also need to provide a tight-knit community 

for Latino students. The authors stressed the importance of strong relationships among 

faculty and staff to contribute to the sense of belonging for Latino students. Finally, they 

proposed the need to expand the experiences of Latino students. They believe exposing 

Latinos to other cultures and experiences will create greater confidence and better prepare 

them for life after graduation.  

Summary. This study provides a strong blueprint for this research. It takes into 

account the perspective of students and it encourages HSIs not lose sight of Latinos even 

though they have dual identities as a PWI and HSI. A strong attribute of the study is that 

it compares Latinos‟ familial tight-knit community to HSIs. The authors suggest that if 

institutions can recreate such environments on their campuses they can ensure greater 
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success for their Latino student population. The authors also proposed that future 

research on institutional learning communities might help expand ways that HSIs can 

ensure Latino student success. It is important to note that Dayton et al. (2004) assume a 

hierarchical model. They look at the current structure of the institutions and suggest 

improvement based on what is currently available. My study recommends the opposite, 

placing Latino students‟ experiences and perception of HSIs as the premise from which 

to suggest institutional change. In other words, the stakeholders (students, faculty, and 

administrators) are the experts and the model is bottom-up.  

Finally, the last HSI study that is significant to this research is by Benítez and 

DeAro (2004). This study focused on Hispanic-Serving Institutions that have been 

awarded Title V funds. It provides a unique prospective because it highlights how 

additional funding can help HSIs promote academic success among Latino students. It 

also fits the most relevant aspect of this research which is to keep students at the center of 

the discussion.  

 This study observed several HSIs (community colleges and 4-year public/private) 

that were funded by Title V programs. Benítez and DeAro (2004) argue that if programs 

funded by Title V are deliberately aligned to support Latino students academically it can 

improve their retention and overall success. Similar to Dayton et al. (2004), they 

highlighted a program that brought five HSIs together to form a partnership to expand 

collaboration across various institutions. This program took place in California and funds 

were used by all five institutions for information technology and infrastructure 

development. The goal of this project was to address issues from network capacity to 
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curriculum development. One important component of the program was to improve the 

transfer rate of Latinos from the local community college into the 4-year state system. 

The funds for this program allowed for an easier and much more deliberate connection 

and collaboration for Latinos to continue pursuing their bachelor‟s degree. This study 

proved that with students at the center of institutional change there can be great advances 

for Latinos students as a whole.   

Summary. An important contribution of this study is that it takes into account 

HSIs that have been funded by Title V. While this study reflects the positive outcomes of 

such funding it provides room for criticisms about the disparity of Title V funding. For 

example, the institutions here collaborated and shared funds to raise their institutional 

capacity, but not all HSIs receive Title V funds. This is a critical argument considering 

the current economic times and the possibility of federal funds decreasing. As the number 

of HSIs increase, how can all these institutions compete for these funds? Does this call 

for Title V criteria to be revised so that an equal disbursement of funds exists for 

institutions with varying percentage of Latino students? This is a gap in the literature yet 

to be explored. Through my conversations with institutional leaders I attempted to learn 

more about how funding, particularly Title V, impacts students and the type of programs 

available to help them succeed.   

Collectively, these HSI studies revealed Latino student experiences and 

perceptions are important. They support the qualitative approach and unit of analysis 

selected for this study. Furthermore, they provide a general overview about Hispanic-

Serving Institutions and the array of data that can be collected and analyze on students. 
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Due to the differences and gaps they failed to address, there is clear evidence this study 

serves a unique place in the literature. Research involving Hispanic-Serving Institutions 

is growing and it is not limited to the studies selected for this review. In fact, there are an 

array of books, articles, dissertations, and reports surfacing on this topic. A few examples 

include: the recent article Pedagogy for Equity: Teaching in a Hispanic Serving 

Institution (Nuñez & Cuero, 2010); studies that use HSIs to focus on sense of belonging 

(Maestas, Vasquera, & Muñoz Zehr, 2007) or civic engagement (González, 2008); and an 

array of dissertations that have just surfaced (Gibbens, 2009; Martinez, 2008; Rood, 

2008). It was my goal to conduct this study so that I too can contribute to the literature on 

Hispanic-Serving Institutions.  

Campus climate 

 Another key component to this study is campus climate. This literature review 

thus far has reflected that HSIs are unique but there is an entirely separate body of 

research that describes the importance of campus climate on student experiences (Eckel 

& Kezar, 2003; Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Hurtado & Dey, 1997; Hurtado, Milem, 

Clayton-Petersen, & Allen, 1999; Hurtado & Ponjuan, 2005; Kezar & Eckle, 2005; 

Peterson, Blackburn, Gamson, Arce, Davenport, & Mingle, 1978). It is important to 

clarify the various uses of campus culture, campus climate, and campus racial climate. 

Campus culture attempts to explain the internal complexities of the institution once 

students arrive on campus. For Latino students, a campus environment that is actively 

supportive contributes to college adjustment, persistence, and satisfaction (Swail, Redd, 

& Perna, 2003). Campus climate, as discussed earlier, has a history of pre and post 1992. 
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This is in large part to the changes that occurred at institutions in which racial conflict 

was becoming a commonplace on American college campuses and an effort was made to 

describe the campus climate beyond general description and account for campus race 

relations (Hurtado, 2002). Campus climate research has been synthesized by multiple 

authors (Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Hurtado, Milem, Clayton-Pedersen, & Allen, 1999; 

Milem, Chang, & Antonio, 2005) and the development of campus racial climate arose to 

describe the unique aspect of campus culture and to understand the environment from the 

perspective of members from different racial and ethnic backgrounds, creating 

opportunities to improve race relations that facilitate educational benefits (Hurtado et al., 

1999). This definition was modified from the broad definition of campus climate which is 

the current perceptions, attitudes, and expectations that define the institution and its 

members (Peterson & Spencer, 1990). Campus racial climate also accounts for how 

universities respond to their recruitment strategies, services, and curricula especially as 

the constituencies they serve change (Dey & Hurtado, 1995). Although campus climate 

will not eliminate all the stressors and challenges faced by Latino students, it is an 

important component to consider while studying HSIs. 

Hurtado (1992) examined student data from a four-year longitudinal survey called 

the 1985 Follow-up Survey (FUS) and the 1985 Freshman Survey. In this quantitative 

study, Hurtado used a sample that included students that attended four-year institutions 

which yielded 10,640 respondents. The sample in the study represented white, black, and 

Chicano students at 116 predominately White Institutions. The institutional findings 

reflected that an institution‟s commitment to diversity can substantially improve minority 
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perceptions of race relations on campus. This study also supported the notion that racial 

tensions may arise in an environment where there is a lack of concern for individual 

students since institutions either foster or inhibit better climates for minorities. 

Ultimately, this study showed that external influences, structural characteristics of the 

institution, and institutionalized ideologies shape the campus climate.   

Summary. Campus climate is important to this research since Latino students will 

be describing their experiences at HSIs. Hurtado‟s study indicates that student 

experiences are a byproduct of the culture created by the institution. Since race is a 

context to consider in this research, the goal is to examine race from a micro-perspective, 

the student. Hurtado‟s quantitative, longitudinal study provides a framework that 

encompasses a global perspective from an expansive number of participants. The 

difference between this study and my research is that I will provide an intimate look at 

the campus climate from students‟ perspectives at one institution that is not a PWI. 

In a more comprehensive comparison study, Harper & Hurtado (2007) 

synthesized fifteen years of research on campus climate. In their qualitative study, the 

authors identified nine themes from a multi-institutional study. Prior to conducting the 

study, Harper & Hurtado (2007) addressed the Post-1992 research on campus climate and 

attributed Hurtado (1992) landmark research as,  

a study that has been numerously reprinted in books and frequently cited by 

scholars who have written about racial realities on college colleges over fifteen 

years (p. 9).  

 

One part of this study, involved the authors retrieving and analyzing empirical research 

that has been published in education and social science journals since 1992 to determine 
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how campus racial climates have evolved. Harper & Hurtado (2007) intentionally review 

journals that discussed racial experiences of college students excluding studies on faculty 

or of other underrepresented populations such as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and 

low-income students. Upon compiling these studies, the authors categorized the literature 

into three categories: 1) differential perceptions of campus climate by race, 2) 

racial/ethnic minority student reports of prejudicial treatment and racist campus 

environments; and 3) benefits associated with campus climates that facilitate cross-racial 

engagement (Harper & Hurtado, 2007). Through this data collection, the authors 

discovered that seventy-one percent of the articles were based on quantitative methods 

and only one qualitative study (Solórzano, Ceja, & Yasso, 2000).  

 In the first category (differential perceptions of campus climate by race) the 

studies involved research that consistently found that racial/ethnic minority students and 

their White peers who attend the same institution often view the campus racial climate in 

different ways (Harper & Hurtado, 2007). Studies in this category included researchers 

such as Cabrera and Nora (1994) who studied Asian, Black, Latino, and White students‟ 

perceptions at a single campus and found differences; as well as Rankin and Reason 

(2005) who conducted a quantitative study at multiple institutions and linked student 

perceptions to participants‟ home communities. Furthermore, all these studies were 

conducted at predominately White institutions. In the end the studies revealed that not 

only were students‟ perceptions different, but minority students also experienced PWIs 

differently.  
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The second category included how minority students reported prejudicial 

treatment and racist campus environments. In this category over half of the studies were 

qualitative and again took place at PWIs. These studies offered insight to how minority 

students experienced race and racism. They focused mainly on the isolation, alienation, 

and stereotyping which minority students face when they are not the majority. Examples 

of studies categorized here included Turner‟s qualitative article “Guest in Someone Else’s 

House: Students of Color” (1994) as well as Hurtado (1994b) quantitative study that 

confirmed Black and Latino students are not immune to the effects of campus racial 

climates. Last, the third category involved studies that discussed the benefits associated 

with campus climates that facilitated cross-racial engagement. The authors contend that 

researchers in this category have provided a large body of empirical evidence confirming 

the educational merit of deliberately creating racially diverse campuses (Harper & 

Hurtado, 2007).  

The studies support the idea that students who attend racially diverse institutions 

and interact with peers of different racial/ethnic backgrounds come to enjoy 

cognitive, psychosocial, and interpersonal gains that are useful during and after 

college (p. 14).  

 

Overall, this category included articles that are most often cited in the literature with 

regards to the importance of diversity and engagement of peers of different racial/ethnic 

backgrounds (Chang, 1999; 2001; Chang, Astin, & Kim, 2004; Gurin, Dey, Hurtado, & 

Gurin, 2002; Milem, Umbach, & Liang, 2004; Sáenz, Nagi, & Hurtado, 2007).  

 Along with creating categorical units for key research on campus climate, the 

authors honed in on the gap of qualitative research at multiple institutions and conducted 

their own study at five institutions (PWIs) in three different geographical locations in the 
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country. The study involved focus groups with Asian, Black, Latino and Native 

American students as well as focus groups with campus personnel from academic affairs, 

student affairs, and multicultural affairs from each institution. The goal of this study was 

to pursue a deeper understanding of how students experience campus climates at 

campuses in which the White student population was on average over 73 percent. In the 

end, Harper & Hurtado (2007) had 278 students and 41 staff participants. Through the 

focus groups, the authors identified nine themes that emerged from the data and they 

included: 

1. Cross-race consensus regarding institutional negligence; 

2. Race as a four-letter word and an avoidable topic; 

3. Self-reports of racial segregation; 

4. Gaps in social stratification of race; 

5. Reputational legacies for racism; 

6. White student overestimation of minority student satisfaction; 

7. The pervasiveness of whiteness in a space, curricula, and activities; 

8. The consciousness-powerlessness paradox among racial/ethnic minority staff; 

and 

9. Unexplored qualitative realities of race in institutional assessment (p. 19).  

 

Through such study, the authors found that there is a need for greater transparency 

regarding the racial realities in learning environments at PWIs (Harper & Hurtado, 2007). 

They encouraged administrators and faculty to proactively audit their campus climates to 

determine the need for change. They also found, as reflected in the nine themes, that 

racial realities remain undisclosed and unaddressed in systematic ways on college 

campuses. For example, in their data they found staff personnel were reluctant to discuss 

race and staff shared that the “four letter word” would cause trouble especially if placed 

at the forefront of discussion and the reason change was needed. Overall, they found 
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minority students at PWIs continue to feel as “guest in their own homes” with a lack of 

culturally affirming environments and experiences.  

Summary. This comprehensive study is extremely pertinent to my study. It 

outlines many of the relevant bodies of research on campus climate; and it discusses the 

on-going importance of examining the campus environment for minority students. It also 

pinpoints two major gaps that my proposed study attempts to fill. First, this study 

acknowledges that all campus climate research is conducted at Predominately White 

Institutions. While such environment is important to comparing the experiences of 

minority students, what kind of racial environment is created when minorities are the 

majority as this study proposes to do? Hence, my study at a Hispanic-Serving Institution 

does offer a new perspective to the literature. Also, this research affirmed that qualitative 

studies encompass less than twenty-five percent of the bodies of literature when it relates 

to racial and diversity issues involving students and their campus racial climate. Harper & 

Hurtado (2007) specifically conduct a qualitative study to acknowledge the rich and 

important data that can be derived through such methodology. Furthermore, the authors 

used and supported a similar method of data collection proposed in my study which is to 

conduct focus groups with students and university personnel. Harper & Hurtado (2007) 

affirmed that by using such methodology, rich and important data can be derived through 

qualitative analysis and it can offer a new perspective regarding campus climate as my 

study attempts to do.    
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Student perceptions 

 Latino students‟ perceptions of their campus environment are also relevant. This 

section will spotlight studies that have used students‟ perceptions to expand upon the 

work on student success and student college experiences. Consequently, by 

understanding the perceptions Latinos have of their campus environment institutions may 

learn how to better retain and graduate Latinos.  

Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, and Hayek (2006) found that the single best 

predictor of student satisfaction is the degree to which they perceive their college 

environment to be supportive of their academic and social needs. They also argued that 

students‟ perceptions should not be ignored as they influence the level of satisfaction 

which directly impacts personal development and learning. The literature on perception 

has been defined and measured in a variety of ways. Many researchers have focused on 

campus environment as it relates to race or diversity (Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Hurtado et 

al., 1999; Nora & Cabrera, 1996). Student perceptions have also been defined more 

broadly by looking at the overall perceptions of the campus (Ancis, Sedlacek, & Mohr, 

2000; Davis, 1995; Drew & Work, 1998; Fisher & Hartmann, 1995; Johnson-Durgans, 

1994; Nettles & Johnson, 1997; Reid & Radhakrishman, 2003; Patterson, Sedlacek, & 

Perry, 1984). The lens on student perceptions is most relevant to this study. For this 

section of the literature review, studies regarding student perceptions are listed in 

chronological order by date of publication but by no means justify level of importance.  

A study conducted by Patterson, Sedlacek, and Perry (1984) contributes to the 

discussion on Latino students‟ perception. This study took place in the early 1980s when 
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the Hispanic population grew at five-times the rate of the rest of the U.S. population. This 

trend closely mirrors the demographic shift we are experiencing today. In this 

quantitative study the authors created a profile of freshman Hispanic students entering a 

PWI in the Northeast. The intent of the study was to assess the students‟ attitudes toward 

the university, extra-curricular activities, academic life, and counseling. A survey was 

conducted with a total of 31 Latinos and 51% were male. When students were asked 

about their attitudes toward the university, 30% reported they selected the university due 

to its demographic location and 45% selected the school due to their parents. Students 

also shared that they felt their academics were their weakest area and that their high 

school did not prepare them for the academic rigor of college. The students indicated that 

they enrolled in college for very practical reasons that were mostly related to career 

advancement. While this study took place in 1984, the findings reflect many of the same 

attitudes Latinos share about college today. This study provided a relevant correlation for 

the results found in this study on students‟ perceptions of HSIs.     

 Hurtado and Ponjuan (2005) are also important to this research as they 

specifically studied Latinos at four-year public universities and how they perceive their 

college environment with regard to campus climate, sense of belonging, analytical skills 

and ability, and development of a pluralistic orientation necessary to function in a diverse 

workplace. The study focused on a total of 370 Latino students on nine campuses who 

responded to a survey conducted in their second year of college. The data was collected 

from a national research project. This was a quantitative study that used four dependent 

variable based on sense of belonging, hostile climate for diversity, self-report analytical 
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skills, and pluralistic orientation (Hurtado & Ponjuan, 2005). The data was analyzed 

using linear regression to investigate the effect of each set of independent measures on 

the four outcomes. The findings concluded that Latino students‟ perceptions are directly 

impacted by these four variables. “The positive quality of interaction with diverse peers 

among Latinos resulted in a higher sense of belonging and increases the confidence and 

skills that reflect a pluralistic orientation” (p. 248). This study sheds light on some key 

factors that influence Latino students‟ perception of a college environment.     

 Finally, a recent study by Laird and Niskodé-Dossett (2010) offers additional 

support to the dialogue on diversity and diversity experiences in higher education. In this 

quantitative study, four regression models were run on data collected from 37,122 first-

year students and 42,285 seniors from 522 colleges and universities. They used two 

different measurements to assess students‟ perceptions of the campus environment: 1) the 

institutional supportiveness scale that measure the amount students feel support from 

their institution and 2) the supportive relationship scale which captures the degree in 

which students feel support by different groups on campus. The results showed that race 

and ethnicity was significant in both scales. Students‟ perception of institutional support 

was positive as students interacted across different groups. A key implication of their 

findings is that researchers need to pay attention to the possible moderating effects of 

race/ethnicity and gender when examining campus environments.   

 Summary. These studies, while significant, reflect the limited number of 

qualitative studies focused on Latino students‟ experiences at institutions other than PWI 

or in Texas. On the other hand, these studies do lend a different approach to student 
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experiences and they support the importance of students‟ perceptions. All these studies 

offer a different perspective on how students‟ perceive their role, experiences, and 

expectations of their college environment. Preliminary data from a pilot study leading to 

this research supports many of these studies on Latino students‟ perception.  

Latino students in the pilot study had high expectations and shared what they 

believe should exist when a campus is designed to serve Latinos. In one instance, a 

student shared that they believe it is prestigious for a school to be Hispanic serving. 

Ultimately, they felt such designation opens doors and opportunities for those students 

whose parents did not have a chance to go to college. The pilot study included 

preliminary data at one HSI in Texas and provided some initial findings in which this 

dissertation expanded upon. Ultimately, the goal of this dissertation is use this 

information to further enhance our understanding of Latino students‟ perceptions as it 

relates to degree completion at HSIs.   

Organizational Theory 

 Lastly, there is an organizational perspective to consider while studying the 

campus climate of Hispanic-Serving Institutions. Since there are no specific guidelines on 

how an institution uses its HSI designation there are two assumptions: 1) such 

designation does not affect how the university or college operates, 2) such designation 

does affect how the university or college operates. For this study, the assumption is that 

the HSI designation affects how the institution operates, evolves, interacts, and defines 

itself internally and externally. With that said, an understanding of how institutions 
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operate from an organizational perspective is helpful. The following describes the 

significant bodies of research that focus on such area. 

THE INSTITUTION. Birnbaum (2007) contributed a new lens to view institutions of 

higher education. He analyzed all the functions of a university and described the 

relationships and mechanics of why institutions work the way they do. Such detailed 

work can be found in his book, How Colleges Work. An insight Birnbaum offered about 

how organizations develop their mission and identity was best expressed when he said, 

“with time institution‟s missions do not become clearer; rather, they multiply and become 

sources of stress and conflict rather than integration” (p. 11). Considering the trend we 

see today with PWIs assuming new identities like HSI, this prediction indicates that 

institutions can be faced with the dilemma of competing interests. The key question 

becomes, how does a university or college best integrate the intended goal of an HSI 

classification when it has already been operating with a different mission? This is a 

tension HSIs are faced with today. The problem is not that institutions cannot identify 

their goals instead they simultaneously embrace a large number of conflicting goals 

which makes it challenging to serve a diverse group of students (Gross & Grambsch, 

1974).  

There are 265 Hispanic Serving Institutions in the United States (Santiago, 2006). 

All these institutions reached their HSIs designation in different ways. Therefore, another 

challenge faced by the organization is how administrators will lead these multifaceted 

institutions. Unlike other organizational changes in higher education such as: staff/faculty 

hires, curriculum development, or student services, there is not a blueprint, per say, for 
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how an institution manages multiple identities. This is to say, that all university/college at 

some point hire staff or faculty but not all are faced with assuming new identities. 

Furthermore, the HSI designation is racially constructed so it can be a contentious issue 

for the institution on many different levels. This discussion indicates that an HSI 

designation creates complex issues for an organization. It is difficult to ignore that 

institutions will experience changes as they learn to adapt to diverse and growing student 

populations. Since university administrators were interviewed for this study, the role they 

play and the decisions they make within the university are relevant. Specifically, the 

programs and services they support to promote degree completion are of most importance 

to this study. Hence, it is essential to examine institutions and the relationships with 

students.  

THE INSTITUTION AND THE STUDENT. In the 1970s, Burton R. Clark‟s seminal 

work, The Organizational Saga in Higher Education, examined the relationship of 

organizations and students at Reed, Antioch, and Swarthmore colleges. He concluded that 

“students are important to the character of their institutions and the student body becomes 

a major force in defining the institution” (p. 253). Altbach (1993) agreed that it is 

important to consider the ways in which students influence colleges and universities 

because students as a source of institutional change receive little attention. Since Clark 

and Altbach, education scholars have expanded upon the notion of a reciprocal 

relationship between the student and the institution. A relevant example is Nora‟s (2003) 

Student and Institution Engagement Model which emphasizes the unique relationship 

between the student and the institution. He applied this model to explain academic and 
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environmental factors that influence Hispanic college degree attainment (Arbona & Nora, 

2007).  

Arbona and Nora (2007) found that interactions between the institution and 

student are influenced by a variety of elements. The authors concluded that “when 

students enter higher education they bring with them a distinct set of precollege 

characteristics that create certain environmental pull factors” (p. 250). Such precollege 

characteristics include the student‟s collective high school experiences, academic 

achievement, financial circumstances, and specific psychosocial factors that are 

developed in the home which play a crucial role in the institutions‟ culture. The success 

of Latino students with regards to degree attainment is influenced by the sum of 

institutional culture and the level at which the students are academically prepared and 

committed to graduate.  

Summary. Organizational culture and organizational climate are powerful ways of 

looking at how people in institutions create social realities through their interactions and 

interpretations (Birnbaum, 1998). McDonough (1997) defines organizational culture as 

“an organization‟s underlying values, beliefs, and meaning” and organizational climate as 

“the attitudes and behaviors of individuals within the organization” (p. 107). While 

complex, organizational theory lends an important perspective to HSI research. This 

section of the literature review acknowledges that HSIs are evolving systems and 

accounts for the relationship that exists between students and their immediate 

environment. There is a growing debate about how universities will embrace their HSI 
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identity. For some institutions this identity is welcomed and by others there is a tension 

regarding how this identity can negatively impact the prestige of the campuses.  

Prior to this research, a pilot study involving nine Latino students was conduct to 

assess Latino students‟ perception of Hispanic-Serving Institutions. This pilot study 

found that the majority of students were aware their institution was an HSI but they did 

not notice any difference or understand what such classification was intended to do. 

While this study was limited in scope and size, it provided a glimpse of how students 

perceived their institution‟s identity and it brought to light the confusion students have 

regarding the organizational identity of HSIs. Furthermore, this pilot study supported 

Nora‟s assertion regarding precollege characteristics as these students described how 

their home environments and high school experiences affected their college experiences. 

In summary, organizational theory is an integral part of this study and it will be used to 

analyze data and to describe the relationship between students and HSIs.  

Theoretical Framework 

 As shared in this literature review there are two contexts at play when describing 

students‟ college experiences: the student and the institution. McDonough‟s (1997) 

conception of organizational habitus can contribute to the understanding of the 

relationship between first-generation, Mexican American students and HSIs. 

Organizational habitus is defined as class-based dispositions, perceptions, and 

appreciations transmitted to individuals in a common organizational culture (Diamond, 

Randolph, & Spillane, 2004). While this framework has been mostly applied to high 

school environments it is applicable in examining how organizational cultures shape 
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student perceptions and thereby affect patterns of educational attainment. Since the 

literature reflects that over half of Latinos are graduating from HSIs, this theory provides 

a lens in which to view students‟ perceptions and link them to wider issues such as degree 

completion. This framework also provided a means to assess how the organizational 

culture of HSIs contributes to the aspirations and performance among Latino students. 

 Another theoretical prospective that contributes to this study is Moll‟s (1992) 

funds of knowledge. Moll, Amanti, Neff and Gonzalez (1992) studied Mexican-

American families who have successfully survived in spite of debilitating circumstances 

such as poverty or discrimination. In their study of Mexican-American households they 

found individuals develop rich funds of knowledge that provide information about 

practices and resources useful in ensuring the well-being of households. Moll et al. 

(2004) argued that schools can draw upon funds of knowledge (the social and cognitive 

contributions that parents can make to their children‟s academic learning) and apply it to 

their institutional environment. For this reason funds of knowledge theory can be applied 

when studying students at HSIs. This framework was applied to assess what funds of 

knowledge Latinos bring to HSIs and how they attribute to their retention, persistence, 

and degree attainment. This framework was used to examine how Latino students 

acquired funds of knowledge at HSIs such as: networks, family clusters, and support 

systems that allow them to succeed. On the other hand, such framework was also applied 

to the organizational characteristics of HSIs. By soliciting the perspective of faculty and 

administrators, this framework assisted in learning whether HSIs adopt funds of 
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knowledge, consciously or unconsciously, to create an environment that is conducive for 

Latinos to be retain, persist, and ultimately graduate. 

 These two frameworks are used concurrently to better understand students‟, 

faculty, and administrators‟ perspectives at a Border HSI as well as the environment 

created to promote degree completion. While these frameworks have been rarely used 

concurrently, recent studies (Kiyama, 2010) have used funds of knowledge to examine 

college culture and access for Mexican Americans. This study applied Moll‟s framework 

to understand how Mexican American families in a university outreach program form 

their educational ideologies. The study claimed it is one of the first to utilize this 

framework to discuss issues of college access. While the study supported the use of 

Moll‟s framework, this research attempted to use organizational habitus concurrently to 

provide context to the university environment. These frameworks were applied to the 

data and provided context to the two different perspectives in a shared environment.  The 

following figure depicts how these two frameworks were applied.  

Figure 2: Conceptual Model for Theoretical Framework 
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Summary 

 This literature review provided a foundation to support this study and 

acknowledged the relevant researchers who have contributed to studies on HSIs, 

organizational theory, campus culture, and student perceptions. It also served as a useful 

guide regarding what has been previously done and what gaps remain to be fill. Overall, 

this literature review provided substantive and methodological developments that guided 

this study on exploring the campus culture of a Border HSI and how it promotes degree 

completion among first-generation, Mexican American students. The following chapter 

will describe the data collection methods and analysis. It will also provide details on the 

methodology design and means for which this study was conducted.  
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

 In an attempt to better understand how the University of Texas-Pan American 

creates a climate that influences the persistence of first-generation, Mexican American 

students this study used a qualitative methodology (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998; Maxwell, 

2005; Miles & Huberman, 1994). Qualitative research design allowed the flexibility to 

capture a rich description of UTPA as a Border HSI. It also provided the tools to 

investigative the perceptions of first-generation, Mexican American students and to learn 

what institutional characteristics faculty and administrators described as influential to 

their persistence (Bogdan & Bilken, 1998). Such methodology also contributed to the 

meaning, context, and processes to developing explanations and identifying unexpected 

influences (Maxwell, 2005). This chapter is dedicated to explaining the qualitative 

research design, participant and site selection, and the collection and analysis of data used 

in this study.  

Research design 

OVERVIEW. When I set out to conduct this research, I utilized a variety of data 

collection methods that consisted of three student focus groups (n=32), individual 

interviews (student n=4, faculty n=5, administrators n=5), site observations, reflective 

notes, and a student questionnaire (See Appendix 2). I also collected supplemental 

information that would provide a better understanding of the campus such as: the 

university‟s undergraduate catalog, campus newspapers, campus magazines, and the 
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university‟s annual fact book. Over a period of four months, I spent one-week every 

month immersed on the campus. Whether I was conducting observations or meeting with 

participants, each visit allowed me the opportunity to have a deeper appreciation and 

understanding of the region and the campus. Early-on I learned that the most important 

thing I could do as a researcher was to build relationships and garner trust so that this 

study would reveal both honest and fruitful results (Willis, 2007). While this study will 

contribute to the academic discourse on Latino students‟ college experiences, it will also 

highlight the unique region of The Valley that within itself offers distinct stories rarely 

documented in higher education.  

As a native of The Valley, I brought an insider-outsider perspective to this 

research (Guajardo & Guajardo, 2004). As an insider, I could relate with many of the 

cultural experiences or stereotypes participants described. During participant interviews, I 

was able to expand questioning or elaborate on themes due to my familiarity with The 

Valley. On the other hand, I was also an outsider. Since I did not attend college in The 

Valley this study exposed me to college experiences that were different than mine and to 

what is traditionally written regarding Latino students‟ college experiences. This insider-

outsider prospective influenced my interpretation of the data but it also added to the 

richness of my analysis because of my familiarity. With that said, this next section details 

the research design.   

 QUALITATIVE RESEARCH. In general, qualitative research has several unique 

characteristics. Qualitative research takes place in a natural setting, allowing the 

researcher to go to the site and develop a level of detail about the individuals and/or place 
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(Rossman & Rallis, 1998). This type of research is also emergent meaning the researcher 

has to adjust as new revelations of the data appear. By using a qualitative methodology 

the research is fundamentally interpretive and is filtered through the lens of the 

researcher. Furthermore, this design uses complex reasoning to view social phenomena 

holistically (Creswell, 2003). Such method lends itself to question the meaning of events 

and activities, the influence of the physical and social context, and the process by which 

these events and activities occur (Maxwell, 2005). A qualitative method was suitable for 

this study since it attempted to understand the meaning of an HSI environment, the 

influence this context has on first-generation, Mexican American students and the process 

faculty and administrators described as influential in their persistence.  

PILOT STUDY. Another tool that was helpful in developing the research design for 

this study was a pilot study conducted in 2009-2010 on Latino students perceptions of 

HSIs at a four-year private university in Texas. This study involved a qualitative 

methodology that included a focus group of nine Latino students. While small, this pilot 

study allowed the opportunity to test some key assumptions about how Latino students 

defined Hispanic-Serving Institutions, what Latino students‟ expectations were of HSIs, 

and what students believed HSIs should do to create a positive campus environment. In 

the end, this pilot study proved there was a need to understand more about students‟ 

perceptions and who (faculty and administrators) helps creates such type of environment. 

This study also disproved some of the popular literature regarding Latino students 

understanding of HSIs. In a study about students and HSIs, Santiago (2006) claimed 

students did not understand what Hispanic-Serving Institution meant or that their 
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institution was even classified as such. In this pilot study, prior to speaking with students 

a student questionnaire was provided asking students two questions. One question asked 

if students knew their university was an HSI and the other asked students to define what 

the term meant. All of the students knew their campus was a Hispanic-Serving Institution 

and they provided a general understanding of what such term signified. Such pilot study 

provided the framework for this research design and it gave me the confidence that there 

was more to be learned on this topic. Aside from the pilot study, the literature (Harper & 

Hurtado, 2007; Gonzáles, 2008; De los Santos & De los Santos, 2003) also asserts there 

is a need to continue qualitative research on the topic of HSIs and campus climate. 

Researchers suggest that beyond quantitative methods, there is a need to give individual 

voices and experiences a place in the research. With that said, while this method seems 

like the most appropriate design it is important to acknowledge there are also 

shortcomings.  

 One disadvantage of qualitative methods is that only general conclusions can be 

made about the specific observation or people observed or studied (Bodgen & Biklen, 

1998). Thus, conclusions drawn about first-generation, Mexican American students can 

only be applied in the context they are observed (Border HSI in South Texas). While I 

can infer general assumptions, I cannot make specific interpretations about all HSIs or of 

first-generation Mexican Americans, faculty, and administrators. Therefore, I attempted 

to conduct this study with academic rigor, following the most appropriate protocols to 

conduct this qualitative study. Yet, such disadvantages also provided opportunities. I 

utilized this method to specifically observe the individuals experiences of students and 
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gather feedback from faculty and administrators‟ in South Texas. This study highlighted 

a unique environment that is not commonly represented in the literature.  

This study included: student focus groups, individual interviews, site 

observations, reflective notes, and a student questionnaire. Through site observations I 

was able to describe the physical space of UTPA. This information supplemented focus 

groups and individual interviews (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998). Interviews involve 

interactions with participants either one-on-one, telephone, or in groups (Creswell, 2003). 

For this study, students were interviewed in focus groups as well as individually. 

Interviews with faculty and administrators were only conducted individually. These 

interviews were semi-structured with prepared open-ended questions that were few in 

number but elicit particular views and opinions of the participants. Documents such as 

UTPA‟s campus newspaper, undergraduate catalog, or statistical handbook were used as 

primary sources of data to enrich the description of the information gathered about the 

campus. Along with observations, I included descriptive and reflective notes (Bodgen & 

Biklen, 1992). Descriptive and reflective notes is a process used by researchers to 

describe the observed setting and then reflects personal thoughts, speculations, feelings, 

problems, ideas, or impressions about the observation (Creswell, 2003). I used these 

descriptive and reflective notes while on campus and also before and after interviews 

with students, faculty, and administrators. 

While qualitative methods include ethnographic and phenomenological studies, a 

case-study was selected for three reasons. First, it is meant to explore the unique campus 

climate of Hispanic-Serving Institutions. The University of Texas-Pan American was 
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intentionally selected to learn more about this specific campus. This campus is unique in 

that it is one of two flagship universities in South Texas and it is nationally ranked as the 

second highest institution awarding degrees to Latinos. Nationally, Hispanic-Serving 

Institutions are growing and 70% are public institutions (Benítez & DeAro, 2004), 

therefore this study sheds light on Latino students‟ perceptions about the climate the best 

helps them persists as well as graduate. Second, this study described the experiences of a 

particular group of students, first-generation, Mexican Americans. Due to location and 

demographic make-up of the campus, Mexican Americans comprise 89.3% of the student 

population. Thus, generalizations made about these students are reflective of the larger 

campus demographics. By collecting data from faculty and administrators I learned what 

institutional characteristics UTPA employs to help students persist and graduate. I called 

UTPA a success model but in a sense it represented the site in which to derive best 

practices. I learned more about the practices, strategies, and concepts used at UTPA so 

that I could share how one institution is successfully graduating Latinos.   

Faculty and administrators were also interviewed to gather both an academic and 

an institutional perspective. Administrators are responsible for creating the programs and 

services that fulfill the mission of the university and meet the needs of their campus 

community (Birnbaum, 1998). By using the perspective of administrators I gained a 

better understanding of the type of services and programs necessary to create a sense of 

belonging for Latino students (Dayton et al., 2004). As for faculty, they provided insight 

into the academic preparation and the classroom environment for students. Since faculty 

are responsible for educating students it was important to gather their feedback on how 
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they interact and engage with students on a daily basis. Overall, these two perspectives 

helped round out the various perspectives that allowed me to gain a big picture of the 

campus climate at UTPA. Now that the qualitative research designed has been described, 

the following section provides more details regarding the site and participant selection.  

Site and participant selection 

SITE SELECTION. In qualitative research, site and participant selection requires 

purposeful sampling (Patton, 1990) also known as criterion-based selection (LeCompte & 

Preissle, 1993). In general, purposeful sampling describes when a researcher selects a 

particular setting, persons, or activity deliberately (Maxwell, 2005). In this case, UTPA 

was identified due to the unique student population as well as the large number of 

Mexican Americans that graduate from this university. In 2009, the University of Texas-

Pan American served the largest number of Hispanic students (89.3%) in the state and the 

third largest in the nation (UTPA Institutional Summary, 2010-2011). More importantly, 

they have retained and graduated Latino students at a record number. UT-Pan American 

is leading the nation in Latino graduation, reaching a six-year graduation rate of 36.2% 

(UTPA Factbook, 2009; NCES, 2008). The national, six-year graduate rate for 

comprehensive regional universities like UTPA is 33.5%.  In 2005, UTPA implemented 

several retention strategies to increase their first-year, first-time retention rate from 68% 

in 2005 to 74.3% in 2009 (UTPA Factbook, 2009). Of the 265 HSIs in the nation, this 

campus is ranked second but first in the state of Texas for graduating Latinos (IPEDS, 

2006). This is significant as it is a public four-year institution outranking four-year 

public/private and two-year institutions across the state.  
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UTPA is located in one of the fastest growing areas in the nation, ten miles from 

the U.S. and Mexico Border. In fall 2009, the total student enrollment was 18,337 which 

included 15,947 undergraduates and 2,390 graduates (Texas Higher Education 

Coordinating Board, 2009). It is ranked among the top 100 best U.S. colleges for 

Hispanics including: 2nd in the nation in the number of bachelor‟s degrees, 4th in the 

number of master‟s degrees and 19th in the number of doctoral degrees awarded to 

Hispanics (Hispanic Outlook, 2010). In 2009, 17,000 of the 18,000 students enrolled at 

the University of Texas-Pan American came from the four counties (Hidalgo, Cameron, 

Starr and Willacy) in the Rio Grande Valley. Approximately 93.2% of the student 

population consists of residents from the Rio Grande Valley (UTPA Factbook, 2009). 

Overall, it is the 10th largest of 39 public universities in Texas and the 5th largest of nine 

academic institutions in the UT System (THECB, 2009).  

The student population at UTPA is also unique. The campus can be best described 

as a commuter school with a high concentration of low-income, first-generation, and non-

traditional students. Over half of the students (55%) commute at least 10 miles or more 

daily. About 75.3% of these students live at home while attending school and report that 

they live with 3 to 6 members in their household (Report on Entering Students, Fall 

2009). Many of the students also care for their families on a regular basis indicating that 

39.6% do care for family while attending school. While there are residential dorms on 

campus only 13% of students live on campus and only 3% consists of undergraduates 

(collegeportraits.org/UTPA.campus_life). Approximately, 75% of the students are first-

generation college students (UTPA Entering Student Survey, p. 2). The average age of all 
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students attending UTPA is 23 years old (UTPA Factbook, 2009). In addition, 

approximately 77% of full-time undergraduate students at UTPA receive need-based 

scholarships (collegeportraits.org/TX/UPTA/costs). Also, about 20% of students at 

UTPA are parents.  

Academically, 53.5% of students admitted to UTPA are at the bottom 75% of 

their class and have an average ACT score of 19 (UTPA Factbook, 2009). The ACT 

score of students had not changed since 2005. Only 18% of students admitted at UTPA 

are first-time admits while the majority (69.5%) are continuing their studies, indicating 

that UTPA enrolls a large percentage of transfer students. While some students transfer 

from other 4-year institutions (17.3.%) the majority of students transfer from community 

colleges (81.5%). Since this study focuses on degree completion, it is important to note 

the academic areas in which students graduate. The chart below reflects such data 

providing a comparison from 2005 to 2009. 

Table 2: Student Graduation by Department at UTPA 

COLLEGE/DEPARTMENT FY 2005  FY 2009  

Arts & Humanities 382 555 

Business Administration 344 499 

Education 468 457 

Health Sciences & Human Services 276 406 

Science & Engineering 286 370 

Social & Behavioral Sciences 231 418 

UTPA Factbook, 2009 
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As reflected by the chart the number of students graduating from all departments has 

increased. The department of Arts and Humanities reflects the highest number of 

graduates followed by the department of Business. Interestingly, when comparing  

enrollment and graduate rates (2009), the department of Science and Engineering 

enrolled the largest number of students at 3,914 students yet they had the lowest number 

of students graduates of all departments (UTPA Factbook, 2009). While this was not the 

scope of this study, it was an interesting comparison especially in the national context of 

Latinos in STEM. Latinos in the STEM fields are low and few graduate. The chart below 

reflects the enrollment of students per department.  

Table 3: Student Enrollment by Department at UTPA 

COLLEGE/DEPARTMENT 2009  

Arts & Humanities 2,565 

Business Administration 2,587 

Education 2,045 

Health Sciences & Human Services 2,863 

Science & Engineering 3,570 

Social & Behavioral Sciences 2,316 
                     UTPA Factbook, 2009 

UTPA as a site for this study provided many unique institutional and student 

characteristics. Since this study involved examining the institutional context, all this 

information was helpful in both understanding and analyzing data collected at UTPA. 
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Now that I have identified information about UTPA, the following sections will discuss 

how students, faculty, and administrators were selected.    

STUDENT SELECTION. The student participants for this study were identified 

using a purposeful selection (Creswell, 2003). Purposeful selection means that students 

who fit specific criteria were invited to participate. In this case, the criterion used was 

that students needed to be first-generation and identify as Mexican American. While I 

initially considered adding a specific age or college level, i.e. freshmen or sophomore, I 

determined students have different perspectives of campus climate at all stages therefore I 

did not limit my student participants based on age or college level. Since 69.5% of UTPA 

entrants are transfers and the South Texas region experiences a large number of students 

who transfer or drop-out and then reenroll in college, I included transfers in my study 

(UTPA Factbook, 2009; Salinas & Llanes, 2003). In order to capture a variety of 

academic perspectives, I invited students from all majors to participate. I was also 

intentional about ensuring that all students were represented, including an equal balance 

of male/female and those who were non-traditional such as parents. Fortunately, all these 

groups were represented in this study (See Appendix 10).  

Recruitment of students  

Once I established my criteria, I set out to recruit students. The individuals who 

were most helpful in the recruitment of students were faculty. My first point of contact 

was with a faculty member in the Education department. After establishing a relationship 

with this individual by phone and email, I followed up with a personal visit to UTPA to 

continue discussing my study and strategies for recruiting students. Through this contact, 
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I was introduced to five faculty members in other departments who assisted me in 

recruiting students from all majors. During this process, I learned that establishing 

relationships and building trust with the faculty was critical. These individuals assisted 

with the recruitment of students in various ways. Some faculty made announcements in 

their classes and collected names/emails of students who were interested in participating 

in my study. Other faculty provided students with my contact information and students 

then emailed me regarding their interest in participating. Another recruitment strategy 

faculty used was class presentations. Through these presentations faculty asked me to 

share with students my educational journey and to also provide information about why I 

was conducting my study. This approach was very personal and allowed me to meet 

many of my participants but it was also time consuming. In the end, I conducted seven 

class presentations. Finally, faculty also utilized their own networks to help me recruit 

students. In one instance, a faculty member who is an adviser of a student organization 

invited students to participate in my study.  I received the largest number of participants 

utilizing this strategy. In the end, all the approaches proved to be effective and allowed 

me to recruit a total of 32 students. 

Prior to following up with students, dates were selected to conduct interviews. 

These dates were determined by consulting with faculty and also soliciting feedback from 

students when collecting their contact information. After reconciling these dates, meeting 

space was reserved at UTPA to ensure all information was secure before contacting 

students. Once all this information was confirmed students were contacted by email (See 
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Appendix 1). Later in this chapter I will share how interviews were conducted and share 

some shortcomings of this methodological approach.   

 ADMINISTRATOR & FACULTY PROFILES. In selecting faculty and administrator 

participants, I was deliberate about interviewing faculty from a wide-range of disciplines 

and selecting key administrators who made decisions about the services, policies, and 

programs at UTPA. By using such methodology, I was able to secure five faculty 

members and five administrators of various departments, gender, and ethnic 

backgrounds. I was surprised to learn that all participants were first-generation, college 

graduates. The charts below profile these participants. 

Table 4: Administrator Profile 

Gender Ethnicity Gen Yrs  of 

Service 

Dept Hometown 

Male Black 1
st 

2 Student Services Northeast, U.S. 

Female Hispanic 1
st
 9 Provost South Texas 

Female White 1
st
 10 Development West Texas 

Female Hispanic 1
st
 5 Enrollment South Texas 

Male White 1
st
 10 Student Affairs East Texas 

Table 5: Faculty Profile 

Gender Ethnicity Gen Yrs  of 

Service 

Dept 

 

Hometown 

 

Male White 1
st
 8 Theatre Midwest, U.S. 

Female Hispanic 1
st
 9 Science & Engineering South Texas 

Female Hispanic 1
st
 6 Education South Texas 

Female Hispanic 1
st
 7 Health Sciences South Texas 

Male Hispanic 1
st
 9 Arts & Humanities South Texas 
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Recruitment of Administrators 

To collect an institutional perspective, administrators who worked at UTPA for at 

least five years were invited to participate. The criteria of five years was determined 

because I wanted individuals who were aware of the changes UTPA had undergone since 

2005 when the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board set goals for Closing the 

Gaps in 2015. All of the administrators who participated in this study had 5 or more years 

of experience except one. Along with this criterion, I determined that senior-level 

administrators who worked with students at various points of the University would also 

be helpful. Therefore, I reviewed the organizational chart at UTPA and selected senior-

level administrators from enrollment, student services, development, student affairs and 

the provost office. Each individual provided a unique and enriching perspective of UTPA 

and the students. For example, the administrator of enrollment provided information on 

how UTPA recruits and admits students. Through this selection, I learned a wealth of 

information about students when they first come to UTPA. The administrator also 

provided insight on the changes that have occurred in UTPA‟s admissions policies. The 

administrator in student services shared the day-to-day involvement of students on 

campus from student involvement to residence life. As for development, I gained insight 

to the financial and marketing strategies UTPA employs to support students. The student 

affairs administrator provided a broad but historical context about students as well as 

UTPA‟s involvement with the community. Finally, the administrator in the provost office 

provided information about the academic support as well as programs integrated 

throughout the university to help students persist. Fortunately, through this interview 

(provost) I also learned how UTPA as an HSI has utilized Title V funds to support 
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students. Overall, each administrator provided a rich history that greatly contributed to 

this study. Administrators were invited to participate in this study through email (See 

Appendix 7) and also invited by phone (See Appendix 8).  

Recruitment of Faculty 

  Faculty played a critical role in helping me recruit students, therefore when it 

came time to interview them it was a seamless transition. In fact, all faculty who assisted 

in recruiting students were willing to participate in this study. I did not set a specific 

criteria for faculty only that they represented a variety of disciplines. Faculty who 

participated in this study had more than 5 years experience working at UTPA and four of 

the five were also Hispanic and natives of The Valley. Like administrators, they 

represented a wide-range of areas and added insights about students and what occurs in 

the classroom that help them persist. While I worked closely with these individuals, they 

were still invited to participate by email (See Appendix 5).  

This next section describes the steps used for collecting the data. The data 

collection includes the boundaries set for this research, describes the method or protocol, 

and discusses reliability and validity (Creswell, 2003). The procedures for data collection 

provided a plan on how I implemented this study.  

Procedures for data collection 

Data collection refers to the actual process of administering an experimental task 

to a subject and recording its responses (Drew, 1976). Prior to collecting data, 

institutional approvals were submitted to the University of Texas at Austin and UTPA. 

Once IRBs were approved by the appropriate departments, I proceeded with contacting 



80 

 

faculty to recruit students. While a challenge in collecting data is gaining access (Bodgen 

& Biklen, 1998) my familiarity with the region and contacts at UTPA allowed for a 

smooth transition. As mentioned, through a cooperative and collaborative effort I was 

able to identify participants for my study by working with faculty. 

OVERVIEW. The data collection protocols used in this study included student 

focus groups, individual interviews, site observations, reflective notes, and a student 

questionnaire. These protocols were selected by assessing what had been performed in 

similar studies on campus climate, HSIs, and in the Valley (Harper & Hurtado, 2007; 

Santiago, 2009, 2010; Yamamura, Martinez & Sáenz, 2010). The data collection methods 

were also based on a prior pilot study conducted in 2009-2010.  

Student data was collected utilizing two methods: focus groups and individual 

interviews. Data collected from faculty and administrators occurred only through 

individual interviews. I also conducted site observations during every visit (4) to UTPA. I 

gathered supplemental information such as campus newspapers, undergraduate catalog, 

and statistical handbooks. Reflective notes were also part of the data collection process 

and were performed before and after interviews to help me check for bias, interrupt 

feelings or sentiments while collecting data, and to capture impressions of my 

experiences while on campus. As for the student questionnaire, these were provided to all 

students and administered during focus group interviews. The next section describes 

these data collection protocol in more detail.       

FOCUS GROUPS. My first step in collecting data involved conducting student 

focus groups. Focus groups have been widely adopted as a research tool (Steward & 
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Shamdasani, 1990). Focus groups are particularly useful in stimulating dialogue around a 

particular issue and getting insight into how individuals feel as a group. I utilized focus 

groups to cast a wide net and gather a variety of students‟ perceptions of the campus 

climate. I also used focus groups to capture the experiences of a number of students and 

learn what they believed influenced their persistence. Three, 45-minute student focus 

groups were conducted ranging in size (3-20). The questions (See Appendix 3) developed 

for the focus group were related to the research questions and included certain probing 

questions to elicit group participation (Creswell, 2003). I refrained from “feeding” the 

students answers or making them uncomfortable about sharing their own thoughts 

(Bogden & Bilken, 1998).  

The first focus group was large, 20 students. While I originally had nine students 

confirmed, more students joined the focus group which made it difficult to limit 

participants. Since it was difficult to ask students to leave, I determined that the best way 

to conduct the focus group was to set ground rules and encourage all students to 

participate. Fortunately, this first focus group provided great results and gave me 

examples of how to mediate future focus groups. On the other hand, the second focus 

group was the opposite, only 3 students attended while 6 were confirmed. The small 

group provided students an opportunity to be more thorough in their answers and it felt 

like three personalize interviews. The last focus group was just the right size, 9 students 

attended and the conversation as well as the interaction amongst students was ideal. The 

focus groups were representative of student from all majors and they met the criteria of 

being first-generation and Mexican American. While I tried to account for gender balance 
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only six males participated in the study. Through the pilot study, I discovered while I 

tried to account for gender equity I had a difficult time confirming male participants. I 

encountered this same dilemma. Even though I actively solicited male participants by 

sending follow-up emails unfortunately they did not participate in larger numbers. 

Prior to beginning the focus group, students were provided five minutes to 

complete the student consent form (See Appendix 12) and the student questionnaire (See 

Appendix 3). The student questionnaire served two purposes. First it allowed the 

opportunity to collect student demographic information that is sometimes difficult to 

request in a group setting (See Appendix 10). It also inquired about the students‟ 

knowledge of HSIs and the reasons they chose UTPA. The intent behind asking these 

questions without any prior discussion was to solicit students‟ most honest feedback (See 

Appendix 11). This student questionnaire was previously tested in the pilot study and 

proved to be useful. Once students were done completing the forms, they were collected 

and a brief introduction about me and the study were provided before officially starting 

the interview. During this introduction, I shared some personal information such as being 

first-generation, Mexican American and from the Rio Grande Valley. I also discussed my 

familiarity with the region but noted that I did not attend college in the Valley therefore 

the information they provide would be helpful in allowing me to learn more about their 

campus. This exercise was intended to ease students‟ tensions and to try to connect with 

students on a personal level as quickly as possible. At this point I also reminded students 

the interview would be recorded. It is also important to note that during all focus group 

students were provided food and drinks.  
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Upon completing the focus groups, students were invited to participate in follow-

up individual interviews so that I could expand upon the focus group discussions and gain 

greater depth. Students were provided a sign-up form that requested their email, phone 

number, and requested times and dates that were most convenient for them to interview. 

After each focus group, I spent time writing reflective notes and describing any important 

components about the interview I wanted to remember for future data analysis. This will 

be discussed in more detail later in this chapter. 

   STUDENT INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEWS. During this study, individual interviews 

took place with students, faculty, and administrators. For students, I had four focus group 

participants return for a one-time 45-minute individual interview. These students were 

not preselected, I confirmed the first five students who volunteered after the focus groups 

to participate. At this point, I had multiple interactions with the students in person and by 

email. I originally confirmed five students but due to multiple scheduling conflicts one 

student was unable to participate. Of these four students, only one was male (See 

Appendix 10).  

Since the individual interviews occurred after the focus groups, students had a 

better understanding of my study and were familiar with the topics. For example, during 

individual interviews students would refer to responses in the focus groups and would 

validate or expand upon certain answers/topics. Also students would mention they had 

thought about focus group questions and wanted to elaborate more during their 

interviews. Interview questions (See Appendix 4) were semi-structured to ensure 

comparability of data across individuals but also to allow the participant to share data 
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freely (Maxwell, 2005). I prepared a key set of questions, probes, and transition messages 

to guide the students through the interview. The purpose of this method was to gather a 

greater depth of the student perspectives, experiences, and perceptions. All interviews 

were digitally recorded and after transcription students were sent an electronic copy to 

member check and account for validity (Creswell, 2003). 

FACULTY & ADMINISTRATOR INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEWS. I conducted one 45-

minute interview with five faculty and five administrators. As shared in the faculty and 

administrator profiles these individuals represented various areas of campus, ethnic 

backgrounds, and gender. Prior to the interviews, I sent an electronic copy of the 

interview questions (See Appendix 6 and 9) and the consent forms (See Appendix 13) to 

both faculty and administrators. This allowed both groups time to consider the questions 

and to sign and read the consent forms. This method proved to be very effective as 

administrators and faculty have busy schedule and shared they like to be prepared prior to 

interviews. While I spent time confirming appointments by phone, the majority of my 

correspondence with faculty and administrators occurred by email. They were very 

responsive to requests for interviews times and in accommodating my schedule while on 

campus. The interviews were digitally recorded and transcripts were sent by email to 

member check.  

 REFLECTIVE NOTES & SITE OBSERVATIONS. After focus groups and individual 

interviews I took reflective notes (Creswell, 2009). I used this time to describe initial 

impressions, ideas, or feelings about the experience. This exercise helped me recall the 

experience I had at UTPA and were extremely helpful during data analysis. I collected 
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notes on students, the room, the time, the weather, sounds, images, and anything that 

would help provide a rich-description of the experience. These notes allowed me to 

interject myself into the research. I also conducted four, 45-minute site observations 

around campus. Observations account for what the researcher hears, sees, experiences 

and thinks while on the campus (Bogden & Bilken, 1998). Two site observations 

occurred inside the student union on separate occasions; for a compare and contrast 

experience. I also performed a site observation in an academic building and outside 

around campus. This experience was very enriching as it added to the context of climate 

and the environment of UTPA. Through this data collection method, I was able to 

observe things such as: students speaking Spanish, student being dropped off and picked 

up from campus, group dynamics in the cafeteria, and read advertising for events planned 

on campus. Reflective notes and site observations are integrated through my data analysis 

in Chapter 4 and 5.    

REVIEW OF DOCUMENTS. While participant data is extremely useful, historical 

data found in documents such as newspaper, university reports, historical documents, 

national data, meeting minutes, and websites provide a different perspective of UTPA 

(Nora, 2003; Santiago, 2006; 2007; 2008; Solórzano & Solórzano, 1995). In fact, the 

most recent data collected about UTPA was found in the University‟s statistical 

handbook which the university provides to all employees. These documents expanded the 

information available about UTPA and provided a historical perspective that was not 

collected from group or individual participants.  
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 METHODOLOGICAL LIMITATIONS. In addition, there were some limitations to 

these data collection protocols. Overall, a case study leaves out the ability to compare 

findings and instead I was only able to make general conclusions about the UTPA and the 

participants I observed and interviewed. A limitation of the focus groups was that I had to 

actively control that certain individuals did not dominate the conversation. Also, while I 

wanted to capture multiple voices in one setting, it was difficult to ensure all students 

participated, especially during my focus group with 20 students. I also learned that with 

focus groups it is hard getting all students at one place, at the same time which was 

evident in my varying sized focus groups. Even though I attempted to get groups to 

average between 5-9 participants, students are volunteering and they also have other 

commitments and responsibilities. Hence, focus groups are difficult to organize 

especially since ensuring students participation is out of the researcher‟s control.  

 A limitation of the individual interviews is that participants may not fully disclose 

information due to the formal setting or the fact that they are being recorded. Harper & 

Hurtado (2007) found that administrators are reluctant to share problems. In this study, 

faculty and administrators were very open about their opinions of the campus and 

students. A drawback to conducting one individual interview is that it did not allow me to 

opportunity to follow-up or elaborate further on questions. Individual interview are also 

time consuming so it required much more scheduling especially for busy administrators.  

These shortcomings provide a realistic view of some of the disadvantages encountered 

while conducting this study. This next section explains the data analysis procedures. 
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Data Analysis 

 The process of data analysis involves making sense of the data (Maxwell, 2005). 

There are five general steps when analyzing qualitative data: organizing and preparing 

the data, making sense of the data, the coding process, and interpreting the data 

(Creswell, 2003). The coding process allows for the researcher to generate a description 

of the setting, people, categories, or themes that emerge from the data. The final step is 

interrupting which captures the essence of lessons learned (Guba & Lincoln, 1985). 

Throughout the study the researcher must also check for accuracy and creditability in 

their findings. To do such, the researcher must account for validity. Validity is a goal 

researchers try to accomplish by testing the conclusion made in the study (Maxwell, 

2005). The procedures used in this study to test validity included triangulation, member-

checking, rich-thick descriptions, clarification of bias, and peer-debriefing. Before 

discussing how the data will be tested for reliability, the following section details the 

qualitative process used to analyze the data. 

 Due to the various data collection methods used in this study there was an 

inordinate amount of data collected. Two methods I employed to analysis the data 

efficiently was to transcribe data as it was collect and to utilize a qualitative software 

called NVivo. NVivo is used particularly in the social sciences to organize data into 

helpful themes and codes (Hwang, 2008). Certain scholars (Mason, 1996; Coffey, 

Holbrook & Atkinson, 1996) have been critical of its use but in this study NVivo was 

applied in its most simplistic form, to store and categorize data. Also, typed reflective 

notes and site observation were also stored in NVivo. Before exporting data into NVivo, I 
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used Express Scribe to store the digital files and transcribe the data. Express Scribe is 

software that allows the capability of transcribing and listening to digital files 

simultaneously. Once the data was transcribed it was printed. By using open and axial 

coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1990; Maxwell & Miller, 2008) I coded the data twice. First, I 

coded by hand, highlighting and jotting key themes that emerged while reading the data. I 

created mental maps and charts when theorizing and attempting to make sense of the data 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994). Next, I exported the data into NVivo and coded digitally 

using “nodes”. In NVivo “nodes” are equivalent to themes/subtheme. As I digitally 

coded, new themes arose and I was able to organize the data using the software. NVivo 

allows the researcher to see the frequency of codes, how many times the theme was 

coded and which source (participant) it came from. This software provided for a 

sophisticated level of data organization which was extremely helpful in this study. Once 

all the codes were organized, I printed data from NVivo and began to identifying major 

themes/subthemes that emerged. While coding, I utilized the theoretical frameworks and 

kept the research questions at the forefront.  

Validity and Reliability 

 Another key aspect of data analysis is accounting for validity. Validity was a 

means to check whether the findings in this study were accurate (Creswell, 2003). I used 

triangulation, member-checking, rich-thick descriptions, and peer-debriefing. 

Triangulation helps to build a justification for themes found in the data that are check 

against multiple resources. In this case, data was compared among students (focus groups 

and individual), faculty, and administrators. Since I conducted student focus groups first, 
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I was able to triangulate data with faculty and administrators. For example, I would share 

with faculty or administrators a particular theme I noticed with students and at times they 

elaborated or provided a different perspective. After I conducted several individual 

interviews I also verified the data through document analysis. By using triangulation I 

was able to reduce biases and secure a better understanding of the issues being 

investigated (Fielding & Fielding, 1986).  

Member-checking occurred throughout the study both formally and informally. 

When I met with students individually, I had the opportunity to clarify questions and 

responses I received while they were part of the focus group. I also used questioning 

during interviews with faculty and administrators that allowed me to clarify I understood 

their responses appropriately. For instance, I would restate some of the information I 

heard and asked if that was an accurate interpretation. Formally, once all the data was 

transcribed participants received an electronic copy of the transcript. Participants did 

respond and provided feedback on their transcripts. This new information was verify and 

in most cases the changes involved minor grammatical clarifications. Such strategy 

allowed for any misrepresentation of the university, faculty, administrators or students to 

be reconciled. As for rich-thick description, this was conducted throughout the study but 

also they were enhanced through site observations and reflective notes. Throughout this 

study, I check for the delimitations and limitation discussed in Chapter 1, eliminating for 

any bias. Finally, I utilized peer-debriefing (Creswell, 2009) to determine whether the 

data resonated with individuals who were familiar with this study and The Valley. By 
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incorporating these steps and procedures I was able to gather a deeper meaning of the 

data and ensure it was being represented and interpreted appropriately.  
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 CHAPTER 4: CAMPUS CLIMATE AT UTPA: THE 

CONVERGENCE OF REGION, INSTITUTION, AND STUDENT 

Introduction 

Due to the growing importance of degree completion in the United States, this 

study focused on a Hispanic-Serving Institution in South Texas that has experienced 

success in graduating Latinos. In this institutional context, one of my goals was to 

examine how the University of Texas-Pan American‟s (UTPA) campus climate 

influences first-generation, Mexican American students‟ ability to complete their degree. 

Since interviews were conducted with students, faculty, and administrators there was a 

wealth of data to analyze. Through open and axial coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1990; 

Maxwell & Miller, 2008), I determined the best method to organize the data was through 

two separate chapters. The first chapter (Chapter 4) is dedicated to student findings and 

through my analysis three factors emerged as influential to degree completion: first year 

academic guidance, academic cohort models, and financial resources. This chapter will 

describe these three influences as well as discuss students‟ perception of the campus 

climate at UTPA. While the focus of Chapter 4 is on student responses, I will triangulate 

the data (Creswell, 2009) with supportive information from faculty and administrators‟ 

interviews.  

In Chapter 5, I will address the institutional characteristics faculty and 

administrators described as significant in allowing first-generation, Mexican Americans 

students to persist. The institutional characteristics that emerged as critical were:  
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1) culturally sensitive mentorship; 2) student-centered services and teaching practices; 

and 3) intensive academic and career advisement. In Chapters 4 and 5, the two 

frameworks that guided my analysis were funds of knowledge (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & 

Gonzalez, 1992) and organizational habitus (McDonough, 1997). By utilizing these 

frameworks concurrently, I was able to analyze how first-generation, Mexican American 

students use funds of knowledge to persist in the unique habitus of The Valley and a 

Border HSI. In addition, these frameworks also supported my analysis in understanding 

the organizational complexity of UTPA as described by faculty and administrators. 

 Finally, another important aspect of this study was to determine how UTPA as a 

Border HSI impacts students, faculty, and administrators. Rather than creating an entirely 

new chapter to discuss these findings, I have combined the HSI discussion at the end of 

Chapters 4 and 5. The findings relating to students will be shared at the end of Chapter 4 

and faculty and administrator results will be found at the end of Chapter 5. Such 

discussion will reveal how students, faculty, and administrators describe and understand 

the term Hispanic-Serving Institution; what they perceive is the role of such type of 

institution; and if any tensions might exist. Ultimately, Chapters 4 and 5 will provide a 

critical analysis of students‟ perceptions of the campus climate at UTPA and the 

institutional characteristics that influence degree completion of first-generation, Mexican 

American students.  

Student Perceptions of Campus Climate 

  The literature reveals that perceptions of campus climate significantly influence 

students‟ performance, retention, and graduation rates (Harper & Hurtado, 2007; 
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Hurtado, Milem, Clayton-Pedersen, & Allen, 1998). Such prior research guided my 

analysis and it allowed me to understand how first-generation, Mexican American 

perceived their campus climate. In addition, campus climate research asserts that there 

are five elements that influence the campus environment: historical legacy of inclusion 

and exclusion, compositional diversity, psychological dimension, behavioral dimension, 

and organizational/structural dimension (Hurtado, et al, 1999; Milem, Chang, & Antonio, 

2005). While all these elements are important, the psychology dimension was most 

relevant when it came to students‟ perceptions of campus climate. This dimension 

involves the perception and attitudes of individuals as it relates to racial/ethnic tension, 

discrimination, and other psychological attributes. In this study, students described their 

perceptions of the campus climate at UTPA in relation to their sense of belonging. 

Research on sense of belonging contends that students feel more at home when they are 

in a university environment surrounded by students of similar age, class, gender, or 

ethnicity (Hoffman, Richmond, Morrow, & Salomone, 2003; Meeuwisse, Severiens, & 

Born, 2010; Swail, Redd, & Perna, 2007). At UTPA students have very similar 

characteristics: 76% are first-generation, 89% are Hispanic, and 77% of full-time 

undergraduate students received a need-based scholarship (UTPA Factbook, 2009). 

While all these factors influenced the sense of belonging for students at UTPA, they also 

described proximity to home as important. At UTPA, 93.2% of the student population 

consists of residents from The Valley; and of the 32 student participants I interviewed 

half responded that they chose UTPA because it was close to home.  
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The concept of “home” became a common theme in this study. One student 

shared, “Coming to UTPA was very convenient because I didn‟t have the financial 

resources to go elsewhere so I just kinda [sic] had to take advantage of what was close to 

home in my backyard” (Kallie, 23). The idea of being close to home often became the 

primary reason students attended UTPA. For Ariel, home meant a comforting or familial 

space where she did not feel like an “outsider”.  

I notice that a lot of things here are influenced from The Valley. During lunch 

they sell food for student organizations and they have to have jalapeños. I mean 

here we have barbeques and they have the music on 95.5 [Tejano station], they 

have to be real Mexicanos. You feel it and you probably want to dance when you 

are buying your tacos. Asi, it‟s like you‟re home. It‟s not like in other places 

where they give you your chili and hotdog. Um, it‟s the culture. The way we were 

brought up in The Valley we‟re so used to it so when we go somewhere else it‟s 

like „Oh, no we‟re outsiders.‟ And we [Latinos] are comfortable at HOME. That‟s 

why we feel the way we do here because it‟s home. 

 

Students also contemplated what it would be like if they left The Valley, Marc feared he 

would not belong.  

I choose UTPA, well the reason was „cause [sic] it was close. I didn‟t have the 

financial stability on my own or by my family to try and venture off. Um, there 

was a point and time that I did want to venture off but when I started looking at 

the reality behind it I knew I would get home sick. I had been too reliable on the 

whole way the Rio Grande Valley is compared to anything outside of it. So I 

know that when I first started college that was uh one thing I took into 

consideration of not fitting in or adjusting to the new environment outside of the 

Rio Grande Valley.  

 

It is important to note that while a common college experience for most students is 

leaving home, in The Valley most Latinos‟ journey to college begins by attending their 

local community college or university. In fact, 17,000 of the 18,000 students enrolled at 

UTPA came from the four counties (Hidalgo, Cameron, Starr and Willacy) surrounding 
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the University. “Home” was also the organizational habitus that existed at UTPA. There 

was evidence that not only did students perceive the environment as home but it was also 

created by the institution. Through this research, I learned that UTPA has become home 

to many students who have grown up in the region for most or all of their lives. 

 Students‟ perceptions about the quality of UTPA also led them to stay in The 

Valley and attend UTPA. Nena shared, “I came to UTPA when I learned it had the 

number one bilingual teaching program.” I also observed students comparing the cost to 

attend UTPA with its quality. Alex said, “I think sometimes the issue is that it sends the 

wrong message like „Oh, UT Pan Am is a cheap school‟ but it helps us get the education 

we need and that is not cheap.” After Alex made this statement Samantha said, “What do 

you mean cheap?” And Alex clarified, “I mean not expensive. It‟s affordable but the term 

affordable does not mean it‟s not a good school.” The debate about the quality of 

education in South Texas is a struggle for Valley residents.  

 Historically, UTPA has been considered by most Valley residents as inferior to 

other institutions especially to those schools outside of South Texas. A faculty member I 

interviewed who is a native of The Valley described such stereotype. “When I came in 

1985 people would call this institution „Harvard on the Rio‟ or „Taco Tech‟.” Some of 

her students would share how their parents had negative perceptions about the quality of 

education at UTPA. “Even though her parents were graduates of UTPA they said there 

were better universities.” There is “a stigma about the quality of UTPA based on the 

community‟s lack of understanding and realization that faculty at UTPA have degrees 

from all over the nation.” This lack of understanding regarding the cultural wealth within 



96 

 

the community and its schools is described in a recent study conducted in The Valley 

(Yamamura, Martinez & Saenz, 2010). In this study, one parent admits that it is 

important to establish a college-going culture and set buen ejemplos[good examples], 

where each generation is in need of good examples to follow and subsequently becomes 

an example for next generations, to break the stigma of Hispanics not progressing in The 

Valley (p. 136). In this case, the parent was not setting a good example for her child 

instead she was perpetuating the lack of confidence in her own community‟s assets. This 

lack of confidence in the community and lack of good examples has been a difficult for 

Valley residents and UTPA to overcome.  

 Examples of how others perceived the quality of UTPA continued throughout this 

study. During an interview with a UTPA administrator she described this phenomenon as 

the “inferiority complex”.   

A man who became one of my best friends here said to me, „Our biggest problem 

is our own inferiority complex.‟ And he said, „I'm talking about the faculty, the 

staff, the community, and the community toward the University.‟ You know the 

community doesn‟t look at the University as a major University or a major asset; 

instead they see it as a place for their kids to go to school but they don't look at it 

as a quality University (Administrator, University Advancement).  

 

This same tension exists among students who stay at UTPA for their education and 

students who leave The Valley for college. Samantha shared how some of her friends 

look down at students who attend UTPA, calling it a place where “beaners” attended 

college. During her story she shared how these same students were also Latinos and she 

had witnessed many of them returning to The Valley to attend UTPA.  

They didn‟t like the environment at their other schools so now they are coming to 

UTPA. They see UTPA offers programs that they didn‟t have at their other school 

so now they see Pan Am in a good way. 
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As an insider, I could relate to these stories. After attending a college-preparatory high 

school, I can remember my counselors, teachers, family members and friends 

encouraging me to leave The Valley. Reflecting back now, the symbolism behind leaving 

The Valley meant I, too, was perpetuating the stereotype that leaving The Valley meant I 

had achieved success. Carr and Kefalas (2009), call this the rural youth exodus, a brain 

drain of young people leaving small towns, anxious to break away at the expense of 

seeing their own community as less than. Contradictory to these perceptions, the number 

of Latinos graduating from UTPA proves that receiving a quality education can happen 

anywhere. Students also discussed how they perceived diversity on a campus that is 

predominately Latino. 

 PERCEPTIONS OF DIVERSITY. At UTPA, discussions about diversity were 

difficult. I sensed issues of racial diversity were moot especially since the „ethnic‟ make-

up on the campus was virtually the same. Unlike studies (Laird et. al, 2007) that 

document student experiences at HSIs where Hispanics are the minority, at UTPA 

Hispanics are the majority. Therefore, students‟ perceptions regarding racial diversity 

seem non-existent. With that said, while issues of race were not salient it does not mean 

that race was not imbedded (Sóloranzo, Villalpando, & Oseguera, 2005) in how they 

identified with the campus. Literature on racial and ethnic identity (Chávez & Guido-

DiBrito, 1999; Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, & Cain, 1998; Torres, 1996; Urrieta, 2007) 

confer that race is a social construct, constantly in flux, and for Mexican Americans 

complex due to past legalities in which they were labeled as Caucasian but never treated 

as such. If first-generation, Mexican American students base their identity on a social 
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environment that is reflective of their own then it can be perceived that racial diversity is 

not an issue. Students rarely focused on race or interpreted their environment in terms of 

racial or ethnic diversity. Instead, students‟ perceptions about diversity focused around 

their external habitus of The Valley. They defined diversity in how they were raised, 

differences in language acquisition, regions they grew-up, and even socioeconomic (those 

with financial support or those without). This supports the notion that campus climate can 

be observed as a multidimensional construct (Hurtado et. al, 1998; 1999) subject to 

behaviors external to the university. Forces such has socio-historical context or 

governmental policies in the larger society can impact the institutions and the individuals 

within them (Hurtado et. al, 1999). The following section reveals how the external 

habitus of The Valley impacted students‟ perceptions of diversity.  

 I discovered that even among similarities there are differences. Cultural norms of 

The Valley affected students‟ perceptions of diversity. Sara had positive things to say 

about the campus climate, “I like the diversity and that most of the students are Hispanic. 

I feel really comfortable and I like the teachers also.” Other students felt this environment 

could also be isolating.  

When I first came to town I, um, um, it‟s different. Not just the school per say but 

the whole Valley. I mean they speak Spanish and where I came from there was 

Spanish but not so much. They speak Spanish on-campus and outside of campus, 

it can be hard if you don‟t speak it, you feel lost (Adriana, 25). 

 

While on campus, it was common to hear students speaking Spanish. As a Spanish-

speaker, it was music to my ears but as I heard in the interviews not knowing Spanish 

could be intimidating. Some students felt it was difficult to even operate on a daily basis 

from ordering food at a McDonald‟s to feeling judged by other students as not being 
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Mexican enough. For one student I interviewed, she expressed that UTPA “did not feel 

like home.” She came from a small town outside of Houston, Texas and she understood 

Spanish but did not speak it as they do in The Valley.   

For me it's not like home. I had to learn the Spanish to their level „cause [sic] the 

way they talked Spanish is different from what I learned. So I'm currently facing 

the challenge of learning „cause [sic] most of the people here talk Spanish. You 

go to McDonald's and they serve you in Spanish (Mia, 24). 

 

The cultural norms of even speaking Spanish a certain way created an underlying 

division among students of not being Mexican enough. Mia experienced this tension and 

judgment by other students who were Latino and saw her as different. 

So for me it doesn't feel like home. I mean yes, people are friendly but when I 

entered Pan Am some students in classes would be like, „Why if you are Mexican 

you don't know the Spanish?‟ „How come you don't know how to talk like us?‟ 

I'm like „Well, I didn't grow up here.‟ And they‟ll be like, „Well, I imagine over 

there near Houston they talk Spanish.‟ And I'm like, „They do but not like ya'll 

[sic] do.‟ 

 

 Regionally, students who grew up elsewhere and moved to The Valley also 

perceived there were cultural influences that hindered their education. Dolly‟s parents 

returned to The Valley from Augusta, Georgia when she was in second grade. Even at a 

young age she was overwhelmed by The Valley.   

I just felt lost. I just couldn't adapt and everything felt like gibberish. And like I 

would try to do my assignments and I'd get a blank. Like I just couldn't think and 

all I could think about is that I hated it here. 

 

One interesting observation she made was that when she was in fifth grade she noticed 

the “quality of education was different.” She made this distinction by recognizing that in 

second grade in Georgia she was learning mathematical fractions and when she moved to 

The Valley these concepts were not introduced until fifth grade. Dolly experienced at an 
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early-age the regional difference of education and unlike other students who embraced 

the cultural heritage that overflowed on the campus, Dolly felt it impacted her personally 

and educationally.  

 On the other hand, there were students who were proud of how The Valley 

influenced their campus climate and discussed the benefits it brought to their 

environment. Penélope recognized there were different students at UTPA but stressed 

how being Hispanic allowed her to make a connection. 

I think our [campus] culture is very important not only is it focused on the 

Hispanics but other cultures too. But I feel that being Hispanic allows us to make 

a connection. By having things in common we can help each other and we know 

our necessities. I would say the students are very welcoming, very warm, and they 

try to help each other. 

 

Kallie also shared that even though students came from different parts of The Valley they 

found a way to build relationships.  

There is a very collectivist culture here, the way people look out for each other, 

it‟s not so much individuals one-up-ing each other it‟s more of a group thing. 

People that I never thought I‟d be friends with from different cities like Laredo to 

Brownsville you get to build these relationships. 

 

The same was true for students who did not spend much time on campus. Bob who 

claimed he only went to school and then went home, perceived the abundance of students 

of the same race as positive. “This is a nice place for Hispanics. I haven‟t noticed 

anything racist so it‟s good.” He admitted that he felt ashamed not knowing Spanish but 

that his limits on the use of the language did not make him feel out of place.  

 These stories revealed that students‟ perceptions about diversity can differ even 

though they come from the same racial background and are the first in their families to 

attend college. Diversity at UTPA is very different than what is typically found in the 
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literature, which often focuses on racial or ethnic diversity. Since UTPA is predominately 

Latino, when students think of diversity it is often thought of in terms of difference in 

cultural norms, region, or linguistically as it relates to speaking Spanish. When I probed 

students about racial diversity, they didn‟t understand the meaning of the term or felt 

uncomfortable being categorized as Hispanic (Hurtado, Carter, & Spuler, 1996; Swail, 

Cabrera, & Lee, 2004; Vigil, 2002). In one instance, Dolly felt that being labeled as 

Hispanic or putting attention on such a population “creates more racism.” The overall 

impression I received is students do not want to feel different. Student interviews also 

proved that while a campus that is a majority Hispanic might seem welcoming and 

encouraging, it can also be isolating for individuals who are not from the region or do not 

relate culturally or linguistically. The complexity of diversity and how students perceived 

their campus climate leads me to this next section on critical consciousness.  

 CRITICAL CONSCIOUSNESS. Along with students perceptions there was also a 

“critical consciousness” (Ladson-Billings, 1995; Mehan, Hubbard, & Villanueva, 1994) 

that first-generation, Mexican American students exhibited regarding their campus 

climate at UTPA. Critical consciousness is the idea that students are critical to the 

cultural norms, morals, and institutions that produce and maintain social inequities 

(Ladson-Billings, 1995, p.162). Through my framework organizational habitus, I 

determined this consciousness is awakened by the experiences students have in The 

Valley. Students are exposed to intense stereotypes, culturally-dominant environments, 

and lingering statistics that predict they will either beat the odds to finish school or they 

will not.  



102 

 

 As I spent longer periods of time with students during individual interviews, I got 

the sense of their ability to be conscious of their environments. It was evident students 

had personal expectations to overcome social barriers. For example, Violet felt the only 

way she could change her future was if she moved away from home. Violet lived in 

Cameron country, a southern region of The Valley, and even though it was not far from 

UTPA her actions of leaving home broke a social norm that not even her mom was able 

to do when she was young.  

As far as my definition of family here in the Valley, it‟s something I think is very 

different than around the worlds‟ definition of family. If you move or leave your 

family it‟s consider something like complete abandonment. It‟s considered this 

blasphemous thing that you left your family. It took my mother three years to 

realize that [going to college] wasn‟t to hurt her or to spite her, it was because I 

needed to grow up. And so I feel like I‟ve seen it in generations prior with my 

family where my mother dropped out of school to actually take care of her mother 

and it‟s just kinda [sic] like an on-going thing. So personally, I felt if I didn‟t 

break-away at least a little, even if it was considered bad or negative in their eyes, 

it was better than being stuck there forever. 

 

Violet witnessed her mother give up her dreams of college and felt the cycle needed to be 

broken. She admitted in our interview that she “did not want to be a statistic.” When I 

asked her what she meant by this she described the statistic was her not graduating from 

college or becoming pregnant and dropping out of school. She was aware of her racial 

identity and understood that college completion rates of Latinos meant the odds were 

against her. “That‟s what keeps pushing me because I don‟t want to fall into those 

numbers. I don‟t want to be that person.” Violet equated her academic success as the 

“key to the door” giving her this sense of breaking free from the social inequities that 

existed because of where she grew up and who she was ethnically.  
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 Dolly was also conscious of her reality and verbalized her experience similar to 

Violet‟s. She described what it was like to be from The Valley and to have these 

constraints. “If you are a student that has lived here your whole life, never migrated, your 

parents are doing okay but they are not well off, there really is not a lot for you.” Dolly 

felt that statistics had been drilled in her head at a young age and she realized the only 

way to be successful was not to become a statistic. 

I think since I was a kid I remember them drilling statistics in our head. Like three 

out of the ten of you are gonna [sic] do this. And so many of you are not gonna 

[sic] graduate and you're gonna [sic] drop out. So many of you are gonna [sic] end 

up pregnant before high school. So it's like no one wants to be in that category so 

I think it's really just competitive to not fall into that negative statistic. Everything 

that I do right now is because I don't want to be the statistics that they gave me. I 

want to be better than that and I know I'm better than that. 

 

It seems that hearing these negative statistics over and over became a driving force for 

Violet and Dolly. Critical consciousness is a self-reflective process that requires a high 

level of evaluation, but it was clear that these students‟ life experiences created an 

opportunity for them to be introspective. Such reflection has also given them a greater 

appreciation for being in college and a renewed commitment to themselves and their 

families. This commitment, also known as ganas, is described in more detail in this next 

section.   

 GANAS. Critical consciousness can also transform into what is called ganas, or the 

will and desire to do something (Urrieta, 2007). Ganas is often used in the Latino 

community to describe the resiliency among an individual to overcome extremely 

adverse circumstances (Cabrera, Lopez & Saenz, 2009). Ganas became evident through 

my framework funds of knowledge especially since it is sparked by a teacher, family, 
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experience, or any other factor that moves a student to believe he/she can change. The 

idea of ganas is implicit within the Latino community but it has been rarely documented 

or written in scholarly work. In fact, while interviewing one of the Administrators at 

UTPA she said, “There is nothing out there right now that describes ganas. I want to see 

the ganas survey.” She commented that various emotional intelligence surveys have been 

created but two past presidents at UTPA have often said none of these surveys describe 

students‟ ganas. She was not convinced that any other survey could truly explain the 

commitment these students have. “You could have a valedictorian who's not committed 

or you could have the person at the bottom of the class whose commitment level is 

derived from helping the family.” She believes that “this commitment level is what 

makes a difference for our Hispanic students in The Valley.”  

 For students in The Valley, ganas can make all the difference especially when 

they are living in one of the poorest regions in the United States. Kayla, a student with 

two young children shared that she had returned to UTPA several times, bouncing back 

and forth from technical and community colleges. She started her journey in 2000, and 

she told herself that this time was different. During her first college experience, she got 

pregnant. The pressures of working and raising a child on her own prevented her from 

going back to school. Now the same reason she left, her child, is the same reason she 

wants to finish.  

Pretty much throughout these ten years I would stop and I would come [back] and 

I stopped and I would come [back]. And then finally just about maybe a year and 

half ago I said, „No more stopping. This is it. I'm just going to do it full force‟. I 

have managed my whole adult life on my own. Um, now I see it differently „cause 

[sic] I have my two kids. I see myself and I'm like, „I can't just settle for just a job. 

I can't. I can't do it. I have to have a career for me and my kids.‟ 
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Kayla goes to school at night and during the day watches her children. After night class 

she works the midnight shift at a hospital while her parents take care of her kids. She is 

studying to be a teacher and is majoring in Bilingual Education one of the most 

competitive programs at UTPA. Kayla exhibited both the critical consciousness of her 

situation and the ganas to create a new life for herself and her children.  

 I also saw that ganas was derived from students strong commitment to their 

family. Since first-generation students are the first in their family to venture to college, 

families have high expectations of them (Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella & Nora, 

1996). Students described that their success in college is a “family success”. In the 

example of KC, graduating from college was his commitment to his parents and his 

younger sister. KC wanted to be a good example for his younger sister but he also 

witnessed his dad struggle getting a job without a degree.  

My motivation comes from my parents, especially my dad. He couldn‟t get 

specific jobs because he didn‟t get a degree and he had all the experience and 

enough qualifications in that aspect. But he didn‟t finish because he had me and 

my sister. So the motivation I have is to graduate to show my sister it can be done. 

I‟m also going to pursue my master‟s so that she can also do the same as well.  

 

Students described their ganas is strengthened when seeing their families sacrifice to help 

them go to college. Sarahi, whose parents are older said, “It is hard because I feel so 

much respect for them, they have made so many sacrifices for me. I feel it is my turn to 

do it for them.” Even when students‟ dreams of going to another college are shattered, 

their commitment to their family revives their ability to continue moving forward. Chris 

was sad when he learned he did not receive enough financial aid to go to his dream 

school but found renewed hope in being with his family. As his voice cracked and his 
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eyes filled with tears he said, “But I became a better man because I realized my parents 

are only here for a little while. I have to appreciate all the time I have with them even if it 

means going to school here.” There is no doubt that ganas feeds students‟ commitment to 

succeed and it helps them move beyond everyone‟s expectations including their own.   

This section provided an in-depth look at the perceptions of first-generation, 

Mexican American students at UTPA. A common theme regarding the campus climate at 

UTPA was the co-existence between UTPA and The Valley. Students described the 

campus as “home” because it provided similar experiences as in their real home; and 

because it felt like a natural place for them to go to college. Regardless of the stereotypes, 

first-generation, Mexican American students took comfort being in a familiar space, close 

to family and around other students like them. In The Valley, a student‟s ability to be 

critically conscious of their environment reflects a will, or ganas, to continue their 

degrees and not become a statistic. However, with the perceptions of the campus climate 

it is also important to understand the factors first-generation, Mexican American students 

revealed are important in helping them complete their degrees. The following section 

reveals the three factors that emerged as most influential.  

 Factors Influencing Degree Completion 

 Degree completion is influenced by a variety of factors. Nationally, it is measured 

using the years it will take a first-time, full-time student to move through college 

(www.thecb.state.tx.us/). Statistics on degree completion are also based on four or two 

year institution‟s admissions selectivity. National data reflects that degree completion for 

Latinos at four-year, public institutions with 90% admissions selectivity is 35.3% after 
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six years (NCES, 2010). UTPA falls within this category and is currently surpassing the 

national average at 36.2% (UTPA Factbook, 2009). While these numbers reflect a 

positive outcome for UTPA they don‟t tell the full story about what factors are 

influencing Latinos‟ ability to complete their degrees. This next section tells the story 

behind the numbers and it reveals what first-generation, Mexican American students feel 

are important.  

FIRST-YEAR ACADEMIC GUIDANCE.The first year of college is critical (Clark, 

2005; Rendon, 2006; Tinto, 1987). Research has shown that Latinos in their first year 

who are the first in their family to attend college can arrive academically unprepared and 

feeling isolated (Justiz & Rendon, 1989; Rendon, Garcia and Person, 2004). While first-

generation, Mexican Americans will arrive to college with high aspirations of getting a 

degree, studies (Arbona & Novy, 1991; Malaney & Shirely, 1995) have shown that 

compared to their White, Black, and Asian counterparts those expectations plummet after 

the first year. In this study, student participants supported the notion that the first year in 

college matters. Furthermore, these interviews suggest that even at a Hispanic-Serving 

Institution where the majority is Latino, students face similar obstacles in their first year 

as they would at any other institution. Students in this study indicated that first year 

academic guidance is essential to their retention and success in college.   

 At UTPA, Latino students described their first year experience as difficult, lonely, 

and different than their third and fourth year in college. Robbie shared that in her first 

year it was difficult to find friends or get engaged in any student organizations. “You are 

just taking classes that you need and you do your own work. I mean if you make friends 



108 

 

in the class that‟s fine but you‟re not guaranteed to see them.” Ariel didn‟t feel as if she 

had strong friendship or anyone she could rely on for support. “From the very beginning 

when we first started [college] we all felt lost. I felt like I was bouncing from class to 

class not knowing or being able to attach [make a connection] to another student.” Ariel, 

who was in her final year at UTPA, provided a wealth of information about her first year 

experience. She described what it meant to not be engaged in student organizations or 

have a connection to the university in her first year. “When I first started [college] I was 

not in any organizations. You feel that there is nobody there to help you out.” 

Furthermore, first year advising proved to be critical for Ariel.  

Okay for my freshmen year I had really bad advisers. I knew I wanted to go into 

the Education program and they just gave me the degree plan and said, „These are 

the basics that you need to take start registering if you want to do 12 hours or if 

you want to do 15 but the most you could do is 18 hours.‟ She basically gave me 

the list and she like highlighted it and said, „Take these and you'll be done with 

basics‟ (Ariel, 26). 

 

 Later I learned that Ariel took all the classes on the list, putting her behind one 

year and with many courses she did not need for her major. Among all these stories, 

Ariel‟s lack of academic guidance indicated these mishaps greatly influenced her ability 

to get into her major and closer to graduation. Ariel was married and discussed how many 

times she wanted to quit but her husband and mother encouraged her to continue. Ariel 

was also fortunate that she had the financial support to take the additional year to get 

back on track. Another student, Molly, not only felt she did not have support but 

academically she didn‟t feel there was a structure guiding her through classes. “Whoever 

wants to take whatever classes at the time takes them and you make your own schedule, 

you don‟t know where to start.” Without the academic guidance in their first year, first-
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generation students can go astray and in some cases may not survive critical mistakes 

made in their first year. Ariel had a friend that was misguided and it resulted in her 

dropping out.   

One of my friends was having the same problems with the advisers where they 

were giving her the wrong classes and she was like, „You know what it's been so 

hectic I've been taking a lot of classes that are not required.‟ And she's like, „I'm 

gonna [sic] drop this semester.‟ So she withdrew from Pan Am and she never 

came back.  

 

 First year academic experiences are not only critical for those entering directly 

from high school but also for those students transferring. Marc started off at UTPA as a 

music major and then got “sidetracked” and took time off to substitute teach. While 

working, Marc enrolled in South Texas College (a local community college) and began 

taking classes. He described his transfer experience as “At the community college it‟s a 

lot on your own deal.” He explained the importance of being assertive and taking the 

initiative at the community college when things were not going well. “If you have a 

situation that you need to talk about concerning your grade and things of that such you 

gotta [sic] take the initiative to do it.” When Marc decided to transfer back to UTPA he 

decided Education was the best major for him. When he transferred he credited his 

relationship with his UTPA undergraduate adviser as important to his transition.  

The one that helped me was my undergraduate adviser. She was the one who was 

responsible for making sure I had all the hours transferred over. Making sure that 

I had all the classes required prior to the program accounted for; or that I had the 

grades to be ready for it. She was the backbone of getting everything transferred 

over and making sure I knew all the policies and requirements. 

 

 One interesting acknowledgement students made about their academic preparation 

during their first year was how the amount of time they spent on-campus influenced their 
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academic experiences. Of the 32 student participants I interviewed, only one lived on-

campus. Students shared that, “There is the on campus experience and then the commuter 

experience.” Currently, 13% of new first-year students live on campus and only 5% of all 

undergraduates (UTPA Factbook, 2009). Dolly who was a commuter and carpooled with 

other students shared,  

The [on-campus residents] have a completely different experience than 

commuters who come and go and have home responsibilities and families to take 

care. We can‟t use all the facilities and everything the way people who live on 

campus can. 

 

Students insisted that when they could come to campus early and take advantage of the 

services they would. Sara admitted that “People who are here on campus are more 

involved and more integrated to the community.” Penélope, a student who goes to school 

at night, described how she would take advantage of the services and opportunities while 

on campus.  

Yeah it‟s a benefit of being here on campus because you have all the time to 

participate in other activities and yeah, you have access to the labs almost 24 

hours a day. We [commuters] I come from 30 miles from here and it‟s hard for 

me to come early to this place but I still make an effort. If I would be here [living 

on campus] I would do it more. 

 

Students also discussed their first year experiences in relation to high school. The most 

descriptive comment I heard was from Dolly. She would come to UTPA for college visits 

with the Gear-Up Program but she felt like she never left home. 

 

The commuter experience is basically the same as high school. You wake up, you 

come to school, you go to work, you go home and you deal with your parents. 

And it's like you never really grow up which is why I think there is that big gap 

from high school to college because there isn't a transition. 

 

One faculty member supported what Dolly described during her first year.  
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Is UTPA a lot like a high school? I would say „yes‟. I think it feels like it and I 

think students who make that claim or who make that observation are speaking 

truthfully because the class-makeup is similar. Students are reluctant to 

participate, again they are very mature and they are not disrespectful and they 

behave very well. But there is not the active class participation that I would like to 

see. We professors here at UTPA are absolutely dynamic but often I think 

students feel that the classroom environment is similar to high school (Male, 

English Professor). 

 

 Unfortunately, the faculty‟s observation does not account for the lack of 

preparation or guidance first-generation, Mexican American students receive prior to 

coming to college. It also does not take into account the quality or quantity of preparation 

provided by their school prior to college. The literature suggests (Solóranzo & Yosso, 

2002) that while Latinos have high career and academic aspirations there are a lack of 

relevant high school programs or structures to prepare them for college. Furthermore, as 

the first in their family to go to college they must look outside the home for guidance and 

support (McClafferty, McDonough & Nuñez, 2002). An administrator who has been at 

UTPA for over ten years shared,   

Two things really impact our students here. One is just the fact that they are first-

generation. They tend not to have, and unless they have an older brother or sister 

go through college, they do not have anyone around them that knows anything 

about college or what the outcome of what college means (Male, Vice-President 

for Student Affairs). 

 

So while it might seem to be the student‟s responsibility to come to college with an idea 

of what it is to be academically prepared, the reality is very little support structures are in 

place to provide this support. Another interview with a faculty member in Mathematics 

further supported this claim. She shared, “I think it is funny because every institution 

blames the one before them, right?” When she has consulted with colleagues at UTPA 

and across the nation, the conclusion has been that (at least in Mathematics) students are 
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not being prepared properly for the academic rigor or pace of college. In her 

developmental class, of which a large number are first-year Latino students, she finds 

they fear mathematics or are having trouble building on mathematical concepts. The idea 

of moving onto to different chapters triggers anxiety. She also tries to encourage students 

not to fear math and she utilizes “relational learning” applying what is taught in class to 

real-world applications or examples. In essence she describes that providing students with 

new learning tools in the first-year becomes important for their future college success. In 

her discussions with teachers across The Valley a common response is that students are 

not given the amount of homework in high school as they did ten or twenty years ago, 

leading to a difficult first-year transition.  

 Overall, these stories indicate that first year academic guidance is critical for first-

generation, Mexican American students at UTPA. They also suggest there is a need and 

responsibility by high schools to provide academic preparation, programming, and 

support these students need to be successful in their first year of college. In the context of 

a commuter institution, students reflected that: 1) guidance from advisers in their first 

year is important; 2) high schools hold a responsibility in preparing them for college; and 

3) degree plans in the first year are effective retention tool for their future careers/majors. 

In fact, this brings me to my next section regarding the effectiveness of academic cohort 

models.  

 ACADEMIC COHORT MODELS. During my first visit to UTPA, I conducted a 

focus group with an academic student organization. As we went around the room making 

introductions the first thing I heard was, “Hi, my name is Clarissa and I‟m in Block I 
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(One).” As the students continued to introduce themselves I repeatedly heard, “Hi, my 

name is _____ and this is my first, second, third or fourth block.” At first I thought I 

misunderstood what they were saying until I finally interrupted and asked, “What is a 

Block?” A bit astonished and surprised, students laughed and explained it was how they 

identified themselves in the School of Education. The Block is actually designated by 

roman numbers (I, II, III, and IV) and is part of the teaching preparation programs in the 

department of Curriculum and Instruction. Once students are admitted into the program 

they start their first semester in Block I. Students can choose from programs in general 

education with a focus on special or bilingual education. They also offer students 

preparation in teaching for middle school, high school and all levels. When students 

begin the program they are placed in a cohort and continue through the program taking a 

set of courses with the same colleagues. In Block I & II, there are a series of four classes 

students take together based on their interest. Once students reach Block III & IV, they 

move into only three and two courses due their internships and student teaching hours. I 

share all of this because the concept of cohorts became one factor students clearly 

identified as important in their ability to stay engaged in their academics and on track to 

graduation. 

 Early evidence of student cohorts began in the 1950s, concentrated in educational 

leadership programs in graduate education (Barnett, Bansom, Yerkes & Norris, 2000). 

Since most university cohort programs were funded by external foundations and reform 

initiatives, the literature suggests that by 1994 the idea of student cohort models seem to 

disappear due to limited funding and lack of institutional support (Achilles, 1994; Basom, 



114 

 

Yerkes, Barnett, & Norris, 1996) By 2000, higher education cohort models were on a rise 

again and they had received a new boost from literature on group dynamics. Zander 

(1982) argued that in effective group cohorts, members feel important, have a sense of 

belonging and are energized by contributing their expertise in a group setting. The 

literature on adult learning also supports that cohorts are effective models for adults 

allowing them to direct their own learning (Merriam & Caffarella, 1999). In addition, the 

literature reveals that students‟ academic performance and intrapersonal relations are 

likely to be influenced in a cohort structure (Barnett et. al, 2000). The impacts of 

academic performance include students‟ academic learning, persistence and higher 

degree completion rates (Hill, 1995, Norton, 1995). Finally, along with individual student 

benefits, relationships with faculty are also strengthened. By working with the same 

faculty over a period of time students are able to develop relationships resulting in the 

opportunity for strong mentorship and greater motivation to learn or finish. With that 

said, there are also negative implications of a cohort model. Group cohorts can stifle 

individual creativity and learning, there is a larger demand on faculty time for 

preparation, and due to a cohort‟s rigid structure there are larger structural and 

organizational problems that can occur (Barnett et. al, 2000). This history of cohorts is 

relevant because the stories students shared reflected many of the benefits as well as 

some difficulties of cohort programs.  

 Cohort programs have helped students in the Education department build 

community. Students described that their relationship with peers was minimal before 

becoming part of the Block. Robbie shared that prior to the Block, “It‟s just you and I just 
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had a few friends.” Once she became part of the Block she built a whole new support 

network. “When you start the Block you see the same people every day. Some of us 

carpool and we help each other that way.” She gained a new sense of direction and 

referred to the idea of not being lost anymore. “That sense of helping each other and 

reminding each other of when things are due is a good experience and you feel like 

you‟re just not here alone.” For Molly the Block was like a “melting pot” and a place to 

find structure in her schedule. “When I first got here [to UTPA] I didn‟t know where to 

start. But in the Block it‟s very structured and you follow a schedule.” By working 

consistently with the same group of individuals she was able to build trust and be 

collaborative with everyone. “Since we all know each other it‟s like a big melting pot and 

we help each other out.” Ariel became involved in student organizations and the local 

community by being part of the Block. She admits that she was not part of any campus 

organizations until she joined the Block where she said she felt welcomed. After she 

realized that professional and community hours were required in the program, Ariel 

joined a student organization that assisted students in fulfilling their program 

requirements. In this organization she participated in backpack drives for local schools 

and fundraisers feeling like “people in the organization are like my family.” Along with 

the positive experiences, some students indicated the rigorous schedule and differences in 

programming during the day and night made it challenging.  

 Students at UTPA can be part of a Block during the day or at night. The night 

program is for students who work full-time and are unable to attend school during the 

day. Kayla, a night Blocker, did not feel as supported or unified with her peers because 
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most were tired from a long-day at work and it was difficult to build community when 

students are tired and in class at night. Unlike the day program where students meet 

throughout the day to collaborate, she explained there was limited time for night students 

to do group work. “We hardly meet for group work because there is no time. We‟re either 

rushing to class before and after class we all just want to go home.” She says it‟s even 

more challenging for some students to complete professional and community services 

hours required in the program because “they can‟t leave work and lose out on a 

paycheck.” One of the faculty members I interviewed in Curriculum and Instruction 

supported much of what Kayla shared. She said, “It‟s really strange, Laura, if you look at 

the student population during the day compared to at night they are very different.” She 

describe the day students more like your traditional-aged college students who come from 

middle-class families and tend to be more second and third-generation Mexican 

American students. At night the students consists of those with full-time jobs, families, 

and are much older. She admits that in her opinion these students are “more mature, hard-

working, and more interesting.” As a means to work with both populations, she offers her 

courses during the day and at night. This leads me to this next section where students 

describe the rigor and intensity of the cohort program. 

 Marc described the rigor of the program best when he said, “my professors told 

me to be prepared and to know what I would be getting myself into.” The Blocks have 

evolved and students discussed the intensity of classes when Block I started in the 

summer. Since the courses are condensed for the summer Marc shared that “cramming 
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four months of course work into one month was challenging.” He described the schedule 

as working days, nights, and weekends just to complete the work.  

And they said to be prepared „cause [sic] you are going to be here every day, 

Monday through Friday. And you‟re gonna [sic] be here from the morning all the 

way to the noon hours and as soon as the noon hours are over you have more 

work to take home and work on.   

 

Students who were parents or attended at school at night became frustrated with the 

course load and the professors. Valerie had a child that was recently diagnosed with Type 

1 diabetes and had a difficult time working part-time and being a student and mom full-

time. She shared there was not enough time for her to manage all these responsibilities 

and felt she was under enormous pressure. She became frustrated with the professors and 

felt they needed to be more understanding of students‟ situations. 

They are cramming so much information. I understand that is what we have to do 

but they are not considerate. I mean you have to do so many things: case studies, 

benchmarks, readings, tests, when do we find the time to actually study like she 

mentioned for these state test? There is not enough time. I mean some of us work. 

I‟m a full time mother, full time student, I work part-time and unfortunately my 

son just got diagnosed with Type 1 diabetes. How can I work with all of that?  

 

This reflects the stresses a cohort structure can have on students. While they are positive 

for creating a set-schedule they can be stressful when students‟ schedule cannot handle 

the rigidity.  Furthermore, the structure of a day and night program also gave students the 

impression one was better than the other.  

 When I asked Kayla if she felt faculty were helpful or supportive at UTPA she 

responded, “I don't. Personally they are not helpful at all.” Part of her frustration was 

similar to Valerie‟s and she felt overwhelmed by the work and lack of compassion from 

the professors. Kayla explained there was zero tolerance from professor which made her 
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feel like “there is really no understanding with the amount of work.” When trying to ask 

professors if they could make things easier or find a different way they were not flexible. 

To give an example, two of her classes were taught by the same professor but she was 

unable to ask questions about the other course, she could only ask questions about the 

specific course she was in at the time. She shared how this put a strain on the relationship 

with the professor because he was inaccessible. Kayla also felt the night program was 

almost second-best to the day.  

There are some professors I have noticed that offer classes maybe once during the 

day and once during the night. But it‟s only that one professor that will teach it. 

So it's the same professor. But I learned from my friends that professors in the day 

program are none of our professors we have [at night] so um obviously they are 

different. 

 

 With that said, the Block program had a strong influence on the students‟ 

academic preparation at UTPA including their progress towards a degree and career. 

Even when I interviewed students from other majors they did not display the same sense 

of belonging or community as those students in this cohort program. Students displayed a 

sense of accomplishment especially since this program was one of the most difficult to be 

admitted. I also observed that they did not want to fail and cared about the program. I 

believe part of the frustrations displayed by students was the anxiety of feeling they 

would be left behind. Such pressure created a culture around academic success. I got the 

impression students felt grounded in the type of career they were pursuing, making 

degree attainment a more viable option. The reward of going to class, working hard, and 

passing tests was not only to obtain a degree but also a career in teaching. By including 

teaching hours as a program requirement, students had the opportunity to witness the 



119 

 

classroom and were exposed to a career they could possibly consider after graduation. 

While not included in this section, some interviews included lengthy testimonies of what 

it was like to be in the classroom, lessons learned from current teachers, and practical 

applications the Block offered for their future profession. Despite the rigor, students 

supported each other through phones call, group work, and peer support after all they 

were sharing similar experiences in a cohort. The Department of Curriculum and 

Instruction at UTPA does not enroll the largest number of students, but they grant the 

largest number of degrees providing further evidence that academic cohort models do 

work. With that said, a third factor students identified as influential to their degree 

attainment was financial support. The following section describes: what students shared 

about financial support, how they define financial aid, and the financial strains college 

has on first-generation, Mexican American students and their families and their ability to 

complete their degrees.   

 FINANCIAL SUPPORT. The Valley has one of the highest poverty and 

unemployment rates in the nation (U.S. Census, 2008). Due to this economic reality, my 

discussions with students consistently focused on the financial strain of going to college. 

Finances and the cost of college weighed heavily on the minds of students, indicating that 

financial support and an institution‟s ability to provide such support affects first-

generation, Mexican American students. There were three topics students discussed in 

relation to financial support. First, students shared that college choice was based on 

influences by their family and their ability to pay for college. Second, students defined 

financial aid as one-dimensional, in the form of scholarships/grants. While loans are a 



120 

 

form of financial aid, students saw this as a burden on their family and feared being in 

debt. Lastly, students claim there is an economic strain on their family when they go to 

college therefore the financial aid they receive must help the family unit. Ultimately, 

students described that financial support was critical to their success.  

 Prior to discussing students‟ stories, it is important to note some of the relevant 

studies that support these findings. There are a vast number of studies regarding financial 

support/aid, the most applicable to this study were those focused on low-income, first-

generation Latino students. Kim (2004) argued that the central objective of financial aid 

was to provide equal educational opportunities to students regardless of financial ability. 

Previous studies (Hossler, Braxton, & Coopersmith, 1989; Hossler & Gallagher, 1987; 

Hossler, Schmit, &Vesper, 1999; McDonough, 1997) found that financial aid affects 

college choice and is an important criterion in the college choice process. In relation to 

campus experiences, Nora, Barlow and Crisp (2006) found that financial aid plays a 

critical role in enabling students to be engaged and active in their academic lives without 

the financial stress of paying for tuition, books, or other incidentals related to college. 

Nora and Rendon (1990) also found that financial aid affects students‟ ability to persist. 

They determined that the more financial aid a student received the more likely they were 

to remain enrolled. Financial aid also affects degree attainment. Lam (1999) found there 

was a positive relationship between the time it took a student to earn a degree and the 

amount of financial aid he/she received. Psychologically, studies also (Cabrera, Nora, & 

Castañeda, 1992; Nora & Cabrera, 1996) affirmed that financial aid relieves Latino 

students and their families of the constant worry and stress. In the following sections, I 
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will illustrate how financial support has influenced first-generation, Mexican American 

students‟ college choice, campus experiences, and family life at UTPA.     

 During this study it was common for students to begin their interviews describing 

why they chose UTPA. Frequently, I heard students recount their journey and 

acknowledge that they chose UTPA due to financial support. In 2009, approximately 

77% of full-time undergraduate students at UTPA received a need-based scholarship or 

grant (UTPA Factbook, 2009). Thus, indicating that UTPA provides the necessary 

financial support for students who are eligible and in need. A recent study (Santiago, 

2011) conducted at eight Texas border institutions, including UTPA, found that such 

financial strategy addresses recruit, retention, and degree completion. When UTPA offers 

Latino students the opportunity to attend college with limited financial burden, they will 

overwhelmingly feel confident in choosing them as their school of choice.  

 During an interview with a UTPA administrator he said, “Two things really 

impact our students here. One is just the fact that they are first-generation. Two is the 

ability to support themselves and their families while going to school.” When Alex‟s 

family was going through a financial crisis he “didn‟t know what to do about college and 

he found that Pan Am‟s financial aid was the only thing that helped.” Bob admitted that 

the only reason he came to UTPA was “because of financial aid.” Samantha wishes she 

would have had the opportunity to go to another school but the financial burden was too 

difficult for her mom especially with three children of college-age. Dolly, who had 

cultural shock moving from Georgia as a young child, had her heart set on going out of 

state. She chose UTPA “„cause [sic] my parents didn't have the money.” Marc also 
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described his fear of not having “the financial stability from his family” to afford to go 

anywhere else. Along with students‟ interviews, I also gathered information about 

financial support from student questionnaires.  

 Prior to conducting interviews, every student participant was asked to complete a 

student questionnaire (See Appendix 2). I provided students quiet time to answer ten 

questions one of which asked “Why did you choose UTPA?” After analyzing the data, I 

noticed two trends. Students selected UTPA due to family or finances. A common 

response was “to be close to my parents.” However, students also said “it was affordable” 

and “it provided the best financial aid.” Sarahi, a first-year student, came to UTPA 

because “her parents did not want her to go far.” She described leaving her parents as 

dire. “If I left my parents they would die.” When I asked her to explain why it was so 

dire, she shared that it would be difficult because her parents depended on her financially. 

Robby attended college in Michigan her first year but “she got homesick and came back 

to The Valley”. She admitted that once she moved back home it was easier on her family 

financially. Students were very candid about the importance and need for financial 

support. The combination of family and finances reflected the overwhelming reason why 

they chose UTPA. Interviews with administrators further enhanced students‟ assertions. 

In this study, they were able to explain the complexity of how financial support 

influences students and their families.   

 Studies (Kim, 2004; Santiago, 2010) have found that Latinos have an aversion to 

borrowing and many do not consider loans as financial aid. These findings were 

conferred in this study not only in conversations with students but also with 
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administrators. One administrator shared that students at UTPA have a fear of taking out 

loans and are reluctant to consider loans as part of their financial aid package.  

I am amazed, and I'm not the first person to say this, when I looked at financial 

aid packages here. I didn't even realize this, but most of the financial aid packages 

we offer here do not include student loans (Administrator, Student Services). 

 

UTPA is aware of students‟ and families‟ reluctancy towards taking out loans so they rely 

on various avenues (fundraising and state resources) to supply students with the financial 

support they need. The Administrator of Development shared that her job is to “work and 

ensure, especially from the fundraising point of view, that scholarships and resources are 

available for students.” Furthermore, UTPA works to apply and be eligible for state 

grants that will support students financially.  

The other thing UT-Pan Am has done really well is when Texas Grant came out it 

hinged on recommended and distinguished high school graduates. UT-Pan Am 

was one of the few schools that had the data in the system. So hence to this day 

we provide the largest amount of Texas Grant to students in the state 

(Administrator, Enrollment). 

 

UTPA is the second largest recipient of the Toward Excellence Assess and Success 

(TEXAS) Grant (UTPA Handbook for Statistical Data, 2009). The TEXAS Grant was 

established by the Texas Legislature in 1999 to provide financial support for student 

attending public institutions in the state of Texas (www.collegefortexans.com). UTPA 

administrators understood that financial support enables students to come to college but 

also allowed them to focus on their academics and be engaged on campus.  

We go to extraordinary lengths to get financial resources for students so that we 

can get them to spend more of their time on campus engaged in their studies. But 

also so they don't have to go outside and work because we're very aware that their 

financial aid or financial assistance is part of the income for the family 

(Administrator, Student Affairs). 
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 On the other hand, administrators noted that giving students financial support 

didn‟t always mean they understood the investment or the goal of college. The number of 

first-generation students has declined and one administrator attributed it to the 

University‟s inability to admit students who were prepared and understood why they 

were coming to college.  

We did a very good job of getting the students here but many of them were not 

ready to be here. We gave financial assistance and so they came, but they did not 

have a clear idea as to what it would take to be successful and what it meant to get 

a degree (Administrator, Provost‟s Office). 

 

Through this realization, UTPA made changes in its admissions‟ policies to bridge the 

gap and ensure first-generation, Mexican American students understood the demands of 

college and were prepared. These changes were made with a formal application process, 

changes in test scores, and a closer look at students admitted in the process. While more 

information about these changes will be discussed in Chapter 5, I share this because it 

changed how and who they provided financial support. This was all done in an attempt to 

ensure that students were successful from day one. Administrators admit that this change 

did not come without resistance from the community.   

Back in 2005, when I had only been here one month I had a counselor or a parent 

calling saying, „What do you mean you're not going to let my son or daughter in 

or my student in?‟ My answer was and has always been, „Our job is to ensure that 

your son or daughter is successful‟ (Administrator, Enrollment) 

 

 In the end, administrators understand the importance of financial support for 

students. As noted by the Administrator of Academic Affairs, 

The graduation rate for TEXAS Grant students is 49%, which is 11 percentage 

points higher than our normal 6-year graduation rate. So that shows me that if 

these students are given the financial where-with-all to be successful academically 

they can be. 
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 UTPA has also become creative about how they provide students financial assistance 

such as the Sophomore Mentor work-study program, which pays sophomores a stipend to 

mentor first-year students. This is all done with both students and the families in mind. 

UTPA understands that they must provide students with financial support because “the 

difficult part is they [students] have to work while they are going to school not to support 

themselves but to support their families.” The child is seen as an “economic unit” 

struggling when “the grant is not large enough to help the family” and “are torn between 

studying and the work they have to do to support the family.” Therefore, administrators at 

UTPA understand that financial support is critical to students and their families because 

“when we make a difference in the lives of a poor Hispanic child in The Valley, we make 

a difference on their entire family” (Administrator, Academic Affairs). 

 The stories of first-generation, Mexican American students at UTPA proved that 

the road to getting a degree can be challenging. To complicated matters, regional 

institutions like UTPA are faced with educating students who are commuters of non-

traditional age, parents themselves, and in dire need of financial support. While it seems 

that students in The Valley have no other option than to attend UTPA, the idea of being 

close to home is in fact a purposeful choice made by first-generation, Mexican American 

students. Due to UTPA‟s growing success of graduating Latinos, the familial campus 

climate and the various support structures mentioned above prove to critical to their 

journey. There is no doubt that the students interviewed provided a compelling argument 

regarding the type of environment and support structures they need to continue being 
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successful. In addition, students were also given the opportunity to share whether they 

believe being a Hispanic-Serving Institution also plays a role in UTPA‟s success.  

UTPA as an HSI: Does it matter to students? 

 A critical component of this study was to learn more about UTPA as a Hispanic-

Serving Institution (HSI). First, I was interested in discovering whether first-generation, 

Mexican American students were aware that UTPA was an HSI. I learned that students 

were not aware nor had they heard of term. This finding affirms current literature 

(Santiago, 2008; Perrakis & Hagedorn, 2010) which states that students are not aware 

whether their campus is an HSI. In addition, this study exposed how students felt about 

UTPA being classified as such. During interviews, students expressed strong opinions 

when they learned UTPA was an HSI. Students‟ opinions stemmed from not wanting to 

be treated differently because of their race. The complexity of being a predominately 

Hispanic institution in a community that shares similar characteristics makes this aspect 

of UTPA as an HSI worthy of study. Hence, this section is dedicated to sharing how 

students understand the term Hispanic-Serving Institution; what they perceive is the role 

of such type of institution; and what tensions, if any, might exist among students about 

HSIs. 

 STUDENT AWARENESS AND EXPECTATIONS. As discussed previously, students 

were asked to complete a student questionnaire. This form included ten questions that 

were intended to provide basic demographic information about the students. For example, 

the questionnaire inquired about student‟s age, number of hours worked, commuter 

versus residential, and other helpful information. Two questions on the form asked 
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students if 1) they were aware UTPA was a Hispanic-Serving Institution and 2) to define 

that term HSI. The first question was a yes/no answer. Students were asked if they were 

aware UTPA was designated as an HSI. Of the 32 student participants, 20 students said 

they were not aware UTPA was an HSI. While 12 students said they were, based on their 

definitions of term I was not fully convinced they understood what the word meant. For 

instance, Penélope thought “HSI means a better chance for funding my education.” 

Sarahi related the term to her ability to finish her degree. “It means that I can do it [get a 

degree].” Chris felt being an HSI “allowed him the opportunity to go to college with 

fellow Hispanic peers.” While they did not understand the literal definition of an HSI, 

they provided some interesting theoretical ideas about what HSIs should do. Since 

students approached the HSI questions as such, I solicited their opinions about what they 

expected of a university that is classified as an HSI. Through this exercise, students 

provided various candid responses. 

I want to be able to come out of here [UTPA] knowing more than when I started. 

Because when I started it was very hard. I also expect we have teachers that are 

teachers. I‟ve come to have professors that are very passionate. I expect to be 

prepared and for them [professors] to prepare me to be able to teach the children 

that I am going to be accountable for. I want to be prepared in life and to be 

successful (Ariel, Education Major, 26). 

 

For many students, their expectations of an HSI related to the preparation and support 

provided in the classroom. As Ariel suggests, the quality of the education she receives is 

important. As a future teacher herself she wanted professors at UTPA to provide her with 

the guidance to be a good teacher. She also wanted help in being prepared for life after 

college. Ana wanted professors to be “knowledgeable and to guide her.” Students 

indicated the relationship with their professors could be one of mutual respect, meeting 
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each other half-way. 

I think that my expectation is that financial aid gets me through college and also 

for child care and stuff like that but other than that we have to put our part as the 

students. You know we get the grades, we do the work, and we do everything else 

but I think if we can meet them [professors] half-way then we can get to our goal 

(Dolly).  

 

It seemed that students wanted professors to be part of their learning experiences and 

guidance through college. This emphasis on mentorship is important for first-generation, 

Mexican American students. Since first-generation students have little guidance at home, 

they rely on faculty to successful help them navigate through college (Davis, 2010; 

Dennis, Phinney, & Chuateco, 2005; McCarron & Inkelas, 2006). This affirms the 

research on student persistence that forging key relationships are important (Astin, 1993; 

Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Students in this study reaffirmed that they need guidance. 

Furthermore, they are seeking close familial relationships they can trust. Since Latino 

students are communal they try to recreate relationships that will supplemental the type 

of guidance they are use to receiving at home (Sánchez, Colón, & Esperanza, 2005). In 

this case, students described the type of relationships and expectations they have of a 

Hispanic-Serving Institution. Even though students had a limited understanding of the 

term, they felt an HSI could be most helpful if they provided the guidance and support 

they needed in the classroom.  

 Students also expected HSIs to provide events that cater to their culture. Every 

year, UTPA has an annual event called the Hispanic Engineering, Science, and 

Technology Conference (HESTEC). This week-long event brings students from all over 

The Valley as well as UTPA to learn more about the STEM fields. It is one of the biggest 
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educational events on the campus. The focus of the event is to encourage more Hispanics 

into these fields. Ana shared that “they bring people from all over. One year they brought 

a Navy simulator and the guy from the television show „Did you know?‟” In 2011, 

HESTEC will be celebrating ten years of being a national model in promoting science, 

technology, engineering, and math careers among South Texas students who are 

predominantly Hispanic (hestec.utpa.edu). Students agreed that this type of event is 

important for an HSI.  

I think the important things for the university, or any school or any institute for 

that matter, to have events, lessons, or lectures that can relate to the culture that 

they are catering to. If you have the Mexican culture, you should have events 

related to them (Marc, 26).  

 

In fact, students praised UTPA in creating such type of event to get more Hispanic 

students involved. Students felt that by providing such type of events makes the 

university seems more sensitive and understanding of the culture. 

I think a university that provides these types of events [HESTEC] is reaching out 

and actually helping more Hispanic reach their goal to graduate and getting a 

degree from their institution (Sara, 22).  

 

Along with providing support in the classroom, students expect HSIs to also have events 

that are reflective of their own culture. Luckily, for UTPA they are already providing 

such type of events. Furthermore, this information is helpful for other HSIs as well. It 

indicates that students are aware and enjoy when the university provides events that keep 

them engaged and are of interest to them. Along with expectations, students also revealed 

there are some tensions they have with knowing UTPA is an HSI.  

 STUDENT TENSIONS WITH HSIS. Interestingly, when I began asking students 

questions about HSIs I was not aware of the type of response I would received. In 
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general, students like Evelyn described HSIs as “an institute for Hispanics where they can 

help them with the resources to accomplish their goals.” Others like Kayla felt “it is a 

comfortable environment for students to be able to relate to others like them.” Yet, there 

were also some students who felt strongly about UTPA being an HSI or felt 

uncomfortable about the idea of a university being labeled as catering to Hispanics.   

 For instance, when I asked Kallie about UTPA as an HSI and asked if she had any 

expectations she shared that there should be no difference. She thought all students 

should be treated equally regardless of the HSI classification.  

I don‟t think it should make a difference. I don‟t think there should be any 

favoritism of some sort. I think it should be equal all the way around and that‟s 

what I would expect from any campus that I would attend. I mean it‟s nice to 

know that. I mean I understand what the Hispanic-Serving Institution is…but does 

it really matter? No, because wherever you go there is going to be the majority 

and the minority. So if the campus should be doing something different or not? 

No, but I do appreciate the fact that they do have different involvement activities 

when it does pertain to the Hispanic culture. They do recognize that and I like that 

they take that into consideration but as far as education and so forth I don‟t think 

that should do anything special or different. It should be the same across the 

whole board.   

 

Kallie admitted that having certain activities pertaining to Hispanics was important but 

catering to Hispanic is not. She was not the only student that shared these feelings. Sara 

did not “want them to treat us different and if they are going to create something for us 

[Hispanics] do it for everyone.” As for Dolly she felt that labels like HSI creates racism.  

Okay, um I think that labels create more racism. I feel by identifying that there is 

a special need that Hispanics have when it comes to education actually handicaps 

us even more. And I understand there is a need for that now but…how can I put 

it? If they are going to create like that [HSI] for one race, then they should create 

it for all the rest.  
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Not only did she feel uncomfortable with the label but she felt being an HSI would give 

the perception that UTPA only served Hispanics and would mislead other students who 

would be interested in UTPA. “Here the minority is the majority. So if you don't fall into 

that majority you are kinda pushed aside and forgotten.” These discussions support 

earlier findings that students at UTPA are conflicted when it comes to discussing race. I 

believe such struggle is not created only because of the institutional environment at 

UTPA but also because of the unique space it is located, The Valley. UTPA‟s 

organizational habitus makes Latino students feel resistant when they sense they are 

being treated or labeled differently. Such findings are confusing especially since students 

say they feel empowered in knowing their campus is an HSI. For Alex “being at an HSI 

makes me feel more confident”; and to Mia “it means the institution cares for Hispanic 

and the community.” Such data reveals there is a gap between what students know about 

their institution as an HSI and how they define the term. Yet, it provides new information 

about how students at a predominately Hispanic-Serving Institution interrupt such 

identity. Which leads me to this next section, where I witness the strong differences 

students shared about UTPA being an HSI.  

 During the final focus group, I witnessed two female students respectfully debate 

about the advantages and disadvantage of UTPA being an HSI. Through such discourse, 

students openly shared their feelings about what being a Hispanic-Serving Institution 

meant to them. Like Dolly, Violet shared that the label of HSI can be harmful.  

I feel like anytime there is labeling there… I feel like it does something. Anytime 

you put a label on something it changes it regardless of what the label is, it 

changes it. How you look at it, how you view it, how others view it, it changes it 

regardless of the label. 
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In response, Koala thought UTPA as an HSI was positive. She thought it meant the 

government was willing to support Hispanics. Koala was one of the few students who 

made the connection that this designation was provided by the government and it was 

meant to raise awareness about institutions like UTPA.  

 I kinda disagreed, not to offend you or anything. I think it‟s a good thing that 

schools are being titled HSI because it is showing that the government is trying to 

get Hispanic statistic higher than lower than what it already is. It is actually 

pushing us to go to school and showing people that they are trying to get the 

Hispanic people to school. So I think it‟s a good thing. 

 

One strategy used in this study was to allow students to feely interpret the term HSI and 

to conduct a discussion around the topic before disclosing any further information. This 

was intended to gather the most honest perspective from the students rather than feeding 

them information about the topic. Through such strategy, Violet and Koala were able to 

debate about their feelings and share the various ways they interpreted and found 

meaning in the term. By capturing information in such a manner also informs researchers 

and practitioners that a term like Hispanic-Serving Institution, which might be understood 

or studied in the field, is not the reality of students. UTPA Administrator Dr. Paloma 

Jimenez confirmed this gap.  

Students don't know and we haven't done a very good job of explaining it [being 

an HSI] to them of what that means. Students are too busy with their lives just 

trying to stay alive and stay afloat. 

 

 The debate move beyond the students‟ definition and onto the perceptions they 

had about what it meant outside of UTPA. Violet felt that by having the label of 
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Hispanic-Serving Institution it would deter individuals from studying, teaching, or being 

interested in UTPA.  

I guess the reason that I am hesitant to accept the term is you‟re always going to 

have people that see it as negative. „I‟m not going to go to this school or teach at 

this school because of that reason [being HSI].‟ Whether they will admit it or they 

won‟t, it‟s always going to be an issue. So I feel in trying to promote like success 

among Hispanics it limits out diversity because some people won‟t come 

specifically for that reason. 

 

Again, Koala responded and asserted that individual might not be as “closed-minded” 

and would understand that an HSI is to help the Hispanic community.  

But the good thing is this is college. Being an HSI is why it makes you feel like 

home here. Once you get out of high school you are more mature and more open-

minded. There are adults out there and professors who are open-minded so I‟m 

pretty sure they are out there to help the Hispanic culture also.  

 

Both these student bring up very interesting points. On one hand, Violet is admitting that 

individuals might not want to teach/attend UTPA because an HSI seems to only be 

catering to Hispanics. Yet, Koala‟s debate is based on individuals who have an 

understanding and appreciation for Hispanics. While both arguments are valid, Violet‟s 

comments were supported during an interview with the Dean of Students, Dr. Kevin 

Johnston. The premise of her argument lies in the perceived quality of education 

(prestige) when it is labeled as an HSI. Dr. Johnston believes there is a bias, not only at 

HSIs but at Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) as well. In his 

experience he has noticed the difference in the type of candidates and the size of the 

applicant pools when it comes faculty applying to Minority-Serving Institutions (MSIs) 

like HSIs or HBCUs.  

This is just my perception, but we have professionals out there that in their minds 

have tunnel vision. They will never apply [for positions at UTPA] because once 
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they see that [we‟re an HSI], „Oh, I don't want to go there.‟ Because in their mind, 

there is a perception of what that means to be at that type of institution. 

 

Dr. Johnston shared how he has had first-hand experience when working on hiring 

committee and witnessed the type of applications that would be received.  

You get out there that we are not very prestigious „cause [sic] it's a Hispanic-

Serving Institution and I saw it with Historically Black Institutions. So we would 

not always get what I call real, robust searches. I told them it's because once you 

put that out there some people are automatically going to shy away from your 

institution. „Oh, no there is no way I could work at that institution.‟ Because I 

even told them when I was at a Historically Black Institution I had African 

Americans that said they would never work at a Historically Black Institution.  

 

Dr. Johnston discussed that these are educated individuals making these assumptions and 

misperceptions about universities. Therefore, to Violet‟s point HSIs need to be aware 

there can be a misperception to labels and while they may be intended to support a 

specific group of students they can have negative repercussions.  

 During the student interview, Violet went onto to share her disappointment of 

labeling and used a television example about the first Hispanic astronaut on Dateline. 

Throughout the entire episode she was proud to see all the work the astronaut had 

accomplished but in end the commentator made a joke about the astronaut being 

Hispanic. For Violet that joke was all she could recall.  

I guess I‟m not naïve about how people see us. I saw an interview once on 

Dateline promoting the first Hispanic Astronaut and it was a wonderful thing. But 

at the very end the guy said, „He has a lot of kids, he‟s Hispanic right?‟ And that 

was the only thing I remembered. Even though he had been successful the 

comment the news caster had to make was that he had to be successful because he 

had so many kids.  

 

Such negative stereotypes/experiences influence students‟ reactions and could be one of 

the reason they fear having labels. In other words, students will feel reluctant when they 
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could be subjected to bias judgment or treatment. Violet‟s feedback, as well as other 

students in this study, provides some important feedback about Hispanic-Serving 

Institutions. As the number of HSIs grows, institutions will be faced with considering the 

implications when assuming an HSI identity. Furthermore, they need to consider the 

impact it can have on students as well as the perceived reputation of the institution. This 

study revealed that students at UTPA are conflicted. This information suggests that there 

is a need to conducted more research on how students are impacted. As shared by 

Samantha, “I know where you both are coming from and it‟s hard when people make 

ignorant comments.” But in the end, “we have to be realistic about how society makes us 

look even if it‟s sad we do have to fight for it.” 

 The findings in this chapter provided a holistic view on how first-generation, 

Mexican American perceived the campus climate at UTPA, the factors they deemed most 

influential in completing their degrees, and how they understood and made sense of 

Hispanic-Serving Institutions. In the following chapter the focus shifts. In Chapter 5, I 

will highlight the perspectives of faculty and administrators and discuss the institutional 

characteristics they believe assists first-generation, Mexican Americans students to 

persist. 
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CHAPTER 5: “WE CAN NEVER REST”: ADMINISTRATORS AND 

FACULTY ASSISTING FIRST-GENERATION, MEXICAN 

AMERICAN STUDENTS TO PERSIST 

Introduction 

 In order to ensure that first-generation, Mexican American students graduate there 

must be institutional structures and teaching practices in place to support their success. In 

this study, the active role of faculty and administrators were essential to creating a 

supportive environment for Latino students. Bensimon (2007) and Stanton-Salazar (2001) 

suggest that if scholars in higher education want to produce knowledge to improve 

student success they cannot ignore the significant role these individuals play. At UTPA, 

faculty and administrators described three institutional structures that were essential in 

the persistence of first-generation, Mexican American students: culturally sensitive 

mentorship, student-centered services and teaching practices, and intensive academic and 

career advising. Critical to this analysis was my theoretical framework, funds of 

knowledge. I found that faculty and administrators at UTPA held an intellectual and 

social knowledge (Gonzalez, Moll & Amanti, 2005; Moll 2000) about first-generation, 

Mexican American students and The Valley. These funds of knowledge have been 

developed through their own personal experiences, professional observations, and student 

interactions/relationships. Before discussing how these institutional structures and 

practices influenced persistence, this next section highlights the faculty and 

administrators participants and how their own personal experiences, identities, and 

teaching philosophies have affected students.  
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A Portrait of UTPA Faculty and Administrators 

 I AM THEM. In selecting faculty and administrator participants, I was deliberate 

about interviewing faculty from a wide-range of disciplines and selecting key 

administrators who made decisions about the student services, policies, and programs at 

UTPA. By using such methodology, I was able to secure five faculty members and five 

administrators of various departments, gender, and ethnic backgrounds. During my 

interviews, I learned that all administrators were first-generation, college graduates. 

Individuals shared how their “insider” perspective shaped how they interacted with 

students. While interviewing Dr. Isa Chapa, Senior Administrator in Enrollment Services, 

she said “I am them.” Growing up in South Texas, her parents did not go to college. 

While her mother only had a sixth grade education and her dad was educated in Mexico, 

they taught her the value of an education at an early age. Through hard work, her family 

earned a modest wage but believed that education was the social equalizer. 

I grew up in a very small town. I grew up with hard work. I wouldn't say that we 

were poor but if you strictly looked monetarily yeah I think my dad made $12,000 

a year. But we weren't poor in the sense that the idea of education was something 

that our parents instilled in us very young. Even though my parents weren't 

educated, they understood the value of education.  

 

Due to her own personal life experiences, Dr. Chapa was able to relate to the struggle and 

hardships of first-generation, Mexican American students. As an Admissions 

Administrator, she understood that her role was to ensure students were prepared and 

would be successful at UTPA. More importantly, she did not take lightly the impact 

admissions‟ decisions (positive or negative) had on students and their families.  
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I fit in. Every day that I see a student, have an appeal on my desk, or that I'm 

looking at numbers; I don't look at them as solely a number. I look at them as if 

they were me just a few years ago. 

 

 Dr. Chapa‟s role is even more critical today as admission standards at UTPA have 

changed, influencing first-generation, Mexican American students and their families. 

Over the past five years, UTPA has moved from an open admissions campus to an 

institution with new admissions requirements for new and transfer applicants. In 2005, 

Dr. Chapa structurally changed how admission materials were processed. The structural 

changes included cross-training staff so that individuals were prepared to not only recruit 

but to process applications. With new admissions requirements, the process demanded 

more than just a student‟s name in the database system. 

I looked at our structure and really combined recruitment and admissions. In that 

recruiters got trained to admit student. Everybody basically got trained, that's how 

we operate today.  

 

As more details were required from student applicants, her office had to collect and 

document students‟ transcripts and test scores (ACT/SAT). Another significant change 

was moving from paper to an online application through Apply Texas. In the beginning 

this change was met with great resistance as high school counselors and even UTPA staff 

argued that students in The Valley did not have access to computers. Yet, Dr. Chapa felt 

differently. 

We completely moved away from our paper application and went to Apply Texas. 

I had done this [before] and I knew what needed to be done since I sit on the 

Apply Texas committee. And I had heard „Our students don't have computers‟ and 

that „Our students can't do that.‟ So I was able to say, „You know what? I‟ve been 

there, done that.‟ Students have access to computers at home or will find access. 

It's one of those things if you set low expectations then you're going to get low 

expectations. 
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 In the end, students found access to computers and UTPA went from processing 6,000 

applications in 2004 to processing 12,000 in 2005. Furthermore, Dr. Chapa argued that 

top students from The Valley apply to competitive schools like “Harvard, Brown, 

Stanford, UT and A&M and they have online applications.” The goal was to change the 

mentality regarding the quality of education at UTPA and to set high standards for 

students.   

 With that said, Dr. Chapa was also cautious about how admission standards 

affected students and their families. She firmly believed that, “Our job is to meet the 

needs of South Texas and educate students so they can be successful and we don't have to 

do that by simply increasing admissions standards on paper.” Since Dr. Chapa‟s tenure at 

UTPA, admission standards have increased three times. The first admission change 

required high school transcripts to reflect a recommended or distinguished high school 

program. In Texas, a Recommended High School Program (RHS) offers students the 

opportunity to take courses in high school that give them the best opportunity to succeed 

in a technical, community college or four-year university in Texas 

(www.collegefortexans.com). A Distinguished Achievement Program (DAP) goes 

beyond the RHS Program and requires advanced school work that reflects college or 

professional-level skills. Most students who receive this distinction must also pass 

college credit exams while in high school. UTPA set these standards in 2005 and in 2008 

the State of Texas required that all students admitted to a four-year public institution were 

required to have graduated from a recognized or distinguished program.  

http://www.collegefortexans.com/
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 The most recent changes UTPA has made to their admissions policies are: the 

addition of class rank and the implementation of an admissions review process. Since Dr. 

Chapa felt ACT/SAT test scores did not portray the true potential of Latino students, she 

decided class rank would give a better view of how students performed academically in 

high school.  

In 2006, after being here a year, I went back to the admissions committee and said 

okay traditionally test scores alone, especially for Hispanic students, aren't the 

best indicators of success. So we added class rank. Class rank came into play in 

2009. Now our final standard for 2011 is we added an admissions review 

program.  

 

The admissions review program allows students the opportunity to appeal should they be 

denied admissions. Students have always had the opportunity to appeal but in this case 

their appeal will be reviewed by a committee and any new information the students 

would like to submit to support their case will be considered. UTPA was one of the few 

schools in the UT System that did not have this option for students.  

We are one of the few institutions, and I think maybe the only institution, in the 

UT System that didn't have an admissions review program. Of course students can 

always appeal but this was in writing that students can actually have an 

admissions review where if you don't meet the requirements we're going to ask 

you to apply this other way.  

    

This history of UTPA‟s admission standards tells an important story. Besides the 

implementation of new admissions changes, it reflected the commitment Dr. Chapa had 

for students, especially Latinos. In all the new admissions standards or changes, Dr. 

Chapa kept the needs of Latino students and families in mind. Due to her own personal 

experiences, Dr. Chapa has created an infrastructure at UTPA that will admit Latino 

students who are not only ready but are as best prepared for college as possible.  
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 Another administrator that shared a parallel story was Dr. Paloma Jimenez, Senior 

Administrator in the Provost‟s Office. As the oldest of six children, she dedicated her life 

to helping her younger brothers and sisters by putting them all through college. Without 

children or ever marrying, she wanted to see her siblings “achieve their goals and dreams 

and once all six of them became professionals then I did the same for my seven nieces 

and nephews.” Dr. Jimenez‟s same dedication transcends to her work with students at 

UTPA. I witnessed her compassion when I asked her to share what motivates her to do 

her work. She tearfully said,  

I‟m inspired when I see the light in students‟ hearts and eyes. When they‟ve felt 

proud of themselves, they‟ve felt successful, and they‟ve felt accomplished. I can't 

even put into words. 

 

Dr. Jimenez also has a mantra that she lives by and a legacy that she wants to be 

remembered for. “I want my legacy to be that I have given 24/7, my life, to help others 

achieve their goals and their dreams.” And her mantra is that “we can never rest.” She 

believes it is the responsibility of administrators to “never take the finger off the switch” 

and to always be “re-looking, re-thinking, and re-organizing” so that momentum is not 

lost. In other words, it is administrators‟ responsibility to bridge the gap between 

students‟ desire to come to college and be prepared. 

We did a very good job of getting the students here and many of them were not 

ready to be here. They were not ready because they did not have clear goals for 

why they wanted to be here they just knew they wanted to go to school. And so 

they came. We gave financial assistance and so they came, but they did not have a 

clear idea as to what it would take to be successful and to be successful meant 

getting a degree. So that's where we come in and it's like we try to help bridge that 

gap.  

 

Dr. Jimenez shared that getting students to UTPA is only part of the equation. The other 
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pieces of the puzzle include “providing direction, giving them the resources they need, 

and teaching them the skills to finish this endeavor.” With over ten years of experience, 

Dr. Jimenez has seen UTPA change and she has used her position to create changes that 

will positively impact Latino students. From working with the Texas Higher Education 

Coordinating Board to improve retention and graduation rates to assessing student 

learning outcomes for SACS accreditation, Dr. Jimenez has been involved with 

implementing support structures and programs to assist Latino students. Such powerful 

interviews reflect the type of administrative leadership that is successful pushing both the 

students and the institution of UTPA in a positive direction.  

 The faculty shared similar stories. They used their personal experiences to teach 

lessons or inspire students in the classroom. Dr. Yolanda Guerra, a Professor of 

Mathematics, who grew up in McAllen often encourages students to take advantage of 

summer undergraduate research experiences. She also stresses the importance of a 

graduate degree in Mathematics or any other STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, 

and Mathematics) fields.  

I‟m a big proponent of students doing research outside of UTPA. If it‟s UTPA 

that‟s perfectly fine, but if it‟s during the summer I really want our math students 

to do research outside of the university just so that they can get out of The Valley 

and experience what is out there. 

 

Dr. Guerra had the opportunity to study at Rice University and she felt participating in 

summer undergraduate research experiences taught her what it was like to leave The 

Valley. She looks at summer research as a short period of time allowing students to test 

the waters. In other words, if students are thinking of leaving The Valley, but fear the 

transition, then possibly a three month internship is much more manageable. Plus, she 
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feels that internships/research exposes them to other schools, students, professors and 

cultural experiences outside The Valley. Dr. Guerra is also a big proponent of graduate 

school.  

I want our underrepresented minorities, primarily our Latino students, to go to 

Graduate School because we don‟t have too many. I‟m a Latina in Mathematics 

and I go to conferences and I know just about every Latina/o because there are not 

too many of us. So when I see a good student, regardless of whether they are 

white or Latino, when they are good I want to send them out [Graduate School]. 

 

She tries to teach students the importance of a graduate degree by giving them real-life 

examples. For instance, in class she asks students to identify how many Latino professors 

they see in the Mathematics department or the number of Latino graduate students. Many 

times the students believe the number is much higher than the actual handful of Latino 

professors and graduate students that do exist. By giving students these examples, Dr. 

Guerra feels it awakens their senses and encourages them of the importance of pursuing 

their graduate degrees. Interestingly, while UTPA‟s student population is predominately 

Hispanic, the percentage of Hispanic, full-time faculty is only 22.8% (UTPA Factbook, 

2009) 

So I try to tell them there are very few of us out there. I try to talk to them about 

graduate programs and even here at UTPA. I tell them just walk down the hall of 

our math graduate program and you don‟t see too many domestic students much 

less Latino students. And if you go to the programs across the nation it‟s the same 

thing. I tell them you guys are like endanger species so drive carefully „cause [sic] 

I want them make it out there. I share these statistics to tell them what is 

happening in the nation. 

 

 Along with encouraging her students to participate in graduate school and 

summer undergraduate research programs, Dr. Guerra also sympathizes with their family 

lives. After working at the University of Texas at El Paso, Dr. Guerra and her husband 
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moved to The Valley to be closer to family. She can relate to the stresses Latinos have 

with regard to their families. “I was telling my husband I can understand students at 

UTPA because students live with their families. I think I understand it myself because I 

have my own family here.” By being at home or living in close proximity to family, 

stresses include taking parents to the doctor, watching after siblings, or spending time 

with children are difficult situations to navigate. When students have to chose between 

family and school it can be stressful. Dr. Guerra tries to mentor students on ways to 

manage such family distractions.  

I‟ve understood when students have told me, „I had to take my grandmother to the 

hospital.‟ I try to teach them when they should take action at home during the day. 

I had a student once that was pregnant and she said, „I‟ve got a doctor‟s 

appointment during your class tomorrow.‟ And I wanted to tell her, „Can you 

change it?‟ I do try to tell students once in a while to make appointments when 

it‟s not during the class just so they understand that school is a priority, it‟s a full 

time job. 

 

Dr. Guerra is also a student advocate. She often spoke of her relationship with colleagues 

at other institutions and shared the obstacles and realities of Latino students in South 

Texas. At times other universities have asked her opinion on ways to better recruit 

Latinos from South Texas and she offers them insights. In one case, she had a student 

who was a single parent of two young children and was accepted to a summer 

undergraduate research program. As a parent herself, Dr. Guerra admired the students‟ 

ability to leave her children especially for three months.  

I really admired her. I advised the summer program to possibly provide these 

types of students [who are parents] the opportunity to fly back during the summer. 

I said „Just give them four days or something but if possible pay for their travel 

„cause [sic] it‟s difficult on the parent to leave their children.‟ 

 

 By having similar cultural and personal experiences, faculty and administrators at 
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UTPA were able to serve as role models and mentors to Latino students. This supports 

the literature which asserts that Latina/o faculty and administrators serve as important 

devices in the retention and success of Latina/o college students (Castellanos & Jones, 

2003; Hernandez, 2006). Furthermore, faculty and administrators can also facilitate the 

educational socialization process for students (Anaya & Cole, 2003). This educational 

socialization process is best described by Diane de Anda‟s (1984) work which says that 

faculty and staff are cultural translators, mediators and models that facilitate the 

bicultural development of students. De Anda‟s model of bicultural socialization takes into 

account the racial and cultural experiences of minority students and their interactions 

with faculty and staff of the same or different race (Anaya & Cole, 2003 p. 100). As 

discussed, faculty and administrators felt their personal backgrounds and experiences 

served as a lifeline to connect with first-generation, Mexican American students.  

Culturally Sensitive Mentorship 

 I TRY TO BE A MENTOR. For Latino students, mentoring can have an overall 

positive impact on degree and career aspirations, academic achievement, and success 

during college (Bordes & Arredondo, 2005; Crisp & Cruz, 2010; Santos & Reigadas, 

2002 ). In this study, mentorship that was culturally relevant to first-generation, Mexican 

American students proved to be an institutional characteristic faculty and administrators 

admitted as important. Jennifer Davilla, a native of The Valley who teaches an all 

freshman course called Learning Frameworks shared, “I do talk to my students in class. If 

they ask me questions about college or life, we'll talk.” She recounts how students will 

sometimes ask her how she convinced her parents to allow her to leave The Valley for 



146 

 

college. Students are also curious about her life and how she became a professor and got 

her degree. She recognizes that the students see her as “one of them” and are interested in 

learning how to become successful. Such mentorship is unique as it provides the support 

of any mentee-mentor relationship but it also meets the needs of Hispanic students 

(Johnson, 1989; Santos & Reigadas, 2002). As part of her course, Ms. Davilla discusses 

the types of careers students are interested in pursuing and she gives them assignments 

that will allow for personal growth and development such as; resume-building, research 

projects and presentations, and journal reflections. According to de Anda, Jennifer is 

serving as a cultural translator; explaining to students the importance of education and 

integrating those career and life skills into the class.  

 In an attempt to educate students about the social realities of the Latino 

community, Ms. Davilla spends each semester discussing statistics of Latinos in 

education.  For example, in one class exercise Ms. Davilla asks all students stand up and 

then has all but one sit down. She demonstrates that statistically the odds are stacked up 

against them and according to the data only one Latino student is expected to graduate 

from college. Yet, she encourages students that they have a choice to beat the odds. She 

follows this example by asking all students to stand up and she says, “You ALL will beat 

the odds and will be my graduating class. I want to see all of you at graduation in four 

years.” Another technique she uses is a seating chart. She explains to students while it 

may sound childish, a seating chart allows her to remember their names and get to know 

them on a personal basis. The seating chart has proven to be effective as students tell her 

that of all their classes she is the only professor that remembers their name.  
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Yesterday, I had a freshman ask me to submit a letter of recommendation for a 

scholarship and she flat out told me in class that she wanted me to write her letter 

because, „You are the only one that knows me.‟  

 

Ms. Davilla proved that such mentorship can have a positive effect on students. 

Furthermore, by exhibiting a “can do” attitude first-generation, Mexican American 

students are given a productive behavior they can emulate. These examples prove that by 

being in tuned with the needs of students, faculty and administrators can make a 

difference.  

 A PIVOTAL EDUCATOR. Mentors that exist prior to college can also give Latino 

students the courage and confidence to be successful. Dr. Derrick Travis pointed to a 

student‟s picture on his wall and said, “He had a teacher in high school that he admits 

gave him the courage to come to college.” The teacher had such a profound impact on the 

student that he still talks about the influences he/she had on his life. This student comes 

from a very poor background, struggles to get rides to school, but constantly shares that 

he will not give up because his mentor told him to finish school. Dr. Travis calls these 

“pivotal educators” individuals that first-generation students lean on for guidance, 

support, or inspiration during difficult times. Like Ms. Davilla, Dr. Elida Cantu, Professor 

in Curriculum and Instruction, says “I see myself supporting my students as much as I 

can- one-hundred percent. In fact sometimes everybody gets shocked at how committed I 

am to them.” Dr. Cantu admits her strong connection comes from the fact that she too is 

first-generation. 

I have a lot of discussions with my students and whenever we talk about this 

matter [first-generation] it‟s very obviously to me how these students are so 

committed to bettering themselves.  
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She acknowledges that it is her responsibility to “make sure they are okay and that they 

will get to the finish line.” Dr. Cantu is compassionate with the multiple roles first-

generation students have at school and at home. She recognizes many of them work full-

time, have children, and many non-academic situations they have to deal with. As an 

educator herself and supervisor of the teacher certification program, she ensures that 

students are not being exploited at their teaching sites. “When there are problems with 

my students at their sites, I intervene. I go to bat for them and I take care of them.” Dr. 

Cantu also tries to do her best to be a good role model and mentor young Latinas. In one 

example she shared how a young woman was dressed for class in low-cut t-shirts. Since 

this student was preparing to be a teacher for young children, Dr. Cantu pulled her aside 

and discussed the importance of professional dress. 

Because they are first-generation the only professional person they know in their 

lives will be a teacher. So it‟s important for me to model and discuss the way a 

professional looks in the classroom.  

 

 In this study, I also learned that faculty at UTPA try to provide students 

mentorship outside the classroom. For example, Ms. Davilla provides educational 

experiences for students outside of the classroom by asking peers who work in The 

Valley to serve as mentors. One important lesson she has learned is connecting students 

with their careers. In order to give students the motivation to continue with their studies 

she feels connecting them with local members of the community to volunteer, intern, or 

work can be influential. “I have quite a few friends here from UT, A&M, Baylor, Texas 

State, Tech and I get them involved to mentor my students.” Ms. Davilla leverages her 



149 

 

social connections to benefit Latino students at UTPA who would not normally have the 

opportunity to be mentored or work in these settings.  

One of my best friends is an attorney here in Edinburg at the courthouse and she 

and her husband went St. Mary's Law School. If I send them a kid they will talk to 

them. Last semester, I sent them a young man that wanted to go to law school and 

he now is volunteering a couple hours a week at their Law office. 

   

She also tries to educate students about the meaning of college and their degrees. Ms. 

Davilla described that at times her students do not understanding of the entire college 

education process. “One of the things I do the first week of class is I explain the 

university culture. Believe it or not sometimes the students will ask me, „What is a 

Bachelor's?‟” Being sensitive to the college experiences of first-generation, Mexican 

American students at UTPA is key. Through these examples, faculty and administrators 

proved that culturally sensitive mentorship and educational guidance is important to their 

success. This discussion leads me to my next section which describes how student-

centered services and teaching practices can also prove to be important institutional 

structures in helping first-generation, Mexican American students to persist.  

Student-Centered Services & Teaching Practices 

 IT’S ALL ABOUT THE STUDENTS. Along with being academically engaged, 

students must also have institutional services in place to support their every day needs. 

Like most campuses, UTPA offers a wealth of activities and student support services. 

During one of my observation in the Student Union, I witnessed an array of programming 

provided to keep students engaged and active. From educational films to leadership 

programs as well as fitness services to keep students physically active.  
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There are seven banners, all the same size and shape with a metal stripe at the 

bottom allowing them to hang down. One banner is promoting UTPA and it says, 

„It‟s all right here.‟ It has the website address written on the top. Another banner 

advertises UTPA Campus Committees and it says, „Make your voice heard.‟ 

Another advertises the Carnival of the Great Pumpkin free for all students. The 

theme matches the Carnival theme in the Visitor‟s Center. There is also a banner 

called Global Lens 2010 and it lists movies they are promoting in the student 

union theatre. It says „promoting cross cultural understanding through the medium 

of cinema.‟ The list of movies is visually appealing and they are English and 

Spanish titles. There is a lot for students to do here (Personal Observation, 

November 10, 2010). 

 

As I learned of all the activities available for students, I also wondered how the needs of 

students were heard. First, UTPA often solicits information directly from students 

through campus-wide surveys. Second, UTPA administrators involve student government 

in many of their decision-making processes including administrative searches. Both these 

tactics are simple but effective ways for UTPA administrators to solicit student feedback 

and to create change. Student surveys have been responsible for the development of an 

on-campus child care center and a self-imposed student fee to create the new student 

recreational center.  Dr. Edward Lewis, Senior Administrator for Student Affairs shared, 

Well, you know one of the first things we do is we look at our population. We had 

a survey that looked at our students and it said that 20% are parents. And we 

didn‟t have a child day care center so we built a child care center. It holds 140 

kids and it‟s pretty close to being full all the time with a waiting list. The need 

was there and it‟s allowed hundreds of students to take their baby or their child so 

they can study, work, and stay on campus rather than staying home to care for the 

child.  

 

When I asked students to describe some of the services they felt were helpful in allowing 

them to succeed and to finish college, Ariel said “they provide us child care.” Robbie also 

said child care was important but admitted that she was on the waiting list and had to 

enroll her daughter at a day care center near-by. Other services students listed were, “the 
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tutoring center because they stay open late and even provide us with popcorn.” Since 

many of the students commute, they also enjoyed the service of the writing center and the 

option to submit papers for review online.  

We have a writing center. They even have it online so you can send your paper 

and they send it back proofread and I mean it helps you a lot. It helps you because 

they are giving you resources for what you need and they have labs that are open 

24 hours (Ariel, 26). 

 

 In addition to these student services, Dr. Lewis realized students also needed a 

space where they could spend time outside of studying. Since UTPA does not have any 

advanced sport teams, the idea of a recreational center has proven to be a huge success. 

Dr. Kevin Johnston, Senior Administrator for Student Services said,  

We're trying to build some traditions because it's one of the things students say we 

haven't done a good job in identifying those traditions. And for us it's a little hard 

because some of those traditions are tied directly to sports. We don't have big 

sports here but we got a new recreational center and we're trying to get more 

students involved with it.  

 

 In an attempt to get students involved, Dr. Lewis believes if you “get a student engaged 

in anything you‟re better off and he or she is better off.” After noticing that the current 

student union was not serving students‟ needs, Dr. Lewis proposed the idea of a 

recreational center for students to join intramurals and have an opportunity to exercise.  

So we started a survey with students and they voted to impose a fee on themselves 

and that‟s how we got the Rec. Center. We have had a huge increase in the 

number of students, not only going over to the facility, but engaged in intramural 

and club sports and those kinds of things. It‟s been a huge increase. 

 

With foot traffic of up to 1,500 to 2,000 students a day, UTPA has shifted student 

engagement into a healthy alternative.  
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 Another institutional change that has occurred is providing students with more 

traditional forms of activities like student orientation for first-year students and Spirit 

Week. At UTPA, students would typically arrive to campus with no formal introduction 

to the university or its traditions. Dr. Johnston admits that the type of student is changing 

and that as more traditional-aged students are admitted they want to be more involved. 

“We are moving more and more towards similar norms that most institutions have where 

they have robust orientations.” Recently, he discussed creating a three-to-four day 

orientation where student could stay on campus and become engaged early-on in various 

programs offered by the university.  

So we are starting to see more types of programs that are going in that direction 

and we're grappling whether they can work here. I think it can and we're trying to 

sell a different message, even down from our marketing materials, which is to 

„Come and experience UTPA, it's a great experience.‟  

 

In addition to assessing students‟ needs, UTPA administrators also conducted feasibility 

studies to determine when and how the University should grow. During the three years 

Dr. Johnston has been in his position, UTPA conducted a feasibility study. In this report 

they learned students are staying on-campus longer hours indicating they are outgrowing 

the current student union. Due to tight budget constraints, new development is on hold 

but UTPA has already identified what new resources are needed to handle the student 

growth. One of the goals of a new student union would be to house student organizations. 

Currently, student organizations are centralized in an academic building hidden from 

student traffic.  

 Furthermore, administrators not only use surveys to tap into students‟ needs but 

they work closely with the Student Government Association (SGA). When I arrived at 
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UTPA in early October, Spirit Week was in full swing. Sidewalks around campus and 

windows of the student union were marked with UTPA spirit sayings and the headline of 

the campus newspaper, The Pan American, read „Presidents Day‟. The photo on the front 

page was that of the UTPA President, Robert S. Nelsen and Student Body President, Alex 

Jimenez. The tagline read, “SGA, Nelsen talk issues, Bronc pride to students during 

UTPA Spirit Week.” I learned that Spirit Week is kicked off with the Study Body 

Address in which the Student Body President addresses the issues SGA will work on 

throughout the year. This year students, as well as administrators, crowded the Student 

Union ballroom to hear the Address. Some of the topics covered included both 

Presidents‟ open support for the DREAM Act, which at the time was up for vote in the 

United States Senate, as well as welcoming the new athletic director, reflecting on the 

retirement of Dr. Edward Lewis, and the remodeling of the Business Administration 

Building (The Pan American, p. 6). The Student Body President, Alex Jimenez was a 

participant in this study and he shared how actively involved his position can be. He 

represents the voices of all students and he attempts to keep administration informed of 

student‟s needs.  

 During my time at UTPA, it was clear that administrators are engaged with 

students and they have a commitment to garnering their input and feedback, even the 

President. Like many of the connections UTPA administrators have with students, Janice 

Odem shared, “One of the things is our President is so empathic for our students.” The 

President grew up in his „own Valley‟ in the mountains of Montana and he often shares 

with students that his destiny was to become a blacksmith, but he was good at taking 
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exams and that took him out of his Valley. One important philosophy the President shares 

with his staff is that students are center to all the work at UTPA. 

It's all about the kids. Now that kid might be a 50 years old working on a Masters 

degree but it's all about the students. While he can't necessarily make everybody 

believe the way he does, that‟s how he operates (Senior Administrator, University 

Advancement).  

 

Student-center services are not only a philosophy held by administrators, it is also an 

important characteristic faculty portray in the classroom. In this study, faculty shared how 

they do their part in the classroom to give first-generation, Mexican American students 

the support they need to be successful. 

 TEACHING STUDENTS TO BE SUCCESSFUL. At UTPA all new faculty are required 

to attend a yearly training “that exposes them and raises their awareness about the types 

of students we have.” Through such training, Dr. Paloma Jimenez hopes that faculty can 

become much more sensitive to the needs of students. 

We want faculty to be aware that many of the students have different needs that 

are impinging on their lives and it isn't that they don't care about their school 

work. So maybe giving them [students] additional help outside of class or 

additional support would be helpful to our students. 

 

New faculty attend training once a month for an entire year. The training includes a 

structured program such as guest speakers, activities, and other helpful sessions. Dr. 

Jimenez said “the only thing we haven't done (we're thinking about doing) is putting them 

on a bus and taking them to where the students live.” It is evident that administrators 

wants faculty to have sensitivity towards the students who attend UTPA. Dr. Jimenez 

shared that students face big challenges outside their control like having the ability to get 
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to school. Since UTPA is a commuter school students sometimes rely on one family 

vehicle or must car-pool with other students just to attend class.  

And so we want our faculty to become sensitive, it's not that we're watering 

anything down for our kids, but we are restructuring the system to fit their 

[students] needs as well. 

 

 In this study, I witnessed the sensitivity and compassion faculty had for their 

students. Dr. Derrick Travis, a faculty member in the Theatre department and recipient of 

the University of Texas Regents‟ Teacher Award, has an office lined with photos of all 

his students that have successfully graduated from the Theatre department. These photos 

serve as a reminder to him and to his current students that success is possible. He also 

takes the opportunity to invite UTPA graduates back as guest speakers and role models to 

current students.  

I try to bring in some of our graduates like Valente Jimenez who you know was 

on the George Lopez show. He's really clear that he has no special thing, his 

parents did not go to college and he tells them „So if it‟s possible for me, it can be 

for you.‟ I try to put them in positions where they can see they can have success. 

It [success] isn't this far off dream and I try to show them that in what I say and 

the shows that they are in. 

 

Dr. Travis also does his best to be understanding of students‟ home life. He understands 

that they have full lives at home so he tries to get them to finish their work in the class or 

offers support on research papers during his office hours. Sometimes when he is 

disappointed to learn a student did not do his work he tries to keep in mind, “Likely it 

was the case that they were working their full time job, had their child, or they just ran 

out of time and fell asleep.” The supportive environment that Dr. Travis displays is also 

something he describes exists throughout his department. The Chair of the department is 

currently having the faculty read a book on student success and stresses the importance of 
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finding ways to retain students. While I got the sense Dr. Travis is a great teacher, the 

department also seems to have a culture of being supportive to students. One lesson Dr. 

Travis preaches is that he encourages students “not to see faculty as the enemy.”  Instead 

he wants students to see his role as a “confidant and a resource.” 

 Dr. Sebastian Munoz, professor of English, has spent the last ten years at UTPA 

teaching his students “to be good writers because they are going to do writing in any 

field.” As a Valley native and graduate of UTPA, Dr. Munoz understands the struggles of 

first-generation, Mexican American students. Teaching freshman to senior level writing 

course, Dr. Munoz has witnessed that students are ill-equipped to handle the rigor of a 

freshman writing course and often fail their first composition class.  

About 69% of entering freshmen pass the introductory writing course. Thirty-one 

percent fail the course. Out of those 69% that pass it, I would say maybe a third of 

those are A‟s. So out of 1,000 students taking our introductory writing course, 

thirty-one percent will fail. That means the majority of new students taking 1301 

[Intro to Composition] have either made a C, a D, or an F. 

 

Understanding the culture of South Texas, Dr. Munoz feels that students who enroll in 

dual- credit courses in high school do much better than students who do not. He suggests 

that one change that can be made to better prepare students with the transition from high 

school to college is to encourage all students to take at least one dual-credit course. “I‟ve 

seen a tremendous difference between students that come in with dual-enrollment and 

students who have not taken dual-enrollment.” He also contends that there is a lack of “a 

love for learning.”  Many times students enter UTPA without having a clear 

understanding of why they take core courses. He asserts that students see cores courses as 
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an interruption, but he believes the first two years are the most critical to ensuring that 

students successfully persist and are retained.  

 To combat some of these classroom challenges, Dr. Munoz uses different 

teaching techniques with his students. In the case of freshman, he tries to remind them of 

class assignments and tries to give them positive feedback or reinforcement.  

I try to be a little bit more motivating and I think that any professor teaching a 

freshmen course might be. Academic standards are not relaxed, but I do remind 

them of deadlines a little bit more than I should. I do encourage them and 

motivate them a little more than I should. 

 

On the other hand, with his senior level students he provides time during class to discuss 

their careers. “I open the last five minutes in senior classes for students to ask any 

questions dealing with academics and careers.” During this time he discusses graduate 

programs in English or any other types of graduate programs students may be interested 

in. Also, due to his familiarity with campus he makes an effort to put students in contact 

with faculty who know about Law School, Ph.D. programs or any other graduate 

program. Ultimately, Dr. Munoz “loves teaching and really wants to help his student 

achieve success.”    

 Overall, this section reflected how the faculty and administrators have integrated 

student-centered services and teaching practices that have created an effective learning 

environment for first-generation, Mexican American students. Along with these practices 

they have enforced both in the classroom and at the institutional-level a cultural 

sensitivity that engages students. The third institutional structure that proved to be 

important in the persistence of first-generation, Mexican American students was intensive 

academic and career advisement.  
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Intensive Academic and Career Advisement 

One of the things that we needed to do to retain kids is take them by the hand, if 

you will, and teach them the ropes and how to navigate the system. And that 

requires teaching them how to transition from high school to college and how to 

be engage in an intrusive advisement process (Dr. Paloma Jimenez). 

 

 TAKING THEM BY THE HAND. At UTPA, first-year and first-time students are 

assigned to an undergraduate counselor who provides a degree plan and assists them with 

registering for courses. Such an advising system was set up in 2005 through the support 

of a Title V grant. Title V grants are federal funds provided to Hispanic-Serving 

Institutions, through a competitive application process, to improve institutional supports 

for Hispanic students. Title V funds and Hispanic-Serving Institutions will be discussed 

in further in Chapter 6. In either case, such funding allowed UTPA to develop a 

Freshmen Undergraduate Advising Center. After intensive support during the first year, 

Dr. Jimenez noticed sophomores were dropping out. She realized that sophomores also 

needed support and decided to assign sophomores to professional guidance counselor in 

the school of their major. As student reached their junior and senior year, faculty became 

involved in their academic and career mentoring.  

And so then we assigned every freshmen student that came on this campus to an 

adviser in the advisement center. We assigned every sophomore to a professional 

guidance counselor in each of their schools. So today we have a very systematic, 

comprehensive plan and together with the University 1301course give them a 

four-year road map. The faculty become involve with students as mentors during 

their Junior and Senior year. 

 

By having such an intrusive process, “You can‟t let down. You can‟t say, „Well we‟re not 

going to do that this year.‟ It‟s an every day, day in and day out process” (Dr. Edward 

Lewis). These systematic processes are in place to ensure students don‟t fall through the 
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cracks. As discussed in Chapter 4, first-generation, Mexican American students feel 

academic guidance is critical their success and to completing their degrees.  

 An intrusive academic and career advisement is also a way to combat the 

commuter environment and keep students engaged all along the process. Ms. Davilla 

admits that at times it can be difficult for faculty at the freshman level to see what is 

occurring at the junior or senior level.  

I think that we [faculty] need to do a better job of advising students. Sometimes 

because we work with entering freshmen we don‟t see what faculty who teach 

juniors and seniors see. We'll talk about some of the challenges we encounter and 

they don't understand.  

 

This can be troublesome for students because there should be an easy transition from one 

year of college to the next. Another helpful aspect about such advisement process is that 

it gives students both the academic and the professional support they need to really 

understand the importance of their degree. Dr. Jimenez confirmed career guidance is 

something that can be improved.  

We need to help students make better choices and decisions of what they want to 

do with their lives and that's career development. We've been guiding them for 

majors they think they want but eventually half way down the road they decide 

this is not for me so they change again and we lose out [in retaining student] 

again.  

 

She believes this career development begins early, even before high school and as early 

as middle school. The philosophy of providing students in The Valley with career 

guidance at an early age is reflective in the creation of UTPA‟s Visitor Center. In order to 

establish a cultural around college and careers, UTPA welcomes school children to 

campus year-round to their Visitor Center. Through the Visitor Center, Dr. Lewis 

believes “we have probably done more than any university in the state to grow our own 
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students.” The Visitor Center at UTPA sets up educational exhibits that range from 

$30,000 to $100,000 per year. UTPA creates lessons plans around school requirements 

like TEKS and invites school districts from across The Valley to visit their Center. The 

message behind the Center is to “get students at a young age to see themselves on a 

college campus and to believe that he/she belongs on a college campus” (Dr. Edward 

Lewis). The Dean of Admissions agrees and says, “once we get them here we begin to 

discuss this is a college campus and college is attainable.” The Visitor Center is booked 

all year and in the fall 2010 about 25,000 students visited over a period of four months. In 

the end, students who come to the Visitor Center are potential, future UTPA students who 

have been exposed early-on that college can be the next step in their career. 

 At UTPA, the job of advising can also be the role of a student. In 2009, the 

University Retention and Advisement office created the Sophomore Advising and 

Mentoring Program. This program provides students (sophomores) the opportunity to 

mentor first-time students about beginning successful in college. While on campus, I 

observed two student mentoring meetings. I saw student informally meet in the student 

union and share personal stories about their majors, classes, and tips for staying in school. 

According to Dr. Jimenez, since its inception about 1,100 students have been impacted by 

the mentoring program. One interesting retention component to the program is that it 

pays student mentors. By paying students a wage “we keep students in college because 

they are here and they don't have to work outside of the university.” In 2010, UTPA hired 

75 mentors to provide on-going activities and support for entering students.  
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    Intensive academic and career advisement proves to be an institutional structure   

administrators and faculty believe are helpful to the success of first-year, Mexican 

American students. By “taking students by the hand” UTPA is ensuring that students are 

given the road map to be successful and don‟t slip through the cracks. Dr. Jimenez admits 

that “students at UTPA value education and want to get an education.” The important job 

is that “we meet them half-way and provide the necessary support and resources to ensure 

they get there.”   

  Throughout my interviews with faculty and administrators, it was evident that 

there was a compassion and true understanding of first-generation, Mexican American 

students and their plight. As first-generation students themselves they could relate to 

challenges these students faced in college and at home. On several occasions, these 

individuals admitted that their personal experiences and backgrounds influenced how 

they approached teaching and performed their job. By conducting their jobs in a manner 

that was supportive of first-generation, Mexican American students faculty and 

administrators created a student-focused environment. There is no doubt that faculty and 

administrators at UTPA are doing an exceptional job to ensure first-generation, Mexican 

American students are successful.  

 Unlike students, faculty and administrators had a clear understanding of the 

history and purpose of being a Hispanic-Serving Institution (Perrakis & Hagedorn, 2010). 

In some cases, they referred to UTPA as an HSI without being prompted. To faculty and 

administrators, being an HSI is part of their institutional identity. Due to their familiarity 
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with HSIs, the following section provides some critical points that faculty and 

administrators discussed.  

We have always been an HSI 

 In the late 1980s when the Hispanic Association of College and Universities 

(HACU) lobbied Congress to create an official designation for two-year and four-year 

postsecondary institutions with high concentrations Latino students, UTPA was already 

serving Latinos beyond the 25% threshold (www.ed.gov). While this designation gave 

institutions like UTPA an official classification it also leveled the playing field by 

classifying all universities the same. In other words, an institution designated as an HSI 

was the same whether they were serving a Hispanic population of 30% or 80%. For 

institutions like UTPA whose Hispanic population is close to 90% this creates an 

interesting predicament. Dr. Paloma Jimenez said, “We have always been an HSI and 

there needs to be a different designation for us who are doing it with greater numbers.” 

Such tension is warranted because HSIs not only share the same classification but have 

the opportunity to compete for funds.  

Well, I think that in the sense that the U.S. Congress has designated Hispanic-

Serving Institutions and has put money into it is a very good thing. For those 

institutions to compete and those that have populations similar to ours it‟s okay. 

But since the benchmark is 25% they are not the same type of institution as Pan 

Am with 89% of Hispanic students. 

 

Herein lies the dilemma. Institutions of all types (private, public, 4 year, and 2 year) 

compete for the same funds called Title V grants. Therefore, the money allocated by the 

Department of Education is split between institutions with varying Hispanic populations. 

Dr. Jimenez admits that “if the University of Texas (UT) at Austin and UT Pan Am were 

http://www.ed.gov/
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competing for the same monies we would never win because UT Austin has more power 

and resources.” Even though UT-Austin is only considered an emerging HSI at this time, 

Dr. Jimenez‟s point is valid. Universities that have the reputation and the financial 

resources to hire talented grant writers will have a greater chance of securing funding. 

Furthermore, the question becomes which institution is making a greater impact? Is it the 

HSI serving less Hispanic students with more money or the one serving more students 

with less money? 

I've been on national task forces where we've gone to look at universities that are 

doing really good work with Hispanic populations and they have been identified 

as HSIs with 25% of students. Here I am with 90% student body and I have not 

been identified as someone doing great things. This population that they have they 

are only doing it with 25% that just doesn't add up (Dr. Paloma Jimenez).  

 

 Even though competing for Title V funds has been difficult, UTPA has been 

successfully in securing grants. Title V monies have helped UTPA fund programs like an 

all freshman course called Learning Frameworks. In 2005, UTPA developed the Learning 

Frameworks course as a retention mechanism to help students acquire the skills they 

needed to navigate through their first year of college. Title V funds allowed UTPA to hire 

additional faculty which was not available in their institutional budget. UTPA was able to 

hire faculty who were solely dedicated to teaching this course rather than assigning 

faculty from other departments to split their teaching course loads. Since the grant 

supported this initiative for five years, UTPA was able to slowly integrate the new faculty 

into their main budget. Today, the new faculty and the course have been fully integrated 

into the institution and is part of UTPA‟s budget. UTPA has also used Title V funds to 
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assist graduate students and they intend to continue seeking financial support to help 

students.  

We have a Title V grant for graduate students so that is what is helping us with 

recruiting students into the graduate program. But there is an opportunity to apply 

for another Title V grant and I intend to pursue that and how else we can get 

another one so we can continue to do more of the same (Dr. Paloma Jimenez).  

 

Along with the challenges of competing for funds, faculty and administrators shared 

some of their own perceptions about being a Hispanic-Serving Institution along the 

border. 

Faculty and Administrator Perceptions of HSIs 

 Like students, faculty and administrators discussed some of the challenges of 

being an HSI. In one case, faculty member Jennifer Davilla did not understand the benefit 

of being an HSI.  

Faculty, we know of course that we are a Hispanic-Serving Institute and I will 

share two comments about this. I don't know what the benefits are of being a 

Hispanic-Serving Institution. I don't know if we do get any benefits and I think 

that once in a while I hear about grants but I‟m not sure what the benefits are. 

 

Such response is reasonable since faculty are not involved in applying for Title V grants 

or are responsible for the administrative aspects of setting up programs or services funded 

by the grant. In fact, Dr. Jimenez felt that “it is our responsibility to train and make 

faculty aware of what a Hispanic-Serving Institution is.” Yet, beyond funding Ms. 

Davilla raises an interesting point. What are the true benefits of being a Hispanic-Serving 

Institution? Another concern raised by faculty was how the upper-administration is not 

reflective of the student body at an institution that is considered “Hispanic-serving”. The 

individuals that currently hold the highest positions at the University are White, males. 
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Furthermore, only 22.8% of the full-time faculty are Hispanic (UTPA Factbook, 2009). 

One faculty member said she was “dismayed by the cultural illiteracy of the 

administration and why they were not more reflective of the students they served.” These 

are both very interesting view points and they raise questions about how informed faculty 

are about HSIs and who should be leading institutions that are predominately Latino.  

 In addition, faculty and administrators raised concerned about the perceptions 

UTPA has as an HSI. For example, Dr. Kevin Johnston shared that he received a call 

from a community member who was upset that UTPA was “Hispanic-Serving.” The 

gentleman was confused about the term and even though he was a college graduate of 

another HSI (UT-El Paso) he felt UTPA was discriminating against other students by 

calling itself an HSI.  

I had a phone call from an older gentleman. He called me and he said he got his 

degree from UT-El Paso. I said, „okay‟ and he goes on that he was upset about 

„What's this about Hispanic-Serving Institution?‟ So he's drilling me down and I 

said it's just a designation it doesn't mean. „Well, it sounds a lot to me that you are 

all about this Hispanic thing.‟ I'm on the phone saying sir, „No, it's a designation 

that the federal government gives and the majority of people here happen to be of 

that race or ethnicity but nowhere does it say that we only accept those individuals 

or we're not a campus that is open.‟ [He said] “Well, I feel that.‟ And I said, „Sir, 

did you know that UT El Paso is a Hispanic-Serving Institution?‟ 

 

This gentleman‟s confusion is similar to what students and faculty have expressed about 

not clearly understanding the intention behind a university being Hispanic-serving. I 

believe part of this confusion is sparked because HSIs are not required to publically 

announce their designation. In some cases, HSIs shy away from publicizing their 

institutional type for fear of tarnishing their reputation. Institutions are fearful that being 

openly “Hispanic-serving” will be at the loss of prestige because they appear to be 
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different from the mainstream (Contreras, Malcom, & Bensimon, 2008). Therefore, 

despite the legitimacy of HSIs as a federally recognized institution type, colleges and 

university are hesitant to publicize their HSI status. This reluctancy is partly due to the 

fact that college and universities rely heavily on their reputation. In a competitive market 

where image is everything, institutions fear that being bias towards one type of students 

over another can be costly. Even though UTPA clearly serves Hispanics, it can deter 

students and faculty from being interested. Therefore, without any guidelines requiring 

institutions to publically announce their HSI status, institutions can remain HSIs and not 

be open to their constituents about their status.  

 In 2010, I conducted a pilot study with students who attended a small, private 

liberal arts college with a 27% Hispanic population and they shared a different 

perspective about the institutions openness of being an HSI. In fact, students admitted 

that admissions brochures, the website, and interactions with faculty and staff clearly 

indicated the institution was an HSI. While I did not have the opportunity to explore more 

about what the institution was doing about their HSI status it was clear students 

understood what it meant and saw such identity reflected throughout the institution. As I 

compare the experiences at UTPA and at the pilot institution, I question the institution‟s 

role in informing the community, their students, and all individuals associated with the 

university regarding their HSI status. There is a struggle when institutions do not sense 

being a HSI is important or fear their reputation will be affected. Another issue can be, as 

mentioned earlier, the type of HSI. As Dr. Jimenez shared, an institution with 30% 

Hispanic population is very different than one with 80%. In the case of the pilot 
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institution, educating the community about its HSI status may be of importance if they 

are trying to create a sense of community for a smaller group of Hispanic students or if 

they are trying to recruit more students to their campus. In the case of UTPA, it seems 

since they are serving such a large portion of Hispanics that creating a sense of 

community and recruiting more Hispanic students is not their priority. Therefore, the 

dilemma is creating a unified understanding about HSIs especially when institutions have 

different needs and serve various constituents. With that said, the following section 

highlights how UTPA as a border institution is different.  

BORDER HSIS: HOW ARE THEY DIFFERENT? As a border HSI, UTPA has been 

serving a region that has been historically under-funded but maintains a commitment to 

serving the community. Dr. Lewis contends that just because students are attending their 

local community does not mean they don‟t deserve the best. 

These students deserve what they would get if they were going up to UT-Austin 

or Texas A&M, or Texas Tech. They deserve the best. Just because they here [in 

The Valley] doesn‟t mean we shouldn‟t be giving them the best.  

 

In other words, UTPA understands it must be a vital resource to the students and not 

surprisingly to the community as well. As director of community plays and theatre, Dr. 

Derrick Travis admits that UTPA also provides much of the local entertainment to both 

Hispanics and non-Hispanics. 

We are not only with the students. We're the number one artist choice for many 

people in the community. They come to us for their theater. So we feel that 

responsibility too. So the term Hispanic-Serving branches out for us to the 

community also. But here's the interesting part we are also dealing with a large 

percentage of Winter Texans, who are not Hispanic. 
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Winter Texans are individuals who moved down to South Texas during the winter 

months from states like Minnesota, Wisconsin, or Iowa and are temporary residents. 

These individual see UTPA as a resource and venue for entertainment. UTPA is a 

resource not only a resource for Winter Texans but to residents of South Texas in general. 

As a Hispanic-Serving Institution, UTPA provides many culturally-relevant programs to 

the community. Along with HESTEC, another big event is The Festival of International 

Books and Arts (FESTIBA) which was created in 2006 to promote an interest in the 

appreciation for reading and early literacy by celebrating the arts and humanities within 

the South Texas community (www.utpa.edu). Students of all ages flock the campus to 

perform, read, and celebrate the arts in South Texas. While I was on campus in the fall, 

UTPA hosted national speakers such as laureate and activist Alberto Baltazar Urista 

Heredia, scholar Cynthia Orozco, and global political economist Parag Khanna (The Pan 

American, October 14, 2010). These examples indicate that UTPA tries to be of service 

to its students and the surrounding community, carrying out the mission of being 

Hispanic-serving.  

 On the other hand, one disadvantage of being along the border is that UTPA can 

often go unrecognized. Dr. Yolanda Guerra shares that unlike HSIs in other parts of the 

country, UTPA can be overlooked because of its location. 

I think other universities or the nation may not focus on us because we are so deep 

South. And I feel that‟s a detriment to us sometimes because we are so South. 

You got El Paso on the West but they got New Mexico to the side and Arizona 

and are little close but we‟re so far South all we got is Texas. 

 

By being along the border, Dr. Guerra fears it is difficult for graduate schools to notice 

UTPA or the students that come from the region. In order to combat this geographic 

http://www.utpa.edu/
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deficiency, when she attends national conference she tries to highlight The Valley. 

Through her professional relationships she tries to get other programs to recruit students, 

primarily Latinos, at UTPA. Dr. Guerra‟s enthusiasm for the students and the region 

drives her to continue putting UTPA on the national spotlight. 

I see us as an HSI. I see us like we are a jewel. We got a lot of talent and I think 

the nation needs to tap into us and know that we are supplying some good 

graduate students, doctors and others.  

 

She sees UTPA being an HSI as something that is positive. “I see it as something positive 

because we got this population that the nation needs for the workforce.” Dr. Guerra was 

another faculty member who was very informed of HSIs. While comparing HSIs with 

other Minority-Serving Institutions she made an interesting observation about HSIs. 

I‟ll go back to the fact that many HSIs are commuter schools versus HBCUs 

which are non-commuter schools. Since HSIs were created basically around 

where Hispanic populations, they serve the community. HBCUs, as you know, 

like Spellman and others are not really commuter schools. 

 

She makes this comparison to suggest that the goal of a border institution like UTPA is to 

educate students and the community. As a commuter school, she believes UTPA has a 

very special population of students to educate that “want to stay close to home and at the 

same time have responsibilities at home while going to school.” 

 Colleges and universities along the Texas-Mexico border play an essential role in 

driving the intellectual, economic, and human development of individuals in the region 

(Santiago, 2008). In 2009-2010, UTPA had an annual impact of almost half a billion 

dollars ($492.8 million) on the McAllen-Edinburg-Mission Metropolitan Statistical 

Area‟s economy, with an employment impact of 5,873 full-time jobs (UTPA Economic 
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Impact Report, 2010). While the social impacts are more difficult to measure in terms of 

monetary value, UTPA has provided:  

 a pool of college graduates that are employed and remain in the area; 

  conducts research that supports economic development; 

  provides educated staff and faculty experts that assist the local 

community; 

 offers community members the educational opportunities to advance their 

technical expertise for their jobs (UTPA Economic Impact Report, 2010).   

Such economic impacts are important because UTPA is not only educating students but 

providing an economic value to the surrounding community. This impact is of growing 

importance since the Texas-Mexico border from El Paso to the Gulf of Mexico is 

comprised of some of the poorest yet fastest growing communities in the state and the 

nation. Two of the 10 fastest-growing metropolitan areas in the United States, Laredo and 

McAllen, are located in South Texas (U.S. Census, 2008). Along with UTPA other 

institutions along the Texas-Mexico border like the University of Texas at El Paso, South 

Texas College, and Texas A&M International University are leading the nation in 

educating the Latino community. With high Latino populations and limited resources, 

these institutions and others are creating pathways through better academic programs, 

student services, and community outreach to develop clear pathways towards degree 

completion (Santiago, 2008). While UTPAs geographic location along the border is 

unique, stories shared in this study are critical because they reflect what other academic 

institution in the nation will be facing with the growing Latino population.    
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Chapter 5 concludes the major findings of this study. By interviewing faculty and 

administrators a different prospective regarding the institutional characteristics that assist 

first-generation, Mexican American students to persist were shared. Furthermore, a new 

story was told about UTPA as a Hispanic-Serving Institution along the border. The 

following Chapter will provide the conclusion to this study. It will highlight the major 

findings and a reflection about this research as well as the implications it can have for 

research, practice, and policy.  
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 

By 2050, the majority of the U.S. workforce will consist primarily of Latinos and 

the nation will forever be changed by the shift in demographics (U.S. Census, 2008). 

There are 50.5 million Latinos in the United States and they account for 16.3% of the 

total population (Passel, Cohn, & Lopez, 2010). College campuses across the country 

have already felt the impact as more Latino students enroll in college and a growing 

number are becoming Hispanic-serving. Since 1990, the number of Hispanic-Serving 

Institutions (HSIs) has grown from 132 to 265 (IPEDS, 2006). While the majority of 

HSIs are community colleges (Santiago, 2006) recent data indicates that an increasing 

number of four-year private colleges and flagship institutions like the University of 

California Los Angeles and the University of Texas at Austin are on the verge of 

becoming HSIs (Moltz, 2010). Such trend indicates that all institutions, not just 

community colleges, will shoulder the responsibility of creating an environment that is 

conducive for Latinos to complete their degrees. Therefore, it will be important to not 

only enroll Latinos but to ensure they are retained and graduate from college. Hence, this 

study addressed how a predominately, Hispanic institution in an economically depressed 

community is making strides to not only graduate Latino students but to create an 

environment that makes them feel empowered and at home. Through the lens of students, 

faculty, and administrators this study offered examples of what first-generation, Mexican 

American students perceived as influential to their degree completion; and what 

institutional characteristics faculty and administrators deem significant in their 

persistence. This chapter will provide an overall discussion about the key findings, share 
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personal reflections about the process, and convey the implications this study has for 

research, practice, and policy.   

 OVERVIEW OF STUDY. This study took a success model approach and focused on 

a four-year, public HSI located along the Texas-Mexico border called the University of 

Texas-Pan American (UTPA). UTPA is ranked among the top 100 best U.S. colleges for 

Hispanics and with a Hispanic population of 89%, this university has made national 

advances that are worthy of recognition. In 2009, UTPA was 2nd in the number of 

bachelor‟s degrees awarded to Hispanics, 4th in the number of master‟s degrees, and 19th 

in the number of doctoral degrees (Hispanic Outlook, 2010). UTPA is located in Hidalgo 

County, a region also known as the Rio Grande Valley or The Valley. In Hidalgo County, 

only 15% of the population has a college degree (U.S. Census, 2008). Rather than 

focusing on the deficits of the region, this study explored the campus climate of UTPA to 

learn how and why Latino students were succeeding and completing their degrees. While 

most HSI studies examined students‟ experiences using quantitative data (Bridges, 

Cambridge, Kuh & Leegwater, 2005; Hubbard & Stage, 2005; de los Santos, Jr. & de los 

Santos, 2003), this qualitative study told the story of the students‟ perceptions of the 

campus climate at UTPA and sought their expertise on the experiences that influence 

degree completion. It also explored the institutional programs and classroom practices 

that faculty and administrators deemed most important to their persistence.  

The following research questions guided this study. 

1. How do first-generation, Mexican American students describe the campus climate 

of a Hispanic-Serving Institution in South Texas? Specifically, what experiences 
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do first-generation, Mexican American students perceive are influential to 

completing a degree?  

2. What institutional characteristics do faculty and campus administrators describe 

as significant in allowing first-generation, Mexican American students to persist? 

Over a period of four months, I spent one-week every month immersed on the UTPA 

campus attempting to answer these questions. I collected data through a variety of 

methods which included: three student focus groups (n=32), individual interviews 

(student n=4, faculty n=5, administrators n=5), site observations, reflective notes and a 

student questionnaire. Supplemental information was also collected that included the 

university‟s undergraduate catalog, the campus newspaper, campus magazine, and the 

university‟s annual fact book. Through the theoretical framework of funds of knowledge 

(Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992) and organizational habitus (McDonough, 1997), 

I examined the tightly-knit community of UTPA. There were three different perspectives 

I attempted to examine. One was through students‟ point of view, another was through 

faculty and administrators perspectives, and finally through an organizational viewpoint 

of UTPA as a Border HSI. Throughout my process several key findings emerged. 

Key Findings 

STUDENT PERCEPTIONS. First, the cultural norms of The Valley strongly influence 

the campus climate at UTPA. Due to the large number of Hispanics in the region and on 

campus, students perceived the campus climate as welcoming. Since the majority of the 

students share a similar ethnic background, racial tension were rarely noticeable or 
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mentioned. Instead, students perceived diversity in terms of how they were raised, 

differences in language acquisition, and regions where they reside. Student also shared 

that having similar life experiences on a college campus is a plus. For example, UTPA is 

considered a commuter campus with 75% of the students living at home (UTPA 

Factbook, 2009). Unlike most four-year institutions, students at UTPA are much older 

and many have families of their own. The traditional age of students at UTPA is 23 and 

about 40% report they are caregivers at home; caring for their own parents, siblings, or 

children (UTPA Report on Entering Students, Fall 2009). Furthermore, the majority of 

students at UTPA are the first in their families to go to college (73%), surpassing the 

national average of 40% (Davis, 2010; UTPA Factbook, 2009). Regardless of these 

unique student characteristics (which at time are also challenges), first-generation, 

Mexican American students felt UTPA was creating an environment that was supportive 

and made them feel at home. Students indicated these similarities strengthened their 

sense of belonging and provided a positive environment for their growth. 

FACTORS INFLUENCING DEGREE COMPLETION. Along with perceptions of campus 

climate, students offered examples of what has influenced their progress towards degree 

completion. One reoccurring theme was the impact of academic cohorts. When 

comparing all 32 students‟ experiences, the one that stood out involved students in the 

Education department who were part of an academic cohort program. At UTPA, students 

who are getting their degrees in the Teacher Certification Program are part of cohorts 

called Blocks. This program is for students who plan to be certified teachers from K-12. 

Unlike traditional cohort models that exist at the graduate level, cohorts at UTPA for 
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undergraduate students worked well. Repeatedly, students described how this structured 

environment kept them on task and motivated them to finish their degrees. Since students 

in cohorts were able to take courses with the same students and professors, they 

developed an academic community that provided the support and encouragement they 

needed to finish the program. Another reason first-generation, Mexican American 

students felt this model was helpful was that it underscored the importance of 

community, which is strong in the Hispanic culture. As a community that depends 

heavily on familial relationships, Mexican American students indicated that academic 

cohort models are positive programs especially since it allows students to develop a 

greater sense of belonging. In other words, by focusing on the assets of students and 

validating the ways in which they build support in their daily lives (Moore & Lin, 2009) 

academic cohort models represent more than a type of program; they ensure Latino 

students are successful in an environment they are most comfortable.   

In addition, by utilizing the framework funds of knowledge, I found that the cultural 

knowledge Mexican American students acquire at home, such as ganas, generates a 

positive mechanism that allows them to be successful in college. Ganas is the resiliency 

among an individual to overcome extremely adverse circumstances (Cabrera, Lopez & 

Saenz, 2009).  Due to the national statistics regarding degree completion among Latinos, 

students at UTPA understood the obstacles before them. Despite their challenging 

personal stories, students often discussed the ganas to complete their degree, a will that 

was often rooted in a personal goal for themselves and their families. Since The Valley 

has one of the highest poverty and unemployment rates in the nation, students discussed 
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the financial strain of going to college (U.S. Census, 2008). The cost of higher education 

weighs heavily on the minds of students in The Valley (Cabrera, Lopez & Saenz, 2009; 

Yamamura, Martinez & Saenz, 2010). Therefore, having the financial resources available 

to attend college was also important in this study. Since attending college for first-

generation, Mexican American students affects the entire family, students regarded 

financial support at UTPA as critical. While many of the students in this study worked, 

financial support was essential. In fact, at UTPA many students only viewed financial 

support in terms of grants and scholarships. Therefore, loans were not a valuable option 

for students especially due to perceived negative impact it might have on them and their 

families. Fortunately, UTPA provides 77% of full-time undergraduate students a need-

based scholarship or grant (collegeportraits.org/TX/UPTA/costs). 

Finally, students shared that first-year academic guidance is important to their 

success in college. The manner in which a student begins their first year in college is 

critical and it can determine whether they continue or drop-out. Through this study, I 

learned students valued academic and career guidance particularly if it provides a 

roadmap to getting a degree. Students, especially first-generation, cannot do it alone. 

These findings were affirmed through faculty and administrators‟ interviews who agreed 

that first-generation students need the moral support and guidance to get through college. 

At UTPA, students relate to individuals that take the time to reach out and who 

understand their struggles. In this case, all faculty and administrators who participated in 

this study were first-generation and while not all were Mexican American, they 

understood the plight of these students and their cultural backgrounds. First-year 



178 

 

academic guidance is most important to first-generation, Mexican American students 

because there is no room for error. Since these students rely on financial support they 

cannot drop below a certain number of credit hours or lapse in their progress towards a 

degree. Due to the strong stereotypes in The Valley and the expectations set by friends 

and family, failure is a psychological challenge for these students. If they are failing or 

not succeeding in the first year of college they become highly sensitive to the possibility 

of not continuing. Instead, first-generation, Mexican American students need as many 

positive influences and experiences so they don‟t fall victim to the idea that college is not 

for them. In this study, I learned that part of that responsibility lies in the classroom and 

with the institution. Therefore, the viewpoint of faculty and administrators was also 

critical.   

INSTITUTIONAL CHARACTERISTICS. While the stories of students were heart-felt, 

faculty and administrators told equally compelling accounts of their responsibility in 

helping first-generation, Mexican American students to persist. Creating a supportive 

environment with culturally sensitive mentorship as well as student-centered policies and 

practices became the major findings in interviews with faculty and administrators. There 

was sympathy and compassion reflected in discussions with faculty and administrators. 

Since many of the faculty and administrators were raised in The Valley or were first-

generation students themselves, they could relate directly with students. Some faculty 

used their personal experiences to teach lessons or inspire students in the classroom. By 

having similar cultural and personal experiences, faculty and administrators at UTPA 

were able to serve as role models and mentors to these students. Therefore, these 
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connections have allowed faculty and administrators to serve as important devices in the 

retention and success of first-generation, Mexican American students at UTPA 

(Castellanos & Jones, 2003; Hernandez, 2006). 

UTPA AS AN HSI. As a Border HSI, there was an organizational perspective to this 

entire study. As an institution with the third largest Hispanic enrollment in the United 

States (IPEDS, 2008), UTPA has proven that helping Latinos obtain their degrees in large 

numbers can be done. Since UTPA is located along the U.S.-Mexico border, this study 

occurred in a region that has one of the fastest growing concentrations of Hispanics in the 

country (Rodríguez, Sáenz & Menjívar, 2008). UTPA represents a model where Latino 

success can be achieved, especially for college campuses that are faced with growing 

Latino populations and/or are also border institutions. Students revealed that compared to 

other schools, regional universities like UTPA offer an exceptional education for half the 

cost. This study also expanded the understanding of UTPA as a Hispanic-Serving 

Institution. Through such analysis two key findings were revealed: 1) how students 

understand UTPA as an HSI and 2) the tensions that arise with this type of identity. A 

key fact in this study was that students had little knowledge that UTPA was an HSI. The 

students interviewed struggled with the meaning or purpose of this type of designation. 

Students did not want their campus to be perceived as less than or only serving Hispanics. 

Furthermore, students had strong opinions about being racially identified and the negative 

consequences that such designation could bring. In other words, students did not 

understand the need or purpose because they felt serving Hispanics was already part of 

the institutional makeup of UTPA. On the other hand, since UTPA has been serving 
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Hispanics for many years, administrators felt such designation was not sufficient or did 

not adequately describe the work they were doing with such high percentage of Hispanic 

students. The HSI designation is uniform for institutions of all types but the designation 

does not always paint a true picture of the work an institution is doing to serve Hispanic 

student populations of varying sizes. Similar to students, faculty were concerned with 

what impact an HSI designation may have on UTPA‟s level of prestige. Since the caliber 

of the institution affects the professional advancement and reputation of faculty, HSIs can 

be perceived as less competitive than institutions not designated as HSIs. Yet, as more 

flagship institutions become HSIs these perceptions might change or could be magnified. 

Only time will tell how HSIs will change the face of higher education. In the end, 

conducting an institutional analysis of UTPA as an HSI was important. It further supports 

what has been written in the current literature and it also added new points of the 

discussion especially as it relates to institutions that are considered predominately, 

Hispanic-serving. It also raised questions about the institutions‟ responsibility in 

educating students, faculty, and administrators about what being an HSI truly means.    

Reflections 

Through this study there are also some personal reflections to share about the 

process. I went into this study with a connection to The Valley but unaware of what it 

meant to attend college in the region. As a first-generation, Mexican American myself, I 

experienced many of the hardships students described in this study. I could relate to 

students‟ stories about the difficulty of living in a community where the odds are stacked 

against you. Like many of these students, I relied on the support of my high school 
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teachers, counselors, and peers to learn about college. Once in college, I continued to rely 

on the support of faculty, staff, and students who shared similar life experiences. Due to 

my personal experiences, I brought an insider-outsider perspective to this research 

(Guajardo & Guajardo, 2004). This insider-outsider prospective influenced my 

interpretation of the data but it also added to the richness of my analysis. Even through 

this perspective, some general assumption I had about Latinos‟ college experience were 

confirmed.  

First, Latino students cannot do it alone. As shared by Dr. Paloma “It is one thing 

to get Latinos into college but it‟s another thing to make sure they are prepared and they 

can succeed.” This study reinforced my belief that building a college roadmap to guide 

students academically and professionally is critical. As a career counselor, I have worked 

with students at the end of their college career and I find that they are often uncertain 

about what to do with their majors. The connection between a student‟s major and their 

career needs to be identified early in their journey, especially for first-generation, 

Mexican American students. Once this connection is made students understand the 

investment of dedicating four to six years of their life to studying. They also understand 

the reward at the end of this process is to secure a job or a career that will provide the 

economic mobility that does not exist without a degree. I believe when this link is 

missing it is difficult for students to understand the true value of degree attainment. A 

perfect example of this was students at UTPA who were going through the teacher 

certification process. Not only were they supported by the cohort program but they knew 

at the end of their studies they would have a job teaching. Their coursework was directly 
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related to their profession and there were real tangible experiences that prepared them for 

their future jobs. It is also important to discuss the implications this study for research, 

practice, and policy. 

Implications for Research 

This study is significant to the field of higher education for several reasons. First, 

it expanded empirical research on Hispanic-Serving Institutions and degree completion of 

first-generation, Mexican American students. Since research on HSIs is in its infancy 

there is a need to learn more about how these institutions operate, negotiate their identity, 

and serve Latino students. This study specifically added to the research on Border HSIs 

which are faced with the task of educating large Hispanic populations. Furthermore, it 

added to the limited number of qualitative studies on HSIs focused on student success. 

Large quantitative studies have been conducted (Bridges, Cambridge, Kuh & Leegwater, 

2005; Hubbard & Stage, 2005; de los Santos, Jr. & de los Santos, 2003) but they 

repeatedly focus on the institutional perspective. Qualitative studies that broaden HSI 

research (Benitez & DeAro, 2004; González, 2008; Maestas, Vasquera & Zehr, 2007) 

have focused on areas such as Florida, New Mexico, and California ignoring the 

importance and relevance that Texas plays in the HSI discussion. Therefore, this study 

also contributed to the research on HSIs in Texas.  

In addition, this study has expanded the research on Latinos and degree 

attainment. Since Latinos both delay and enroll at four-year institutions at a lower rate 

than their peers (Swail, Cabrera & Lee, 2004), this research offers examples of how first-

generation, Mexican American college students can persist at four-year institutions and 
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increase their chances of completing a bachelor‟s degree. Research has shown that entry 

into college especially at a four-year institution has positive effects on degree completion 

(Fry, 2003; 2004). Unlike studies that have attempted to find a relationship between two-

year college enrollment and bachelor‟s degree completion rates for Hispanics (Fry, 2002; 

Saenz, 2002; Rendon & Garza, 1996), this study explore how the campus climate can 

promote degree attainment. By placing students at the center of the research, practical 

solutions about what helps influence students to complete their degrees were discovered. 

Furthermore, factors that influence degree completion were enhanced with the 

institutional perspective of faculty and administrators.   

Implications for Practice 

This study also has relevant applications for faculty and practitioners. In the 

classroom, students shared that academic cohort models are most effective. By providing 

an academic setting for students to work together or to develop strong relationships with 

peers/faculty then a greater sense of engagement is created. In addition, if faculty can 

develop cultural sensitive relationships with students, there is a connection made that 

values the challenges and obstacles students can sometimes bring to the classroom. In this 

study we learned first-generation, Mexican American students can have personal issues 

that can impede their learning and progress, but if faculty are sensitive and encouraging it 

can create a positive learning environment for Latinos. Regarding practitioners, this study 

showed there are several examples on how to improve the progress of Latino throughout 

the college experience. Administrators at UTPA have done an excellent job in creating a 

campus climate that is welcoming to Latino through various avenues; events, programs, 
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facilities, and food. Administrators need to be conscientious regarding the type of 

environment they create to make students feel welcomed. Students in this study shared 

that they feel at home when the environment is reflective of their culture in various ways: 

programs, events and even through food. It is not enough to say that a campus is sensitive 

to Latinos if it does not reflect the culture. Also, administrators need to find ways to 

systematically create programs that guide Latinos during their first year of college and 

throughout their college experience. We cannot assume that because first-generation, 

Mexican American students have been admitted to college that they understand the 

mechanisms to survive. As shared, “we must take them by the hand” and guide them 

through the process. Another important lesson for administrators is the importance of 

being involved in their immediate community. UTPA has created a mechanism, through 

their Visitor Center, to bring young children to campus so they can begin to understand 

the importance of college. They have also created community-wide events that bring 

parents on campus to become familiar with the college environment. These are simple, 

yet manageable ways for colleges and universities to engage the Latino community. 

Implication for Policy 

This study proves that there are also implications for policy. While working with 

first-generation, Mexican American students institutions should consider: 

 Providing intensive advisement during their first year; 

 Develop a freshman seminar course that introduces students to college and 

provides the opportunity to develop a long-term degree and career plan; 

 Create cohort programs wherever possible; 
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 Offer programs and events that are reflective of the Hispanic culture; 

 Educate students of the benefits of being a Hispanic-Serving Institution; 

 Inform parents and students of the investment of college as it relates to 

loans;  

 Create a mentorship program among new and current first-generation 

students;  

 Develop an administrative task force to evaluate the campus climate; and 

 Train faculty on developing culturally-sensitive relationships with Latinos 

On a national level, there are several implications regarding policies for Hispanic-

Serving Institutions. Scholars argue that the 25% criterion set to designate universities as 

Hispanic-Serving is arbitrary. This criterion also provides little delineation between the 

different types of HSIs. Prior to 1992, there were many institutions already serving 25% 

or more of Latinos on their campuses. Some of these universities include border 

institutions like the University of Texas-Pan American (89%), University of Texas at El 

Paso (76%), and Florida International University (61%). These universities share the 

same designation but are very different than institutions like Capital Community College 

(27%) in Connecticut, Triton College (25%) in Illinois, or El Centro College (29%) in 

Dallas. These examples reflect that there is a strong variation in the types of universities 

and colleges classified as HSIs. All these campuses have different institutional identities 

and serve a unique group of Latino students with different experiences. For this reason, 

there should be a policy to create new terms to distinguish between HSIs. For example, 

border institutions like UTPA that are serving Hispanic population above 80% should be 
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called Historically Hispanic-Serving Institutions. Such distinction would provide a 

context to describe institutions that have historically been HSIs and served Hispanics 

over a period well beyond the creation of the term. Currently, there is a distinction made 

for Emerging HSIs and it has provided a common language for scholars and practitioners 

to discuss these new HSIs. Such would provide a common language for all individuals to 

discuss HSIs. This could also shed light on the discrepancies that exist among HSIs. 

Furthermore, if funding were based on the categories of HSIs, there might be more 

equitable funding among HSIs that serve different populations. A distinct classification 

for various types of HSIs could also reflect the different educational experiences for 

Latinos on these campuses. The figure below provides an example of the type of policy 

distinction I would recommend.  

Figure 3: HSIs Categories 
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In addition, faculty and students raised concerns regarding the benefits of being 

an HSI and the meaning of the term. They also felt such designation might affect the 

prestige or reputation of the institution. I believe this is in part to the lack of information 

and education institutions provide to their constituents about being an HSI. If institutions 

apply for an HSI designation and receive approval, along with the financial benefits, a 

policy should required institutions to publically inform their constituents of their HSI 

status and the benefits of being an HSI. Furthermore, it is not enough to state they are 

“Hispanic-serving” but they must also make an intentional effort to change their 

institutional mission and explicitly serve Hispanics. Such policies would eliminate 

institutions from applying for an HSI designation but not being intentional on how it 

serves students. Since HSI research is new, there is much work to be done regarding the 

complexity of how institutions change, what perceptions students and faculty have of this 

designation, how an HSI status affects prestige, and what impact HSIs will continue to 

have, if any, on the growing Latino community.  

Recommendations 

As for recommendations on how to improve the lives of students and families in 

The Valley, I do have a few. First, institutions like UTPA should create memorandums of 

understanding with high schools in the region to commit to providing college preparation 

workshops for parents and students on: 1) how students apply for college, 2) what are the 

financial resources available, and 3) the experience college. These workshops should be 

conducted during the sophomore and junior year of high school, giving families an early 

start to learn about college. Also, it is important to provide distinctions between the 
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various types of colleges: community college versus four-year public or private. While a 

community college education is valuable there are certain limits to an associates‟ degree. 

In The Valley, I learned parents have a hard time distinguishing between the two and the 

options these degree offers. Faculty also shared that students are also unaware of what a 

bachelor‟s degree means and how it is different than a career. These workshops should be 

provided by individuals familiar with higher education and who understand the full 

complexity of college. Workshops should be conducted in the evening when both parents 

and students can attend together and in both English and Spanish. Information shared at 

these workshops should be applicable providing parents and students assignments to 

work on the college process. There should also be information about the pros and cons of 

leaving The Valley to attend college. Since many students do not leave The Valley, they 

need to understand that the region is unique. It is important to share with students the 

differences in college experiences especially at campuses outside of The Valley. Students 

can experience cultural shock especially since they have grown up in a region where you 

are the majority. Students should also be encouraged to take more classes that prepare 

them for college. As shared in this study, students come to UTPA academically 

unprepared for the rigor of college. By taking college-preparatory courses students can be 

exposed early to the academic demands of college. The Valley needs an intense level of 

college preparation offered not only by their high schools but from local colleges. A 

unique partnership can be forged between institutions like UTPA and the community to 

prepare more Latinos for college.      
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There are lessons to be learned about the negative stereotypes that exist in The 

Valley and how they affect Latino students. In order to create a college-going 

community, perceptions about the quality of education at regional universities like UTPA 

needs to change. UTPA has proven that Latinos can be successful and that they are 

providing an environment where students feel comfortable. Rather than perpetuating 

these stereotypes, residents in The Valley need to shift their focus on the valuable 

resources available to students locally. With the rising costs of college and limited 

financial resources available in this economy, regionally universities like UTPA may play 

a greater role in educating students. Currently, UTPA provides an immeasurable social 

impact on the local economy, providing jobs and contributing to the educated workforce 

in The Valley (UTPA Economic Impact Report, 2010). Therefore, the economic value 

UTPA brings to The Valley should not be overlooked.  

Lessons Learned & Future Research 

 If I had the opportunity to do this study again, there would be several things I 

would do differently. First, I would conduct more individual interviews with students. 

While I was able to get a variety of ideas and perspectives through student focus groups, 

my data was enriched when I conducted individual student interviews. Also, during 

individual interviews I captured a greater depth about students‟ experiences and life 

stories. Therefore, I might expand this study to include more interviews with students and 

organize them multiple times throughout the year. One difficult aspect of this study was 

the variety of participants. While I wanted to understand the campus climate of UTPA 

and influences on degree completion from various perspectives, this produced a wealth of 
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data. At times it was difficult to analyze all the information or find ways to integrate into 

the study. I also noticed that each group (students, faculty, and administrator) could 

represent stand-alone studies. For instance, once I discovered all faculty and 

administrators were first-generation college graduates I felt there was room to expand on 

what this meant and how it influenced their work. Unfortunately, my study did not focus 

on their experiences so it opened my eyes to other opportunities to expand research at 

UTPA.  

I was also drawn to learning more about students as young parents and 

commuters. I did not factor the commuter experience into this study but found it very 

interesting. I learned that at UTPA there is a loading and unloading zone where parents or 

family members pick-up and drop-off students. I personally saw students being dropped 

off in the morning and picked-up in the afternoon. Some administrators referred to this as 

the “drop-off syndrome” and testified this was something they had not witnessed at any 

other campuses. They also hinted to the idea that this is a cultural influence of The Valley 

and the Hispanic family. While many students do not have vehicles to get to campus, 

administrators also acknowledge this drop-off concept was in part to fathers keeping an 

eye on their daughters and not feeling comfortable with a college setting. In other words, 

it was similar to high school. Young women were expected to be picked up and dropped 

off so that they could be accounted for at all times. Students discussed this in my focus 

groups as a reason why they did not live in the dorm, it was not allowed in their families. 

Also, UTPA was sensitive to this cultural norm and placed an age limit to living in the 

dorms. Therefore, I felt a study could be conducted on the commuter experience at UTPA 
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and how it impacts Latino students. In addition, many of my participants were parents. 

When I designed this study, I did not account for this group nor did I prepare my study to 

explore more about their experiences. I think this speaks to an oversight on my part but 

also to studies in higher education in general. Young Latino parents are often obsolete 

from the literature and rarely accounted for in the research. UTPA has embraced this 

population to the point that it has created an on-site daycare to eliminate any obstacles in 

parents going to college. It would be interesting to explore how other campuses support 

young Latino parents and the types of programs or services they have in place to support 

their education. Again, this was another revelation in this study that I believe warrants 

more attention and research.  

  I also recognize there were advantages and disadvantages to my theoretical 

frameworks. Fund of knowledge (FOK) was an extremely helpful lens especially since it 

accounted for the knowledge Mexican American students bring from their home 

environments. I also found that faculty and administrators had fund of knowledge of 

students. They understood how students operated and had insight into what helped them 

succeed. Therefore I do believe applying this framework was useful. I think funds of 

knowledge could have been a stand-alone framework rather than using it concurrently 

with organizational habitus. One assumption I had was that since students shared a 

common environment, organizational habitus would be useful in applying how a common 

group with similar perceptions operate. Yet, these two frameworks are completely 

different. When I originally considered applying them I intended them to be used 

separately, FOK when talking about students and faculty and organizational habitus when 
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discussing UTPA as an organization. Unfortunately, I used them concurrently because I 

learned that students and the community were so tightly-knit but once I applied the 

frameworks I do not feel they missed certain components to the cultural experience of 

students. In hindsight, a useful framework could have been borderland theories 

(Anzaldúa, 1987; Delgado-Gaitán & Treba, 1992; Ernst-Slavit, 2000). Borderland 

theories would have provided a space for me to discuss the juxtaposition, interaction and 

melding of cultures, social classes, sexes and races along the border and how students 

negotiate these identities which are constantly in flux (Villenas & Foley, 2002). By 

utilizing such framework race would be salient and I would have been able to explore the 

cultural and racial identity of first-generation, Mexican American students in more depth. 

Most importantly, this section provided a space for me to reflect and re-examine what I 

could have done differently and how this research could be improved or expanded.  

In conclusion, conducting this study was inspirational. It allowed me the 

opportunity to return home and document the story of students who are beating the odds. 

I began this study with minimal knowledge of UTPA and walked away with a greater 

appreciate and understanding of the value it provides for residents in The Valley. The 

dedication and commitment UTPA has in transforming the lives of Latino students is 

real. I learned that if an institution is truly invested in the success of their students 

anything is possible. It was my goal to conduct this research so that I could give voice to 

first-generation, Mexican American students and so that my work could serve as a guide 

for future studies. In the end, I learned that all students dream of obtaining a degree no 
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matter the institution- for education continues to be the greatest equalizer regardless of a 

student‟s background. 
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Appendix 1 

Script for contacting students by email  

 

Hello (Student Name), 

 

My name is Laura Cortez and I am a graduate student at the University of Texas at 

Austin. I received your email from (university contact name). I am in the process of 

conducting research on Mexican American students and their experiences at your school, 

specifically what aspects of your campus has help you continue your education. 

 

I am contacting you because your (university contact name) shared that you were 

interested in participating in my study. Your participation is voluntary and deciding to 

participate will not affect your relationship with your school or (university contact name).  

 

If you agree to participate, you will be part of a focus group interview which includes 5-6 

of your peers. These focus groups will only last about one hour and will take place at 

your campus at a time that is convenient for you. I will also be conducting follow-up 

individual interviews so if you are interested you‟ll have the option to participate in this 

portion of my study as well. 

 

Additionally, in order for you participate you must 1) be the first person in your family to 

go to college; 2) classify yourself as Mexican American; and 3) have been enrolled at 

UTPA for more than one year. If you meet all three of these criteria and are interested in 

participating, please reply by email.  

 

If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me by email or phone. 

 

Thank you. 

 

Laura J. Cortez 

Doctoral Student, Higher Education Administration 

University of Texas at Austin 
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Appendix 2 

STUDENT QUESTIONNAIRE 

All information provided in this survey will be kept confidential.                             DATE: 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. I enrolled in college directly from high school       Yes          No 

 

2. I transferred to this college     Yes          No 

If yes, from which school did you transfer?______________________ 

 

3. I currently live on-campus     Yes          No 

 

4. I am the first in my family to go to college   Yes          No 

 

5. I work while I‟m enrolled in school          Yes      No   

If yes, how many hours per week? ___________  

  

6. I am enrolled in ________ number of hours this semester. 

 

7. I enrolled in this university because________________________________ 

  

8. Did you know your school is designated as a Hispanic-Serving Institution? Yes/No 

9. What does attending a Hispanic Serving Institution mean to you?____________ 

10. Did your parents go to college? (Indicate below) 

Mother     
 Attended                                             

___Tech/Trade School 

___ 2-year college 

___ 4-year college    

 Completed 

 ___ Associate‟s Degree 

 ___ Bachelor‟s Degree 

 ___ Graduate Degree  

 Never Attended 

 Unknown 

Father 
 Attended 

___Tech/Trade School 

___ 2-year college 

___ 4-year college    

 Completed 

 ___ Associate‟s Degree 

 ___ Bachelor‟s Degree 

 ___ Graduate Degree  

 Never Attended 

 Unknown

PERSONAL INFORMATION:  AGE: ______   ETHNICITY: ________________   CURRENT GPA: _______     

 HIGH SCHOOL GPA:_______   ACADEMIC LEVEL:  ○  Freshman  ○  Sophomore ○  Junior  ○  Senior 

 

GENDER: (check) □ Female □ Male □ Transgender (Identify as Female) □ Transgender (Identify as Male) 

 

STUDENT ORGANIZATIONS (LIST): __________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix 3 

Student Focus Group Questions 

 

1. What influenced you to choose this University? 

 

2. Do you know what Hispanic Serving Institution (HSI) means? 

 

3. Did you know that your campus is an HSI? 

 

4. Did the type of students at this campus influence your decision to attend?  

 

5. What qualities about the campus do you think are influential to your education? 

 

6. What types of programs or services do you find helpful in your education? To 

graduate? 

 

7. How would you describe the campus environment? 

 

8. What are your expectations as a student of this university? 

 

9. What do you think the university should do for students at a „Hispanic serving‟ 

campus? 

 

10. Anything else you would like to add? 
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Appendix 4 

Student Individual Interview Transcript and Questions 

 

Welcoming Comments 

Thank you again for continuing to participate in my study. I want to reintroduce myself 

and tell you a little about my research study. As you know my name is Laura Cortez and I 

am originally from the Rio Grande Valley. When I began thinking about the type of 

research I wanted to do for my dissertation my heart lead me back to my hometown. I 

have worked with college students the majority of my professional career and I always 

wondered about the college experience in the Rio Grande Valley. I have been interested 

in your school because I have several friends who have attended but also because of the 

reputation your school has nationally of graduating Hispanic students. Today, I am going 

to follow up on some questions I asked you in the focus group as well as new questions. 

 

Before we start the interview, I would like to say that you can share whatever information 

you feel comfortable. If at any time you wish not to answer a question, please feel free to 

simple say, “I wish not to answer that question.” 

 

Also, I want to remind you that by participating in this study you give me permission to 

audio recorded our conversation. I do not plan on using your name therefore I will be 

assigning you a pseudonym, or fake name. Do you have any name you wish to use? If 

not, I will assign you a name when I transcribe your interview. Do you have any 

questions before we start? 

 

 Opening Questions 

1. Can you share your major and a little history about why you chose this school? 

2. Can you describe how this school has helped you in staying in college? 

 

Key Questions 

3. What specific program/person/services has influenced you most while in college? 

4. How would you describe the student environment here?  

5. How does the school support students who are first in their families to go to 

college? What about Mexican American students? 

6. How is the university supportive in your goal to complete your degree? Can you 

provide specific examples? 

7. How would describe the academic environment here? 

8. How do you feel the university has prepared you for life after graduation? 

9. What barriers have you encountered, if any? 

10. What do you think a Hispanic Serving Institution, like your school, should do for 

students? 

11. Anything else you would like to share? 
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Appendix 5 

Script for contacting faculty by email  

Hello (Faculty Name), 

 

My name is Laura Cortez and I am a graduate student at the University of Texas at 

Austin. I am in the process of conducting research on first-generation, Mexican American 

students and their experiences at your school, specifically what aspects of the campus 

climate has help them be successful at UTPA. 

 

Recently, I conducted interviews with students and your name was referenced as a 

professor that has been influential in their experience at UTPA. {OR I am contacting you 

because (university contact name) has shared that you may be interested in participating 

in my study.} Your participation is voluntary and deciding to participate will not affect 

your relationship with your school or (university contact name).  

 

Your participation in this study would involve a one hour individual interview that will 

audio recorded. 

 

My research has been approved by the Institutional Review Board at UT Austin and 

UTPA. I have attached a short abstract of my study to provide you more information 

along with my IRB approval letter. I do hope you will consider participating and I look 

forward to hearing from you.   

 

If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me by email or by phone. 

 

Thank you. 

 

Laura J. Cortez 

Doctoral Student, Higher Education Administration 

University of Texas at Austin 
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Appendix 6 

Faculty Individual Interview Questions 

 

Opening Questions 

1. Can you briefly describe your position(s) with the University of Texas Pan 

American and how many years you have worked here? 

 

2. Can you share some of the motivating factors that inspire you to remain as a 

faculty member at UTPA? 

 

3. Can you briefly describe the courses you teach and your relationship with 

students?  

 

Key Questions 

4. What have been your experiences/interactions/lessons of working with students 

who are the first in their family to go to college?  

 

5.  How would you describe the culture or environment at UTPA, specifically as it 

relates to Hispanic students?  

 

6. What strategies do you use in the classroom to keep these students 

engaged/motivated to stay in college and eventually graduate? 

 

7. Academically, how would you describe the preparedness of Hispanic students at 

UTPA?  

 

8. From your experience, how does the University engage with the surrounding 

community? 

 

9. In my research I learned that UTPA has made great strides in closing the gaps for 

2015 especially with regards to graduating Hispanics. What do you feel are the 

attributing factors that have helped your University achieve this? 

 

10. What are the challenges, if any, in maintaining a model of success for graduating 

Hispanic students? 

 

11. How has being a Hispanic Serving Institution helped or hindered your campus? 

 

12. Anything else you would like to share? 
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Appendix 7 

Script for contacting administrators by email  

 

Hello (Administrator Name), 

 

My name is Laura Cortez and I am a graduate student at the University of Texas at 

Austin. I am in the process of conducting research on first-generation, Mexican American 

students and their experiences at your school, specifically what aspects of the campus 

climate has help them be successful at UTPA. 

 

I am contacting you because I am interested in interviewing key administrators from 

UTPA that can speak on ( INSERT: retention, student services, university‟s student 

goals). I have already interviewed students from your campus. Through my research, 

UTPA has been recognized as one of the best Hispanic Serving Institutions in the nation 

graduating Latino students. Considering the success your campus has had in serving 

students from these background, I would like to invite you to participant in an individual 

interview to speak on ways you have support these initiatives. 

 

Your participation in this study would involve a one hour individual interview that will 

audio recorded.  

 

My research has been approved by the Institutional Review Board at UT Austin and 

UTPA. I have attached a short abstract of my study along with my IRB approval letter. I 

do hope you will consider in participating. I realize you are busy and if I do not hear from 

you by email I will plan to follow up with a phone call in a few days. Thank you for your 

time and consideration. 

 

If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me by email or by phone. 

 

Thank you. 

 

Laura J. Cortez 

Doctoral Student, Higher Education Administration 

University of Texas at Austin 
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Appendix 8 

Administrator Phone Script 

 

Hi, my name is Laura Cortez and I am following up from an email I sent you on (date). 

 

I am wondering if you have giving any consideration to participating in my study? 

 

Do you have any questions or need any clarification regarding my study? 

 

{If the participant agrees to the study, I will ask:} 

 

What date and time would be appropriate to schedule the interview? 

 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in my study, I look forward to meeting you on 

(date). 

 

Good bye. 
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Appendix 9 

Administrator Interview Questions 

 

Opening Questions 

1. Can you briefly describe your position(s) with the University of Texas Pan 

American and how many years you have worked here? 

 

2. Can you share some of the motivating factors that inspire you to remain as an 

administrator at UTPA? 

 

3. Can you briefly provide some historical background about this campus and how it 

has changed since you have been here?  

 

 

Key Questions 

4. In your experience, what are key programs or services that are integral to the 

success of first-generation, Mexican American students at UTPA?  

 

5. What unique culture/environment does UTPA provide to these students? 

  

6. How would you describe the campus climate of UTPA, especially as it relates to 

diversity? 

 

7. Considering most students commute to this campus, how does UTPA keep these 

students engaged and motivated to finish college? 

 

8. In my research I learned that UTPA has made great strides in closing the gaps for 

2015 especially with regards to graduating Hispanics. What do you feel are the 

attributing factors that have help your University achieve this? 

 

9. What are the challenges, if any, in maintaining a model of success? 

 

10. How has being a Hispanic Serving Institution helped or hindered your campus? 

 

11. What perceptions do you believe faculty or students have of being an HSI? 

Anything else you would like to share? 
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Appendix 10 

General Data UTPA STUDENTS 

   Name FG 

1st 

Gen 

Individual 

Interview Gen GPA Level Age Origin 

1 Sarahí  3 Y No F 3.52 Junior 20 Class Pres 

2 K.C. 3 Y No M 2.5 Senior 26 Class Pres 

3 Peanut 3 Y No M 3 Freshman 20 Class Pres 

4 Koala 3 Y No F 3.3 Freshman 19 Class Pres 

5 Alex 3 Y Yes M 3.61 Senior 22 Personal Invite 

6 Chris 3 Y No M 3.3 Junior 19 Friend Invite 

7 Violet 3 Y No F 3.48 Senior 24 Class Pres 

8 Samantha 3 Y No F 3.6 Freshman 19 Class Pres 

9 Bob 3 Y No M 2.5 Freshman 18 Class Pres 

10 Penélope 2 Y No F 3.38 Senior 45 Class Pres 

11 Sara  2 Y No F 3.67 Senior 22 Class Pres 

12 Kallie 2 Y No F 3.25 Senior 23 Class Pres 

13 Dolly 1 Y Yes F 2.65 Senior 23 Student Org 

14 Maya 1 Y No F 3 Junior 26 Student Org 

15 Clarissa 1 Y No F 2.5 Senior 25 Student Org 

16 Kayla 1 Y Yes F 3.1 Senior 28 Student Org 

17 Robby 1 Y No F 3.1 Senior 22 Student Org 

18 Marc 1 Y Yes M 2.6 Senior 25 Student Org 

19 Valerie 1 Y No F 3.43 Senior 33 Student Org 

20 Evelyn 1 Y No F 3 Senior 22 Student Org 

21 Mia 1 Y No F 3 Senior 24 Student Org 

22 Sandy 1 Y No F 3.1 Senior 32 Student Org 

23 Shakira 1 Y No F 2.9 Junior 21 Student Org 

24 Ariel 1 Y Yes F 3 Senior 26 Student Org 

25 Ana 1 Y No F 2.87 Junior 23 Student Org 

26 Chloe 1 Y No F 2.8 Junior 22 Student Org 

27 Lorena 1 Y No F 3.1 Senior 24 Student Org 

28 Nena 1 Y No F 3.1 Senior 25 Student Org 

29 Astrid 1 Y No F 3.2 Senior 28 Student Org 

30 Mia 2 1 Y No F 3.05 Senior 23 Student Org 

31 Karla 1 Y No F 2.8 Senior 27 Student Org 

32 Adriana 1 Y No F 2.9 Senior 25 Student Org 
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Appendix 11 

Student 
HS 

directly Transfer 
Transferred 

from Commuter 
 1st 
Gen Wk # hrs 

Hrs 
Enrolled 

Aware 
HSI I enrolled at UTPA HSIs means 

Maya No Yes 

South 
Texas 

College Yes Yes Yes 18 12 Yes 

it was affordable 
for my parents 
and close to 
home 

that the majority of the 
population is Hispanic 

Dolly Yes No   Yes Yes Yes   12 Yes 

my parents 
would not pay 
for out of state 
schools 

It is an institution that 
has a population 
primarily of Hispanics 

Clarissa Yes Yes 

South 
Texas 

College Yes Yes No   9 Yes 

I wanted to be 
in education 
program/receive 
Bachelor's  

It's important because I 
am Hispanic and proud 
of it 

Kayla Yes Yes 

South 
Texas 

College Yes Yes Yes 40 9 Yes 

to obtain a 
degree in early 
childhood 
development 

a comfortable 
environment and easy 
to relate to others 

Robby Yes Yes 

Michigan 
State 

University Yes Yes Yes 
15-
19 12 No 

I got homesick 
and came back 
to Valley 

A institution that only 
serves Hispanics 

Marc Yes Yes 

South 
Texas 

College Yes Yes Yes 16 15 No 

I wanted to live 
a better life & 
contribute to 
my community 

High enrollment of 
Hispanics attending the 
university 

Valerie No Yes 

South 
Texas 

College Yes Yes Yes 20 18 No 

it’s the only one 
closest to home 

There will be a lot more 
resources for us as 
Hispanics 

Evelyn Yes No   Yes Yes Yes 24 12 No 
It's close to 
home   

Mia Yes No   Yes Yes No   12 No 

it was close to 
home and had 
the program I 
wanted to be in 

That it cares about the 
Hispanics around the 
community 
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Student 
HS 

directly Transfer 
Transferred 

from Commuter 
 1st 
Gen Wk # hrs 

Hrs 
Enrolled 

Aware 
HSI I enrolled HSIs mean 

Sandy No Yes 

South 
Texas 

College Yes Yes No   12 Yes 

I need to 
finish my 
career 

It's important because 
it relates to our culture 

Shakira Yes No   Yes Yes Yes 20 12 No 
Close to 
home 

  

Ariel Yes No   Yes Yes Yes 30 12 No 

It close to 
home and its 
prestige 

Privilege 

Ana Yes No   Yes Yes Yes 24 12 Yes 

It was close to 
home 

We have better 
resources for our 
education 

Astrid Yes Yes UT-El Paso Yes Yes No   12 No 

I moved from 
El Paso with 
my parents 

It means takes 
Hispanics into 
consideration for a lot 

Mia 2 Yes Yes 

South 
Texas 

College Yes Yes No   15 No 

They offered 
the bachelor's 
degree for 
teaching 

Well it means a lot 
because we are the 
future for the planet 

Karla Yes No   Yes Yes Yes 40 12 No 

It's closer to 
home and 
good 
education 
program 

Don't know 

Adriana Yes Yes 

South 
Texas 

College Yes Yes No   15 No 

I want to 
finish my 
education and 
earn a 
bachelor's 
degree 

That there is a lot of 
Hispanics that are now 
attending school 

Chloe Yes No   Yes No Yes 18 15 No 

It is close to 
home-not 
first choice 
but it is less 
expense to 
attend  

Never heard of the 
phrase, but I believe 
that they take our 
culture into 
consideration 
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Student 
HS 

directly Transfer 
Transferred 

from Commuter 
 1st 
Gen Wk # hrs Hrs Enrolled Aware HSI I enrolled HSIs mean 

Lorena Yes Yes 

South 
Texas 

College Yes No No   15 No 

I live closer to it and it's 
a very good university 

It is great because I'm 
Hispanic and can relate to 
it 

Nena Yes No   Yes No No   12 No 

To get an education it's 
a good university 

  

Penelope No Yes 

South 
Texas 

College Yes Yes No   12 Yes 

I want to pursue a 
career in Education 

Means a better chance for 
funding my education 

Sara Yes No   Yes Yes Yes 26 16 Yes 

Because I want to 
graduate with a 
Bachelor's in Spanish 
and a teacher 
certification 

That this institution is 
providing and education 
to all students, most of 
the students are Hispanic 

Kallie Yes Yes 

South 
Texas 

College Yes Yes Yes 24-40 15 Yes 

I wanted to better 
myself and my future I 
couldn't go away so 
took advantage of what 
was in my city  

Majority Hispanic 

Sarahi Yes Yes 

South 
Texas 

College Yes Yes Yes 22 15 Yes 

Pursue a higher 
education BA, MA, PhD 

It means that I can do it 

KC Yes No   Yes Yes Yes 6-12 12 Yes 

Financial reason and 
family 

  

Peanut Yes No   Yes Yes Yes 20-25 12 No 

It's cheaper than most 
and close to home 

I don't know I gues it's 
pretty cool I guess 
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Student 
HS 

directly Transfer 
Transferred 

from Commuter 
 1st 
Gen Wk # hrs 

Hrs 
Enrolled 

Aware 
HSI I enrolled HSIs mean 

Koala Yes No   Yes Yes No   9 No 

I want to 
become a 
Pharmacist to 
support my 
family 

I don't know I never 
thought about it 

Alex Yes No   No Yes No   12 Yes 

I'm pursuing 
my bachelor's 
degree in 
Business 
Mgmt 

It allows us to feel 
more confident around 
people most of the 
time 

Chris Yes No   Yes Yes Yes 12 12 Yes 

I want to 
enhance my 
professional 
skills 

The opportunity to go 
to college with fellow 
Hispanic peers 

Violet Yes Yes 

South 
Texas 

College Yes Yes Yes 
20-
30 15 No 

I dreaded the 
thought of 
attending UTB 
which was 
located in my 
hometown 

Both good and bad 
things. Possible culture 
sensitivity, possibility of 
less exposure to the 
world 

Samantha Yes No   Yes Yes No   12 No 

My choice 
was to 
continue my 
education and 
UTPA offered 
a lot of help 

  

Bob Yes No   Yes Yes No   12 No 

It is close to 
home  

It means to me that 
they serve Hispanics 
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Appendix 12 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH (STUDENT) 

 

Title: Examining the campus climate of a Hispanic Serving Institution in South Texas 

 

You are being asked to participate in a study. This form provides you with information 

about the study. The person in charge of this research will also describe this study to you 

and answer all of your questions. Please read the information below and ask any 

questions you might have before deciding whether or not to take part. Your participation 

is entirely voluntary. You can refuse to participate without penalty or loss of benefits to 

which you are otherwise entitled. You can stop your participation at any time and your 

refusal will not impact current or future relationships with UT Austin or the University of 

Texas Pan American. To do so simply tell the researcher you wish to stop participation. 

The researcher will provide you with a copy of this consent for your records. 

 

Principal Investigator: Laura J. Cortez, The University of Texas at Austin, Department 

of Higher Education Administration, (xxx) xxx-xxxx, email 

Supervising Professor: Dr. Victor Saenz and Dr. Gregory Vincent, The University of 

Texas at Austin 

 

The purpose of this study: is to understand first-generation, Mexican American 

students‟ perceptions of HSIs, the experiences they describe as helpful in allowing them 

to obtain a degree; and the characteristics faculty and university administrators describe 

as significant in allowing these students to persist. 

 

If you agree to be in this study, you will be asked to: 

 Participate in an audio recorded focus groups will last about an hour.  

 

Total Estimated Time to participate in this study is 2 hours during the 2010-2011 school 

year. 

 

Risks of being in the study: 

 The risk associated with this study is no greater than everyday life. This study 

may, however, involve risks that are currently unforeseeable. 

 If you wish to discuss the information above or any other risks you may 

experience, you may ask questions now or call the Investigator listed above. 

 

Benefits of being in this study 

 This study allows students, faculty, and university administrators to share 

information about their campus environment. 

mailto:laurajcortez@austin.utexas.edu
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 The information from this study will also hopefully lead to better understanding 

what factors promote degree completion among Mexican Americans specifically 

from South Texas.  

 After the study is complete, I will share my findings with any participant who is 

interested and verbally requests it. 

 No direct benefits are expected to result from your participation in this study. 

 

Costs or Compensation 

There is no compensation or any costs for taking part in this study. 

 

 Confidentiality and Privacy Protections 

 Your identity will be protected by giving you a new, fake name. No information 

that might reveal your identity will be used. Only the researcher of this project 

will be able to use the information gathered. The data from the audio recordings 

will be coded so that no personal indentifying information is available. The 

printed transcripts will be kept in a lock file and the key will be stored in a home 

safe. The digital files will be stored in a password protected database and 

destroyed once they are transcribed.  

 

 The information from your transcripts may be used for future for research purposes. 

In these cases, the data will contain no identifying information that could associate 

you with it, or with your participation in any study. 

 

The records of this study will be stored securely and kept confidential. Authorized 

persons from The University of Texas at Austin and members of the Institutional Review 

Board have the legal right to review your research records and will protect the 

confidentiality of those records to the extent permitted by law.  All publications will 

exclude any information that will make it possible to identify you as a subject. 

Throughout the study, the researcher will notify you of new information that may become 

available and that might affect your decision to remain in the study. 

 

Contacts and Questions: 

If you have any questions about the study please ask now.  If you have questions later, 

want additional information, or wish to withdraw your participation call the researcher 

conducting the study.  The researcher‟s name, phone number, and e-mail address is at the 

top of this page.  If you have questions about your rights as a research participant, 

complaints, concerns, or questions about the research please contact Jody Jensen, Ph.D., 

Chair, The University of Texas at Austin Institutional Review Board for the Protection of 

Human Subjects at (512) 232-2685 or the Office of Research Support at (512) 471-8871 

or email: orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu. 

You may keep the copy of this consent form. 

 

mailto:orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu
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CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH (STUDENT) 

 

Statement of Consent: 

 

I have read the above information and have sufficient information to make a decision 

about participating in this study.  I consent to participate in the study. 

 

Signature: _______________________________________ Date: __________________ 

 

________________________________________________Date: ___________________ 

Signature of Researcher 
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Appendix 13 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH (FACULTY/ADMINISTRATOR) 

 

Title: Examining the campus climate of a Hispanic Serving Institution in South Texas 

 

You are being asked to participate in a study. This form provides you with information 

about the study. The person in charge of this research will also describe this study to you 

and answer all of your questions. Please read the information below and ask any 

questions you might have before deciding whether or not to take part. Your participation 

is entirely voluntary. You can refuse to participate without penalty or loss of benefits to 

which you are otherwise entitled. You can stop your participation at any time and your 

refusal will not impact current or future relationships with UT Austin or the University of 

Texas Pan American. To do so simply tell the researcher you wish to stop participation. 

The researcher will provide you with a copy of this consent for your records. 

 

Principal Investigator: Laura J. Cortez, The University of Texas at Austin, Department 

of Higher Education Administration, (xxx) xxx-xxxx, email 

Supervising Professor: Dr. Victor Saenz and Dr. Gregory Vincent, The University of 

Texas at Austin 

 

The purpose of this study: is to understand first-generation, Mexican American 

students‟ perceptions of HSIs, the experiences they describe as helpful in allowing them 

to obtain a degree; and the characteristics faculty and university administrators describe 

as significant in allowing these students to persist. 

 

If you agree to be in this study, you will be asked to: 

 Participate in an audio recorded interview that will last about an hour.  

 

Total Estimated Time to participate in this study is 1 hours during the 2010-2011 school 

year. 

 

Risks of being in the study: 

 The risk associated with this study is no greater than everyday life. This study 

may, however, involve risks that are currently unforeseeable. 

 If you wish to discuss the information above or any other risks you may 

experience, you may ask questions now or call the Investigator listed above. 

 

Benefits of being in this study 

 This study allows students, faculty, and university administrators to share 

information about their campus environment. 

mailto:laurajcortez@austin.utexas.edu
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 The information from this study will also hopefully lead to better understanding 

what factors promote degree completion among Mexican Americans specifically 

from South Texas.  

 After the study is complete, I will share my findings with any participant who is 

interested and verbally requests it. 

 No direct benefits are expected to result from your participation in this study. 

 

Costs or Compensation 

There is no compensation or any costs for taking part in this study.  

 

Confidentiality and Privacy Protections 

 Your identity will be protected by giving you a new, fake name. No information 

that might reveal your identity will be used. Only the researcher of this project 

will be able to use the information gathered. The data from the audio recordings 

will be coded so that no personal indentifying information is available. The 

printed transcripts will be kept in a lock file and the key will be stored in a home 

safe. The digital files will be stored in a password protected database and 

destroyed once they are transcribed.  

 

 The information from your transcripts may be used for future for research purposes. 

In these cases, the data will contain no identifying information that could associate 

you with it, or with your participation in any study. 

 

The records of this study will be stored securely and kept confidential. Authorized 

persons from The University of Texas at Austin and members of the Institutional Review 

Board have the legal right to review your research records and will protect the 

confidentiality of those records to the extent permitted by law.  All publications will 

exclude any information that will make it possible to identify you as a subject. 

Throughout the study, the researcher will notify you of new information that may become 

available and that might affect your decision to remain in the study. 

 

Contacts and Questions: 

If you have any questions about the study please ask now.  If you have questions later, 

want additional information, or wish to withdraw your participation call the researcher 

conducting the study.  The researcher‟s name, phone number, and e-mail address is at the 

top of this page.  If you have questions about your rights as a research participant, 

complaints, concerns, or questions about the research please contact Jody Jensen, Ph.D., 

Chair, The University of Texas at Austin Institutional Review Board for the Protection of 

Human Subjects at (512) 232-2685 or the Office of Research Support at (512) 471-8871 

or email: orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu. 

You may keep the copy of this consent form. 

 

mailto:orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu
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CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH (FACULTY/ADMINISTRATOR) 

 

Statement of Consent: 

 

I have read the above information and have sufficient information to make a decision 

about participating in this study.  I consent to participate in the study. 

 

Signature: _______________________________________ Date: __________________ 

 

________________________________________________Date: ___________________ 

Signature of Researcher 
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