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Programs aimed at improving the high school graduation rate of Latino/a students and
their college recruitment, retention, and graduation have grown steadily over the last few
decades. Although some of those programs are over twenty years old, only one or two have been
comprehensively and carefully evaluated. In an effort to improve the design of these programs
for Latino/a students, I examine the rationale for their design and the means by which the
programs attain their expected outcomes. This analysis makes explicit the relationship between
program objectives, activities, and expected outcomes for various types of programs, thus
establishing the need for and relative strength of each of the program links that lead to the
expected outcomes. The analysis would be incomplete without indicating how research on
Latino/a, low-income, and urban students has led to reformulated rationales and our suggestion
that continued research will offer valuable ideas for improved program design.

Methodology

My analysis of program design is motivated by Mohr's (1995) impact evaluation model,
which explicitly relates the problem to the subobjectives and the activities. In this model the
problem, a condition that would be unsatisfactory without the program intervention, is the
counterfactual—what would be true if the expected outcome were not accomplished. To achieve
the outcomes of interest, instrumental intermediate outcomes, or subobjectives, are what needs to
be accomplished. Program activities are what the program personnel do. This model guides us in
examining what is done in a program and how it is done, and in assessing whether certain
program activities and subobjectives do indeed produce the expected outcomes.

A literature search of recruitment, retention, and graduation programs for Latino/a
students using Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC), World Cat, Contents First,
Education Index, and Periodical Abstracts—Ilarge electronic databases that index journals, books,
and articles—yielded articles on 39 programs aimed at Latino/a students, and several survey
articles that gave overviews of many other programs. Less than a handful of the programs were
aimed at Latino/a students exclusively, but all the programs identified served Latino/a students.
Fifteen programs were selected for in-depth examination (See Appendix, Table 1). These
programs were selected because they were comprehensively described, had some type of

evaluation, and were representative of the various types of programs for Latino/a students.



Key Features of the Programs ,

Through the years, programs to recruit students have changed as awareness of the factors
that negatively affect Latino/a students' college attendance has deepened. Components
addressing additional factors have been added and programming staff across the country have
found more effective ways of meeting the students' needs.

In describing key features of selected programs I will present outcomes sought by staff of
some model programs and the ways they created the conditions for achieving those outcomes.
Evolution of recruitment and retention programs

Need for financial aid was the first and often the only factor addressed by early programs
for Latino/a students since students of lower socioeconomic status have fewer opportunities to
complete a college education. A study (cited in Honan, 1996) conducted by Allen Sanderson of
the National Opinion Research Center tracked 25,000 adolescents over six years; it shows that
students from low-income families form their educational aspirations before they get to high
school, and that those "aspirations have solidified by the eighth grade” (Honan, 1996, p. A12).

Sanderson contends that low socioeconomic status is a stronger influence than race,
ethnicity or gender in setting ceilings for students' aspirations. However, because a larger
percentage of Latinos/as than whites are situated in the lower economic rungs, Latino/a eighth
graders have lower expectations than whites in terms of the career or occupation they expect to
attain by age 30. For instance, only 4.8 percent of Latino/as expected to be in science or
engineering, while 4 pércent expected to be in sales or clerical/office work. At the same time,

-the percentage of whites who expected to be in science and engineering was larger (6.1%), and
the percentage opting for sales or clerical office work was smaller (2.7%).

Making college affordable continues to be an important link to recruitment and retention
of low- and middle-income students. In programs with a financial aid subobjective, students
receive information on how to apply for financial aid and are referred to counselors to find
information on scholarships and loans. Sometimes the university sponsoring the program will
cover the fees for a bridge program while the students earn three to six units of credit.

As crucial as financial aid is to providing equal opportunity to students, the reasons why

Latinos/as do not reach college, stay, and graduate go beyond adequate economic resources.



Latino/a students drop out of high school at a higher rate than whites and blacks, and a larger
number of those who stay in school underachieve. In 1990, Latino/a student performance in
standardized reading tests shows 17-year-olds scoring 275, performing above intermediate (250
for this test), but below adept (300). In writing, 11th grade Latino/a students scored 198, with
200 being minimal reading level for that test. In math and science almost no gain has occurred
since 1986. In 1990, 17-year-old Latino/a performance in math was 284, below "understands
measurements and solves more complex problems" which a score 300 would indicate (U.S.
Department of Education, 1992).

- When programs for minority students were created, a main subobjective was to improve
students' academic skills. The assumption was that students were not attending college or did not
stay in college because they had not mastered the cognitive skills demanded by college
work.

The underachievement of Latino/a students is a complex problem that encompasses
cognitive, affective, social, and economic dimensions. Supplementary educational programs at
the high school level, one-on one and group tutoring, and remedial courses at the college level
are typical activities directed at improving academic skills. For example, the Mission-To-
College Program at San Francisco State focuses on the special language needs of students,
strengthens the college-preparatory curriculum for ninth and tenth graders, and also offers college
preparatory courses for high school juniors and seniors (see Table 1).

It was also found early on that many students were not taking the high school courses
required for college admission; as a result, academic and career advising were added to the
programs. As more was learned about what was required to build students' academic skills,
programs began to move to the middle and even elementary school levels. Cuyahoga
Community College, Case Western Reserve University, Cleveland State University and NASA
collaborate in math, science and pre-engineering programs that reach into the lower grades (see
Table 1).

While programs with just three subobjectives—being able to afford an education,
mastering cognitive skills and discovéring careers and career decision points—had some positive

effect, many program staff, in an attempt to expand the programs' impact, started to be attentive



to the contribution of psychological and social factors to Latino/a students' underachievement.

Helping students discover the importance of schooling became a fourth key subobjective
added to many programs. By attaining this subobjective, students not only gain new knowledge,
but find academic success compellihg. The combination of cognition and affect is key to
students' motivation to master cognitive skills. Educators who are successful with students at-
risk of dropping out have found that the students have to consider their school work meaningful,
their activities have to be engaging, and they have to make sense at the moment they are being
executed. Students will not perform because they are told that it will be good for them when they
grow up. Most programs include strategies ranging from the formation of peer groups that are
supportive of academic work, to mentoring, which makés the importance of schooling real for
students. Based on these principles, the Puente Program has expanded its college program to the
high school level (see Table 1).

The latest component to be added to programs aimed at Latino/a students is help in
negotiating the institutional culture of their school/college or university. This subobjective
explicitly addresses the dilemma faced by many minority students who may be the first ones in.
their family to attend college. Not only are the students unfamiliar with the way postsecondary
institutions operate, but they may feel that by becoming a member of the institution they are
abandoning their family and ethnic/racial group. Programs such as Puente and the Mother-
Daughter Program at Arizona State University (see Table 1) have been successful in including
the community and the family in the educational process, thus conveying to the young persons
the concept that educational success is not an individual attainment that separates them from their .
own, but one that moves the whole family or community up with them.. |

Program staff sought to achieve subobjectives according to what they saw as the most
severe aspects of the problem. Some programs continue to address only a few or just one of the
subojectives discussed. Many programs designed nowadays, however, have benefitted from the
trials and errors of earlier programs, and are consequently more comprehensive. Program staff
need to consider as well the sequence in which the subobjectives build on each other to lead to
the desired outcomes.

In Figure 1, I propose é model for the design of recruitment and retention programs for



Latino/a students based on research of successful programs. Ideally, support programs should
address the five subobjectives discussed. Discovery of the importance of school has to be
achieved at younger ages when possible, and as soon as the programs begin (see Figure 1).
Mastery of cognitive skills needs to be tackled early as well. For many students, early academic .
support will be all they need; others may enter and exit academic support components as needed.
The model rationale depicted in Figure 1 does not represent a rigid causal line; it suggests the
need to address subobjectives in a timely manner. It also shows that each of the subobjectives
contributes to enhancing the recruitment of Latino/a students into postsecondary education and
improving their retention rates.

Common Characteristics of Successful Programs

There is agreement in the literature that successful programs addressed to Latino/a
students and, for that matter, to other minorities, share similar styles. A review of successful
programs reveals seven key features of those styles.

Sensitivity to individual students

Successful programs for Latino/a students have various points of entry and exit.
Activities are tailored to individual students' diverse needs and assets.

Often educators think of Latino/a students as an homogeneous category and assume that
all incoming Latino/a students need the same services. Consequently, many Latino/a students
complain that they are referred to remedial services even when they do not need them. They are
often expected to have limited proficiency in English, behave in stereotyped ways, and hold
certain beliefs.. Social class, race, and gender have structured differential access to resources for .-
Latinos/as, and, together with place of birth, residency status (undocumented, immigrant or
citizen), and place and length of residency in the United States, are key determinants of ethnic
and cultural identity. But, ethnic and cultural identity do not have essential natures; they develop
as we live and work with others. Recognizing both the importance and the nonessential nature of
ethnic identity, culturally sensitive staff ask students many questions: how they see themselves,
how they prefer to do things, and how the staff can best help them.

Staff in successful programs have discovered that in order to effectively provide support,

students need to see that they are valued. Repeatedly, urban students report that they do not



receive any respect from teachers and that teachers do not care about them (de Acosta, 1996).
Young people's perception that the staff cares about them is the cornerstone on which successful
programs for urban youth are built (McLaughlin, Irby, & Langman, 1994). The value staff places
on students shows in everything the staff does—in the choice and style of program activities and
"in the creation of a sense of community. For instance, in the Summer Bridge Program at the
University of California at Berkeley (see Table 1), awareness of students' reluctance to ask for
help led to the creation of peer study groups that connect the complementary acts of asking and
giving. Students study together and develop a sense of community that combines academic and
other interests (Robert & Thomson, 1994).
Sensitivity to students’ culture
Validation of students' language and culture tells students that people who are like them
belong in institutions of higher learning. Association with community members who have a
similar cultural background and who have completed college, and collaboration with allied
community agencies are some of the most powerful strategies to validate students' culture and, at
the same time, teach them how to negotiate the culture of mainstream institutions. For instance,
The Puente Project, connects students in two-year colleges with mentors in the community for
informed chats on work and career (McGrath, Galaviz, Healy, & Cazden, 1996).
Sénsitivity to the institution where the program is located
Successful programs have a good fit with the host institution. Knowing the institution's
history, formal and informal organization, and knowing how decisions are made helps in
designing a program that can-make a difference. Cookie-cutter progréms are not advisable; to be
successful, programs need to be adapted to each college's individual culture and environment. A
-good example of institutional adaptation can be found in Wadhwa's (1988) account of how Uri
‘Treisman's calculus enrichment program at the University of California, Berkeley, was
transformed to suit Cleveland State University, a less selective commuter school where the
majority of the students have bart-time or full-time employment.
Pro-active interventions
Many students are reluctant to go for tutoring or receive other kinds of academic

assistance due to low-self esteem and/or a pre-college experience that taught them to hide what



they did not know. Successful programs actively recruit these students and design programs for
them that are physically and psychologically accessible. The Learning Center at the University of
California at Berkeley (see Table 1) exemplifies these good practices.
Focus on accelerated, enriched learning

Instructional staff structure learning material so that it is challenging, yet do-able. Strictly
remedial courses with an emphasis on basic skills disconnected from a context are avoided. The
pre-engineering programs mentioned in this paper challenge the students by teaching math and
showing its relevance. Many programs rely on collaborative, hands-on learning.
Small size of the program

In order to adequately serve students, successful programs are small (25-100 students).
When the programs are larger, they are organized in such a way that every student receives direct
personal attention. Given the rapid advances in instructional technology, it is important to
remember that students need the personalized attention of the staff.
Partnering with family and community

Among Latino/a students Who interact mostly with other Latinos/as, family ties and ties
with members of the community to whom students are related through church, social, and
recreational activities are very strong. Successful educational programs targeted to these students
have used these relationships to strengthen students' attachment to school and desire to do good
academic work. The Mother-Daughter Program and the Puente Program are prime examples of
the effectiveness of this strategy. Other communities of support need to be found for young
Latinos/as who are more assimilated into the mainstream culture and who have distanced
themselves from Latino/a students remaining closer to the traditions of their country of origin.

Hostos Community College in New York City (see Table 1) has developed such a
program. In partnership with the Manhattan Theater Club, playwrights visit the Hostos campus
to coach students in the ESL Intensive Program to write scenes in English and rehearse them.
Students with various degrees of integration into the mainstream culture are reached by Hostos
Community College's programs. According to its president, the College's "primary purpose is to

build community." She continues "We're committed not only to changing the lives of
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individuals, but also to revitalizing the South Bronx, a mission that is especially urgent in an area

that has seen so much devastation" (Straight, 1995, p. 63).

Conclusion

Across the country, Latinos/as working with non-Latinos/as have designed and
implemented recruitment, retention, and graduation programs that give educators insights into
how to reach Latino/a students more successfully. In this paper, I have outlined the growth of
programs to increase the participation of Latino/a students in college, showing how educators
moved from overcoming apparent obstacles to addressing more subtle ones. As research on
urban youth continues to provide insights into the causes of students’ disengagement from school,
new subobjectives have been added to programs for Latino/a students. The programs have
become more complex and their impact has been amplified. We should remain vigilant, and
since the number of Latinos/as in college is still slim, we should continue to investigate ways of

making recruitment, retention, and graduation programs more effective.
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