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For Hispanics, college dreams often stifled

By Juan Castillo
and Dan Zehr
jcastillo@statesman.com
dzehr@statesman.com

School was always
where Francisco Castro
shined. It was his ticket
out of the working-class
Mexican-American barri-
os of southeast Houston.
At Stephen F. Aus-

tin High School, Cas-
tro flashed a sparkling
4.3 grade-point average
and earned college cred-
its. He graduated fourth
in his class, won schol-
arships and, in 2006,
earned automatic admis-
sion to the University of
Texas.
But at the end of his

sophomore year at UT,
Castro got the school
equivalent of a punch in
the gut — he was put on
academic probation.
Castro admits he strug-

gled virtually from the
day he set foot on cam-
pus, not just with poor
grades in classes like cal-
culus, for which he says
he was ill-prepared, but
with the transition of
moving to a strange place
where he felt isolated
and didn’t seek help. Lat-
er during his freshman
year, Castro received
heart-rending news that
his grandmother was
gravely ill with cancer. He
fell deeper into a down-
ward spiral, hitting bot-
tom when he was sus-
pended from UT in late
2008.
“I never expected it

would turn out the way
it did for me,” said the
soft-spoken Castro, who
at 25 speaks earnestly
and candidly about those
struggles.
The higher education

landscape is strewn with
stories of college stu-
dents who didn’t make
it, but Castro’s experi-
ence is notable because
it encompasses some of
the myriad social and
cultural factors that in-
fluence higher educa-
tion achievement among
Latinos, according to re-
searchers, scholars and
advocates working to
close education gaps be-
tween Hispanics and
non-Hispanics.
How well Hispanic stu-

dents can narrow those
educational gaps could
go a long way toward fos-
tering Austin’s economic
future. Demographic ex-
perts say the young and
growing Hispanic popula-
tion will become the larg-
est portion of the Central
Texas workforce some-
time in the next two de-
cades. Yet on the whole,
Hispanics tend to be less
educated than the work-
force at large, even as the
skill requirements for
meaningful, well-paying
jobs are rising.
Researchers cite a

range of factors that con-
tribute to the educational
disparity among Hispanic
students, including pov-
erty, the level of parents’
education, familial and fi-
nancial responsibilities,
availability of role mod-
els and academic coun-
seling, language, and, in
males, an unwillingness
to seek help. Other theo-
ries abound.
“The reasons ... are

truly varied. At risk of
generalizing, it is a de-
mographic destiny,” said
Victor Sáenz, who teach-
es higher education ad-
ministration at UT and
heads Project MALES
(Mentoring to Achieve
Latino Educational Suc-
cess) there.
In its research, includ-

ing conversations with
more than 160 young
men enrolled in Texas
community colleges and
universities, the mento-
ring project found that
young male Latinos con-
sidering or pursuing a
college degree face no
greater challenge than
the pull of family obliga-
tions.
“There’s an immediate

sort of financial pressure
to support the family,
which I think is an hon-
orable goal and which we
ought to hold up as a val-
ue,” Sáenz said. “But the
urgency of their econom-
ic circumstance will of-
ten outweigh their educa-
tional goals.”
A strong work ethic

and the tug of family are
cultural touchstones em-
bedded in Latino families
over generations, Sáenz
and advocates for Lati-
no student achievement
said.
In low-income Lati-

no households, it is com-
mon for parents to work
two jobs, or for fami-
lies to care for aging, ail-
ing grandparents or ex-
tended family mem-
bers in the home, said
Paul Saldaña, a public af-
fairs consultant in Aus-
tin who worked on the
city’s Hispanic Quality
of Life Initiative in 2009-
10. As soon as they’re old
enough, young Latinos
in financially strapped
households are expect-
ed to work to help make
ends meet, Saldaña said.
“It goes down to keep-

ing the lights on, keeping
food on the table versus
the kid going to school,”
he said.
Each year, the Student

Futures Project, a joint
research effort by UT’s
Ray Marshall Center for
the Study of Human Re-
sources, 11 area school
districts and the Great-
er Austin Chamber of
Commerce, surveys high
school seniors in the par-
ticipating districts. Of the
Hispanic seniors in 2012
who said they weren’t go-
ing to college, 36 percent
cited financial reasons —
double the rates of other
ethnic groups, the study
found.
“It’s the struggles of

life,” said Javier Hernan-
dez, a Travis County se-
nior deputy sheriff who
founded Latino Leaders
of America, which men-
tors students who want
to go on to college. His
Latino Leaders mentors
share personal stories of
the struggles they over-
came.
“These are opportu-

nities to say, ‘You can do
it; you’ve got to break cy-
cles. It’s going to be hard,
but it is possible,’ ” Her-
nandez said.
For many Hispanic

households, the finan-
cial barrier is exacerbat-
ed by a lack of familiari-
ty with the financial aid
resources available for
students. Fewer Hispan-
ic households fill out fed-
eral financial aid forms
than most other ethnic
groups, and few tend to
sock anything away for
college education.
“On the college sav-

ings side, it’s about the
account and not the
amount,” said Leslie
Helmcamp, a policy ana-
lyst at the Center for Pub-
lic Policy Priorities. “Even
if a low-income family
can save a little bit every
month and every year,
that’s part of creating that
college-going culture.”
Helmcamp and her

colleagues are work-
ing to help give low-in-
come families a clear-
er view of college costs
and resource availabili-
ty. According to a nation-
al survey by Sallie Mae,
the country’s largest stu-
dent loan company, His-
panic families are more
likely to cross off a school
because of expenses be-
fore they even apply.
And when they do go to
school, they’re more like-
ly to run into unexpected
expenses, which can lead
to higher dropout rates.

Low expectations
Finances can be the

biggest barrier for some
Latinos, but it is just as
important to consid-
er racism, said Angela
Valenzuela, who teach-
es educational adminis-
tration at UT and is the
director of UT’s Cen-
ter for Education Poli-
cy. Valenzuela says the
educational system his-

torically socializes Lati-
no youth for lower-status
jobs that don’t require
college degrees.
“People talk about at-

risk youth as if it were an
aspect of what it is to be
Latino or African-Amer-
ican or poor, but more
fundamental is that we’re
talking about youth who
are at risk of not fitting
in because of their dif-
ferences, because they
come from marginalized
communities, because
their parents are poor-
ly educated and have not
had a positive schooling
experience,” Valenzue-
la said.
Latino students are at

risk of not belonging be-
cause educational institu-
tions construct their dif-
ferences as deficiencies,
she said. Texas needs a
new curriculum that ac-
counts for language, bi-
lingual education and a
“textured understanding
of society hierarchy and
how minorities are at the
bottom for reasons that
are historical and com-
plex,” Valenzuela said.
Instead of addressing
that head on, she said,
the state is cutting re-
sources.
While growing num-

bers of Hispanic students
in Central Texas and
across the nation are en-
rolling in college, they’re
much more likely to go
to open-access schools,
such as community col-
leges, than selective uni-
versities like UT.
Since 1995, just 13 per-

cent of Hispanic col-
lege students went to the
country’s 468 most selec-
tive schools, compared
with 82 percent of An-
glo students, according
to a recent study from the
Georgetown University
Center on Education and
the Workforce.
Hernandez, the mento-

ring group founder, said
he’s seen students suc-
cumb to a culture of low
expectations.
“They probably hear

that from their own
peers. ‘I’m Latino. I’m
not supposed to go to col-
lege.’ ” Hernandez said.
Bleak outlooks can be

born of poor self-imag-

es fed by a number of fac-
tors — including an un-
equal education and an
educational system that
treats Latinos different-
ly, and textbooks that ig-
nore their history, contri-
butions and role models,
said researchers and ad-
vocates.
“They go to inferior

schools and then they
think, ‘Well, I’ll never
get a college degree, so
why even try?’ Also, they
don’t have a lot of expo-
sure to the college expe-
rience,” said Wanda Gar-
cia, who graduated from
UT with degrees in zool-
ogy and chemistry and is
the daughter of the Mexi-
can-American civil rights
icon Hector P. Garcia,
who battled prejudice
against Mexican-Ameri-
cans, including at segre-
gated schools in Texas.
In part because of a

promise he made to his
grandmother, Modes-
ta, Francisco Castro re-
bounded from his ac-
ademic probation and
graduated from UT in
May with a bachelor’s
degree in radio-tele-
vision-film. Just three
months later, he finished
work on a second bach-
elor’s degree, in Mexi-
can-American studies.
But first, to win re-

admission to UT, Cas-
tro had to enroll in Aus-
tin Community College
and raise his GPA. And
he shed old habits, like
his penchant for trying
to work things out on his
own when he struggled
academically. Research-
ers see the behavior often
in male students of color.
“For Latinomales, you

overlay any asking for help
is a sign of weakness, so we
instinctively try to avoid
those kinds of opportuni-
ties to our own detriment.
It’s a sign of machismo,”
said Sáenz at UT.

Uncharted waters
For many Hispanic stu-

dents, the lack of a fore-
runner to help navigate
both the application pro-
cess and college itself can
prove a hindrance, even
when parents champion
their college dreams.
Jacob Campos and

Krysta Atkinson both
looked like model college
applicants. They gradu-
ated among the top stu-
dents in their high school
classes with high GPAs
and had parents who en-
couraged their educa-
tional pursuits.
Yet neither one knew

where to turn when it
came time to figure out
the college application
and financial aid process.
After all, both were the
first in their families to go
to college.
Instead of counselors

at LBJ High School in Aus-
tin, Atkinson turned to
Google for financial aid
advice.
And though it seems

unimaginable in the high-
stakes competition for
college admission and fi-
nancial aid, Campos be-
gan filling out applica-
tions only two weeks be-
fore they were due.
“I was kind of just go-

ing blindly off of noth-
ing,” said Campos, a sec-
ond-year biology pre-
med major at UT.
A college talent search

program targeting Latino
students and run by West
Texas A&M University
guided Campos through
the SAT process and
helped him apply to UT
and for scholarships.
With her research on

the Internet, Atkinson ap-
plied for more than two
dozen scholarships, win-
ning three. In the spring
of 2012, she graduated
from Colorado State Uni-
versity with a degree in
social work. Now 23, she
works at UT as the coor-
dinator for a new scholar-
ship program.
As curious as Campos’

and Atkinson’s experi-
ences might sound, they
are not unusual.
In Central Texas, most

Hispanic high school
graduates sail into un-
charted waters when
they head off for college,
according to research
conducted by the Student
Futures Project.
Of the 2012 Hispanic

graduates in the partic-
ipating districts, 61 per-
cent said they would be
the first in their family to
attend college that year
— easily the highest ratio
among the various ethnic
and racial groups.
“If you get one sibling,

the other one sees a pat-
tern, and the parents are
learning how to access
the system,” said Chris-
topher King, director of
UT’s Ray Marshall Cen-
ter. “So I think you’re go-
ing to see spillover effects
that are going to help us
out.”
Many Latino students,

even those in honors
tracks, do not receive ad-
equate advice on access
to college or availability
of financial aid, Valenzu-
ela said.
“The research is real-

ly clear,” she said, “that
social class translates in-
to knowledge about these
things, the hidden curric-
ulum, certain things you
are expected to know,
but which nobody ever
teaches you.”
Financial and family

responsibilities had put
college out of reach for
Marina Atkinson, Krys-
ta’s mother. But Mari-

na, who after a divorce
raised Krysta and daugh-
ter Daeyna on a modest
income, made it clear to
her girls that their educa-
tion would come first.
Marina, who works at

UT, became emotional re-
cently, explaining why
she groomed her girls for
college from the day they
entered the first grade.
“I wanted to make sure
they were to have a bet-
ter life,” she said.

Signs of progress
While Hispanic stu-

dents in Central Texas
continue to enroll in col-
lege at lower rates than
other ethnic groups,
they posted the larg-
est percentage increas-
es in college enrollment
from 2005 to 2011, mov-
ing from 43 percent to 52
percent, according to da-
ta from the E3 Alliance, a
nonprofit collaboration
of business and educa-
tion leaders.
Nationally, 69 percent

of Hispanic high school
graduates in the spring of
2012 enrolled in college
that fall — their ratio sur-
passing that of their An-
glo counterparts (67 per-
cent) for the first time,
according to a report
from the Pew Hispanic
Center.
Some critics have

charged that education is
not a priority among Lati-
no families, but most His-
panic parents tend to see
higher education as criti-
cal to their children’s suc-
cess, according to Sal-
lie Mae’s national sur-
vey. Two-thirds of His-
panic parents surveyed
“strongly agreed” that
education was a key part
of the American Dream,
compared with 41 per-
cent of Anglo parents
and 60 percent of Afri-
can-American parents.
In 2008, when Hispan-

ics had the highest drop-
out rates in Travis Coun-
ty, Saldaña, the public
affairs consultant, sur-
veyed more than 1,000
Hispanic residents for
United Way and found
that education was their
No. 1 concern.
“We need to be making

sure our kids are in pre-K
educational classrooms
and that we start instill-
ing early college goals
and the value of a higher
education,” Saldaña said.
“It has to be a family de-
cision supported not only
by the kids, but the par-
ents.”
But to do their part,

Hispanic parents and stu-
dents need to serve a
greater end, said Sáenz,
the UT mentoring direc-
tor, delaying the gratifica-
tion of joining the work-
force right away in fa-
vor of increasing their
skill levels to better help
themselves and their
families in the long run. A
full-time Hispanic work-
er with a bachelor’s de-
gree will make at least
$700,000 more in career
earnings than someone
with just a high school di-
ploma, according to cen-
sus calculations.
Of course, a college de-

gree does not guarantee
a financial windfall. With
his two degrees, Fran-
cisco Castro was work-
ing at a retail store part
time this summer as he
looked for more mean-
ingful work.
But those degrees had

allowed him to pursue
his passions and to make
good on his promise to
his grandmother.
In graduating, Castro

joined two siblings with
college degrees. He cred-
its his parents for laying
the groundwork for their
success. His father, Fran-
cisco Sr., a Mexican im-
migrant who manufac-
tures pipes, got as far as
the sixth grade, and his
mother, Olga Lydia, on-
ly graduated from high
school.
“We had that mindset:

‘We want to be success-
ful,’ ” Francisco said.

Contact Juan Castillo at
512-445-3635. Contact Dan
Zehr at 512-445-3797.

Many feel pressure
to leave school to
help out at home.
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FranciscoCastro struggled at theUniversity ofTexas before graduatingwith twodegrees.
Hispanics encounterdifficultieswith college, be it finding financial aid, seeking helpwhen
theyneed it or the tug of family to comehome. RICARDO B. BRAZZIELL / AMERICAN- STATESMAN

College degree or post-graduate degree
Some college, no degree
High school diploma or equivalent
Less than high school degree

Hispanic education disparities
in the Austin metro area
When compared with non-Hispanic whites,
Hispanics 25 and older closed gaps in educational
achievement since 2000, but still lag behind.
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