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In January 2002, the U.S. Department of Education held its annual meeting of the Title V Directors in Arlington, Virginia. Title V, known as the Developing Hispanic-Serving Institutions Program, provides grants on a competitive basis to colleges and universities who meet the following eligibility requirements:

· At the time of application, have an enrollment of undergraduate full-time equivalent (FTE) students that is at least 25 percent Hispanic students; and 
· Assure that not less than 50 percent of its Hispanic students are low-income individuals 

The January 2002 meeting was the largest such meeting to date, with approximately 300 representatives from over 150 Title V campuses gathered for the three-day meeting.  One of the focal points at this meeting was an address by Sarita Brown, President and CEO of the Hispanic Scholarship Fund Institute [HSF Institute].  Ms. Brown focused her comments on a report commissioned by the HSF Institute to examine the Hispanic Scholarship Fund’s stated priority for this decade:--Goal: To Double the Rate of Hispanics Earning a Bachelor’s Degree (RAND, 2001).  The report documents what would it take to meet that goal, and why meeting it would be in the national interest.  It makes the following recommendations:

· Raise public awareness of the need for greater investments in postsecondary education.

· Increase the capacity of the nation’s postsecondary institutions, especially those located in California, Florida, Illinois, New York, and Texas.

· Focus as much attention on keeping students in college as is currently given to preventing students from dropping out of high school.

· Coordinate interventions across all levels of education.

· Increase both the amount and the availability of financial assistance.

· Support expansion of high school-, community-, and college-based programs for at-risk students.

· Support evaluation of existing programs and experimentation with new programs.

The Title V community expressed great interest in the RAND report. Ms. Brown invited participants to reflect on the role of their institutions in increasing the number of Hispanic college graduates.  To pursue the issue of what role should HSIs play in doubling the rate of Hispanic college graduates, grantees reconvened in smaller groups to discuss the following five questions, which they had received in advance: 

1. What is the overall retention rate for your campus and what is the retention rate for 
Latino students?

2. What is your overall graduation rate and what is the rate for Latino students?

3. What can your institution do to improve these rates for all students?  For Latino students?

4. If doubling the rate of Latino college graduates means going from 9% to 18%, what can 
colleges and universities do to increase the number of academically prepared high school 
graduates?

5. What does it mean to be Hispanic Serving?

Participants were randomly divided into 6 groups of approximately 40 grantees in each.  Using the five questions to stimulate the discussion, facilitators and an ED staff member captured the discussion themes and issues. This summary draws together the common topics discussed in the breakout groups. 

Retention. The discussion on retention revealed that retention rates not only vary greatly from campus to campus, but that the very definition of retention changed from campus to campus.   This absence of a common definition poses many challenges, particularly when interpreting data and formulating a national trend.  Participants observed that community colleges do not keep the same statistics as do universities, primarily due to lack of institutional resources at the community colleges.  Some campuses are not collecting this data at all.  The new Performance Management System developed by the US Department of Education for the Title III and Title V programs presents institutional retention and graduation rates as provided by institutions to the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS).
  However, since IPEDS does not include all the relevant data on student persistence, retention, and success, particularly in the case of community colleges, participants did not think IPEDS data would be sufficient to document what goes on in their campuses with regard to the retention of Latino students.  While hopeful that other components of the Performance Measurement System will collect information on the accomplishments and challenges of Hispanic-serving institutions that has not been available before, participants suggested that Title V specifically support strengthening the institutional research capacity of HSIs.

Graduation Rates. Graduation rates posed a similar challenge with a similar need for a standard definition for graduation rate.  Institutions reported varying methods, with the key issue of time-to-degree, being the most significant variable.  For example, one school stated that its overall four-year graduation rate is 9% and is 4-5% for Hispanic students while another boasts a 70% graduation rate (but did not indicate if this was within four years).   This dramatic contrast suggests a possible disparity in the definitions or in the information collection mechanisms.  Participants agreed that the official degree completion periods do not take into account the realities of Latino student life.

Change in demographics. Underlying the needs for a universal definition of graduation rates and a broadening of the current degree completion periods, is the change in today’s student enrollment. Participants noted that many students take longer than the traditional four years to graduate. Other campuses reported that adult learners are enrolling at higher rates than conventional 18-24-year old students.  These adult learners face challenges, such as pursuing a degree while maintaining full-time jobs and raising families, that prompt some students to withdraw from school for long periods of time. These factors contribute to adult learners’ delayed graduation resulting in periods of 7 years to complete an associate degree from community colleges.  This trend also impacts baccalaureate graduation rates and poses a new set of challenges to colleges and universities nationwide.  

The discussion also focused on strategies in use at HSIs to improve the retention and graduation rates of all students.  HSIs recognize the value and importance of sponsoring outreach activities including “College Day” and bridge programs for middle and high school teens.  These programs motivate youth, inform students, and promote higher education as a real alternative. The dialogue yielded much discussion on one subject area, mathematics, which has proven to be difficult for many students.  Often the lack of math success influences a student’s decision to remain in school or drop out.  Title V grantees concluded that if students are to succeed in school, a greater emphasis must be placed on teaching, preparing, and tutoring students in math.   

Student, Faculty and Family Involvement. Academic success hinges on engaging students, faculty and parents all focused on student success.  Discussion also included the importance of student support services, such as advising, financial aid, mentoring, and tutoring as crucial to academic achievement.  Several HSIs reported sponsoring special programs such as transition to college, special orientations, and cooperative learning opportunities, in their efforts to improve student academic achievements.  In addition, several HSIs reported care centers such as Kid’s College, a day care for children while guardians are in classes.  

Another observation was that faculty issues also merit attention.  Participants indicated that cultural training, willingness to work with communities, and willingness to mentor students should be baseline criteria that all faculty need to embrace and advocate.  As part of cultural training and working with communities, Latino families should be included in the academic dialogue. Parent involvement, community outreach and cultural sensitivity were highlighted as important factors in determining a student’s opportunity for success.  Building and maintaining the connections that will contribute to students’ ability to establish a positive learning environment was identified as key factor in addressing retention and graduation. 

The discussion also underscored the need for colleges to understand the communities they serve.  The Hispanic community is diverse, and curricula and campus programming should be inclusive of the variety Hispanics groups that comprise the current day Latino student population. Responding to this need presents a leadership opportunity for HSI administrators to support programs, advance their academic reputation, increase federal funding, and improve institutional leadership as they succeed in increasing the rates of Latino graduates.  Representatives concluded that HSIs have a unique opportunity to address changing demographics, by sharing resources and best practices, which will allow them to evolve into exceptional institutions of higher learning.  

Hispanic Serving. This final question prompted much discussion of what it means to be a Hispanic-Serving Institution beyond the administrative definition of 25% percent Hispanic student enrollment. Discussion supported the idea that HSIs had the responsibility to better serve the Latino community.  Ideas were offered to foster diversity, enroll greater numbers of Hispanic students and make an active commitment to serving the Hispanic community by improving the recruitment and admission processes, retention and graduation rates, and faculty hiring practices. Participants urged the leadership of HSIs to take on precisely that role, as leaders of institutions with a stated commitment to the needs of Hispanic communities.  This implies a deliberate effort to think creatively, nurture new generations of Hispanic leadership among students, faculty, and staff, and consider higher education from a community perspective rather than exclusively as a traditional model of academia.  Embracing the Hispanic culture and building on the commitment to community as a source of strength were among the recommendations for future discussions on Hispanic-Serving Institutions.

�IPEDS was established by the National Center for Education Statistics as its core postsecondary education data collection program. http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/AboutIPEDS.html
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