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Abstract

The U.S. Census indicates that Hispanic participation in postsecondary education 
tripled between 1996 and 2016. If the traditional outcome measure of the six-
year graduation rate is used, however, increased participation has not resulted 
in an increased number of Latinos who complete a bachelor’s degree. Further, 
typical examinations of baccalaureate completion have focused on the starting 
point—beginning at a community college or beginning at a four-year college or 
university and compare percentages of completion by race or ethnicity. Find-
ings of such studies point to the disparity in bachelor’s degree completion rates 

1. The term “Hispanic” was adopted by the U.S. Census in the 1980s and is a broad term that 
is meant to encompass people who are from Spanish-speaking countries. In this paper I 
use the term Latina/o or Latinos as plural to identify the participants in the study and do 
not use Latinx as the only gender markers available for participant identification were male 
and female. Hispanic-Serving Institution is a designation by the Department of Education 
that identifies eligible institutions according to the enrollment percentage of undergradu-
ate students from the preceding year. I use that designation in referencing the institution 
from which the participants graduated. In referencing and citing literature, I use the term 
used by the respective sources.   
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between Latinos and other racial and ethnic groups and that the disparity is even 
greater among individuals who begin postsecondary education at the community 
college. This paper follows an anti-deficit approach to gain a greater understand-
ing of the complexities of baccalaureate completion of Latina/o students beyond 
the common measure of a six-year timeframe and the simplified starting point 
of the community college.  Learning from the success of the participants may 
provide insight helpful to educational leaders who seek to provide access and 
facilitate the success of Latino students. 

≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈

THE U.S. Census indicates that the Hispanic population grew exponen-
tially during the first decade of the 21st century and is now the largest 

ethnic or racial minority in the United States. In addition to increases in 
the population, greater percentages of Hispanic youth are completing high 
school and enrolling in postsecondary education. Between 1996 and 2016 
the college enrollment of Hispanics tripled (Bauman, 2017).

  The community college has been described as the pipeline for Hispanics 
in higher education (Rendon & Nora, 1989; Laden, 1992, 2001).  Between 
2006 and 2011 almost 600,000 additional Hispanics enrolled in community 
colleges and in 2011 42.9% of all Hispanic enrollment in higher education 
was in community colleges (Bauman, 2017). Obviously, the community col-
lege significantly contributed to increased Latino participation in postsec-
ondary education.  While participation rates have increased, disparities in 
baccalaureate outcomes continue between Latino and white college students. 
In 2015, 15.5% of Hispanics over the age of 25 had earned a baccalaureate 
degree, compared to 36.2% of non-Hispanic whites (Ryan & Bauman, 2016). 
Before the 2006-2011 growth in enrollments, particular concern was raised 
regarding the limited numbers of Latino students who successfully transfer 
from community colleges to four-year institutions and complete the bac-
calaureate degree.  

Among the Hispanic students in the Beginning Postsecondary Students 
Longitudinal Study who attended a community college, slightly less than 
25% indicated the intent to transfer to a four-year institution and earn a 
bachelor’s degree.  Six years after enrolling in community colleges, only 
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6% of Hispanic students had been awarded the baccalaureate (Hoach-
lander, Sikora, Horn, & Carroll, 2003).  Using data from the National 
Education Longitudinal Study of 1988, Fry (2004) found that, among stu-
dents who entered the community college as “minimally qualified” for 
postsecondary education, 16% of whites completed a bachelor’s degree 
compared to only 7% of Latinos.  Swail, Cabrera, and Lee (2004) found a 
baccalaureate completion ratio of almost 2:1 between whites and Latinos 
who entered higher education at a community college. A decade later this 
disparity has not changed. Among students who started at a community 
college in Fall 2010 and then continued their education at a four-year 
public institution, slightly less than 10% of Hispanic students had finished 
a bachelor’s degree after six years compared to  20% of white students 
(Shapiro et al., 2017). 

There is a body of literature that has examined the reasons fewer num-
bers of Latino students complete the baccalaureate.  The National Center 
for Education Statistics (2002) identified seven characteristics that nega-
tively impact baccalaureate completion: delayed postsecondary enrollment, 
part-time enrollment, not having a regular high school diploma, working 
full-time, being financially independent or from low-income families, having 
children or dependents, and being a single parent.  Although these char-
acteristics apply to all postsecondary students, Fry (2003) stressed that 
Hispanic undergraduates are more likely to experience these risk factors. 
Subsequent research indicates that these risk factors are prevalent among 
Latinos attending community colleges and Hispanic Serving Institutions 
(Crisp & Nora, 2010; Nuñez, Sparks, & Hernandez, 2011; Sáenz, Mayo, Miller, 
& Rodriguez, 2015).

In their examination of Latino college attendance and degree attain-
ment, Swail et al. (2004) found that Latinos were more likely to have been 
retained at a grade level for an additional year, attended more than two high 
schools, completed lower-level mathematics courses, earned a grade of C or 
lower in at least one course, or had dropped out. A low-level of math ability 
has been identified as one reason that Latinos are not eligible for admis-
sion to the California State University or University of California systems, 
resulting in the majority of Latino students entering higher education in the 
community college sector (Contreras, 2015). Swail et al. further identified 
that family characteristics such as parents who did not graduate from high 
school or have postsecondary experience and having a sibling who dropped 



Contemporary Issues in Educational Leadership 2:1 (2020)4

out as additional factors contributing to lower degree completion rates. 
Sáenz, Garciá-Louis, Drake, & Guida (2018) identified parents with less than 
a high school degree as a challenge to the academic success of Latino males 
attending a community college. The existence of these factors are posited 
as contributing to fewer numbers of Latinos completing the baccalaureate.

Arbona and Nora (2007) took a slightly different approach and examined 
factors that significantly increased the likelihood of Hispanics obtaining a 
bachelor’s degree. In addition to factors already referenced, they found that 
continuous enrollment while attending college significantly increased the 
probability of completing a bachelor’s degree among Hispanics regardless 
of whether they began postsecondary education at a two- or four-year in-
stitution. Among Hispanics who initially enrolled at a community college, 
aspiring to earn a college degree during the 10th grade and completing a 
rigorous high school curriculum significantly increase the likelihood of de-
gree completion. 

Purpose

Harper (2010) challenged researchers to move beyond questions that asked 
“why not” when considering lower levels of success to questions that focused 
on “how did” in proposing an anti-deficit framework for research on student 
outcomes. Abrica (2018) pointed out that traditional outcome measures may 
reinforce previous narratives of success and/or failure.  What is lacking in 
the literature are studies focused on developing a more in-depth under-
standing of the paths of Latinos who have been successful and completed 
the baccalaureate degree.  In a review of research, Reyes and Nora (2012) 
stressed that “no studies which we have found seem to examine Latino 
first-generation college students’ persistence through degree completion 
specifically” (p. 27). My review of the literature found one study (Marrón 
& Luna, 2019) that examined factors that motivated Latinas completing a 
bachelor’s degree, but did not broadly consider strategies that addressed 
challenges and barriers. The following question will guide this study: Be-
yond the type of postsecondary institution they initially enroll in, are there 
recurring pathways to the baccalaureate degree and how did Latino students 
navigate these pathways? 
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Conceptual Framework

Path dependence was originally an economic theory but has become a popu-
lar phrase, used broadly to mean that history matters (Pierson, 2004).  This 
wider use of the term has been criticized as trivial (Page, 2006).  Heller 
(2006), however, points out that path dependence has been useful in exam-
ining and understanding non-optimal outcomes. I view the lower percent-
age of baccalaureate attainment among Latinos who enter postsecondary 
education at the community college as a non-optimal outcome and, thus, 
path dependence as an appropriate conceptual framework.

Moreover, several studies have found that history does matter.  As the 
American higher education system has operated, an overwhelming per-
centage of Latinos have enrolled in community colleges and non-selective 
four-year institutions and their baccalaureate completion rates lag signifi-
cantly behind other racial and ethnic groups (Arbona & Nora, 2007; Fry, 
2002, 2004; Lee, Mackie-Lewis, & Marks, 1993; Shapiro et al., 2017; Swail, 
Cabrera, Lee, &Williams, 2005).  The incorporation of a path dependency 
framework serves three purposes.  First, it considers the existence of more 
comprehensive paths. I hypothesize that the experiences of Latinos who have 
completed the baccalaureate can be described in greater detail than simply 
by the type of institution where they began postsecondary study.  Second, 
even the critics of path dependency agree that different histories happen.  
Path dependency helps explain how and why some Latinos complete a bach-
elor’s degree and others do not.

Finally, it would seem that there are three options for improving the 
baccalaureate completion rates of Latinos.  Fry (2004) and others have 
stressed the importance of dramatically increasing the numbers of Latinos 
who attend more selective institutions of higher education as the means to 
increase baccalaureate attainment rates.  Oseguera, Locks, & Vega (2009) 
stressed the importance of developing institutional practices that improve 
the retention, and thus graduation rates, of Latinos. A third option would 
be to learn from the success of those who have earned the bachelor’s de-
gree and consider alternative outcome measures suggested by paths that 
are, and for many reasons, may remain common.  
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Method

Research Design

To examine whether there were multiple paths to the baccalaureate that 
began at the community college, I employed a phenomenological approach 
(Merriam, 2002).   This approach focuses on the phenomena of complet-
ing a baccalaureate degree with the analysis based on the perspective of 
the Latina/o graduates who experienced the phenomenon. To accomplish 
this purpose, I conducted a series of face-to-face interviews, the primary 
method of data collection used in the phenomenological framework (Mer-
riam, 2002).   I followed a semi-structured interview protocol (Bogdan & 
Biklen, 2003) to make sure that the same information was gathered from 
each participant.   

Procedures

Interviews were conducted at a public, four-year Hispanic-Serving Institu-
tion (HSU). HSU has an unduplicated headcount of 14,450 undergraduates. 
Undergraduate Hispanic enrollment at the institution is 82% of the total 
student body and approximately 60% of the students are women.  The vast 
majority of HSU students are from low socio-economic backgrounds, with 
84% of the full-time, first-time undergraduate students receiving federal 
grants.  

After approval to conduct the study was received from an institutional 
review board, the Alumni and Registrar offices at HSU facilitated the recruit-
ment of participants.  To protect the anonymity of the participants, the HSU 
offices identified potential participants through purposeful sampling, based 
on the criteria of ethnic identification, baccalaureate completion within the 
past three years, and postsecondary participation beginning at a commu-
nity college. Potential participants were sent an email explaining the study, 
with a brief demographic survey. Surveys were received from 32 potential 
participants who met the criteria of the study. A follow-up email was sent by 
the Alumni Office to these individuals, inviting them to contact me via email 
or telephone to schedule an interview. Of the 32 potential participants, 29 
scheduled an interview session and 26 individuals completed an interview. 
Of the 26 participants, 11 identified as male and 15 identified as female. 
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Nine (34%) of the participants were 24 years of age or younger and 17 were 
25 years of age or older at the time they completed the bachelor’s degree. 
Each of these individuals identified themselves as from Hispanic, Latino, or 
Spanish heritage on their graduation application and had been awarded a 
baccalaureate degree in the previous three years from HSU. Each had en-
tered postsecondary education at a community college and had completed 
at least 15 community college credit hours in meeting the requirements for 
the bachelor’s degree. 

I traveled to the HSU campus to gather data.  Interviews were conducted 
in private locations on the campus and averaged approximately one hour 
in length. Two separate permissions were obtained from the participants; 
one to conduct the interview and the other to audio record the interview. 
Participants selected pseudonyms to further protect their confidentiality.

The primary purpose of this study was to examine whether there were 
identifiable paths followed by baccalaureate graduates who began postsec-
ondary education at a community college beyond simply identifying the 
community college as the starting point. A secondary purpose was to search 
for possible explanations of “how” the graduates navigated the path(s). A 
semi-structured interview guide was divided into three sections to examine:

• Personal and family characteristics that might influence the path 
to and likelihood of completing the baccalaureate;

• Educational characteristics while pursuing the baccalaureate
○ Whether the person started postsecondary education 

immediately after completing high school or the GED,
○  Whether the person began postsecondary education with the 

intent of earning a bachelor’s degree,
○  The type, number, and sequence of the institution(s) 

attended, and
○  Enrollment patterns (full- or part-time);

• The perceptions of the participants as to how they persisted and 
ultimately completed a bachelor’s degree.

Analyses

The interviews were transcribed by a transcription service and data analyses 
occurred in two stages.  In the first stage, I incorporated a modified analytic 
induction model (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003) to identify the various paths to 
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the baccalaureate.  The purpose of using an analytic induction model was to 
develop descriptions that included all of the instances of the phenomenon, 
the paths of all 26 participants in the study. I began this stage with the broad 
categorization of one path, starting at a community college and based on 
common experiences ended with four paths. 

In the second stage, I reviewed transcripts and field notes made after 
each interview through an interpretative approach (Berg, 2004), attempting 
to capture the essence of the participants’ descriptions of their personal and 
family characteristics and their experiences while pursuing the bachelor’s 
degree. In searching for greater clarification, I drew on the existing litera-
ture on Latina/o college attendance and degree attainment in an attempt 
to identify explanations as to how these participants had been successful in 
the pursuit of the baccalaureate. The interpretative approach allowed for a 
more comprehensive explanation of the lived experiences of the participants 
than would have been achieved by simply sorting or coding discreet words 
or phrases.  

An independent reviewer examined my analysis of each of the identified 
paths, as well as my interpretation of the lived experiences of the partici-
pants with no major discrepancies emerging. As a final step, each participant 
received a summary of the path I identified for them as well as my overall 
interpretation of the lived experiences as a form of member checking.  Each 
individual was asked to reply as to whether they agreed with the placement 
on the respective path and whether I had captured the essence of the lived 
experience. Seventeen of the 26 participants responded and all indicated 
agreement with their path placement.  Two of the 17 added additional com-
ments about the lived experience but did not disagree with any points of 
my interpretation.

Paths to the Baccalaureate Beginning at a Community College
 
Four paths emerged among the Latinos who completed the baccalaureate 
and began postsecondary education at a community college. Table 1 displays 
the identified paths, the number of participants that followed each respec-
tive path. The narrative following the table provides a detailed description 
of the paths.
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The career path

Participants who followed the career path pursued postsecondary education 
for economic gain and completed a number of courses, a certificate or an 
associate’s degree at a community college in a career area (e.g., hvac, nurs-
ing, auto repair, computer technology). None of the individuals in the career 
path indicated that they enrolled at the community college with the goal of 
completing a bachelor’s degree.  Fred, a career path participant explained:

I didn’t know much about college, but was told by my high school 
auto teacher that I would be a good mechanic and could make 
more money if I completed the community college program.  So, 
that is why I enrolled at the community college—to make more 
money.  

Fred referenced a high school teacher as an influence in his decision to 
enroll at the community college. Each of the career path individuals refer-
enced a high school teacher or a supervisor or coworker at a part-time or 
summer job as influencing their decision to pursue postsecondary education. 

After completing a credential or degree, the career path participant 
“stopped out” of postsecondary education and entered the workforce. Ca-
reer path individuals in this study worked between 2 and 7 years and then 
returned to postsecondary education to pursue a bachelor’s degree. Some 
participants returned to higher education in a field different from their 
original career area. Becky completed an associate’s degree in computer 
technology and shared:

Table 1. Community College Paths (n=26)

Path Number Percent

Career        11          42
Heating Up           7          27
Traditional            6          23
Dual enrollment          2            8  
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I made good money working in computers, but after a number of 
years it had become too routine, the same thing day after day.  I 
thought, is this the rest of my life … wasn’t there more?  Another 
worker on my team suggested that I check into going back to 
school … I was surprised about how many hours from the as-
sociate degree counted.  (after probing question) I majored in 
business after I returned. 

Five of the career path participants continued in the same field of study, 
such as completing an associate degree in nursing and later returning to 
earn a BSN degree. As with Becky, 9 of the 11 career path participants iden-
tified encouragement from individuals as a reason they returned to pursue 
the baccalaureate.  Immediate supervisors and coworkers were most often 
identified as individuals who influenced the decision to return, followed by 
spouses/significant others and then members of extended families. 

Seven of the career path participants returned to a community college 
for assistance in reentering postsecondary education, contacting faculty 
members, advisors, and career and transfer staff. Six of these found they 
could complete additional requirements at the community college that would 
transfer to HSU and all six took the maximum community college credits 
possible prior to transfer.  

Eight of the career path participants stressed that their experiences at 
the community college gave them the confidence to return to college.  Maria 
indicated:

My grades had been good at the community college, not 
all A’s but it wasn’t impossible to do. The classes at HSU were 
pretty much the same, I mean the assignments and tests were 
not much harder than the classes I had at the community college.  
The community college let me know that I could be successful in 
college…. if I had not gone to the community college and had just 
started working I doubt that I would have ever completed my 
bachelor’s degree.
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The heating up path

Participants who followed the heating up path also enrolled at a community 
college in a career field, with all indicating that they did not plan on earning 
a baccalaureate degree.  Similar to those following the career path, six of 
the seven participants referenced a high school teacher or a supervisor or 
coworker at a part-time or summer job as influencing their decision to pur-
sue postsecondary education. The participants in the heating up path differ 
from those in the career path as they did not “stop out” of postsecondary 
education, but maintained continuous enrollment as they moved from the 
community college to HSU. 

Each individual following the heating up path indicated that encourage-
ment from faculty or professional staff at the community college “heated 
up” their interest in continuing their education and served as the impetus 
to transfer to a four-year institution to complete a bachelor’s in the career 
field.  Juan told me:

I didn’t even know that there was such a thing as a Bachelor of 
Applied Technology.  I enrolled in the computer tech program at 
(name of Technical College) because of all the want ads I saw for 
(name of major computer manufacturer).  One of my teachers 
kept telling me about the transfer program that HSU had worked 
out with them and I was making it in all the classes … she gave 
my name to someone at HSU … and they contacted me and helped 
with the transition. 

Some heating up participants worked part-time after completing the 
community college credential. Selena shared:

Once I finished the associate’s degree I was able to get a job at 
(name of employer). I had the choice of working part-time or full-
time for the same pay which was quite a bit more than I made at 
(name of fast food franchise). I decided to work part-time so that 
I could finish the degree faster. 
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Other heating up participants worked full-time while finishing the bac-
calaureate degree.  According to Bonita:

My community college advisor encouraged me to apply for a po-
sition at the child care center at HSU and to keep going for a 
bachelor’s degree. I got the job and then I realized that she knew 
that finances were a major thing for me. The benefits that came 
with full-time employment made it possible for me to continue 
on.  My daughter could attend the childcare center for a reduced 
rate and I was able to take one class free each semester as an 
employee of the university. When my daughter started all-day 
Kindergarten I was able to go full-time and now I am an elemen-
tary school teacher. 

All of the participants following the heating up path utilized 2+2 artic-
ulation agreements and completed an associate’s degree prior to transfer 
to HSU.

The traditional path

Participants who followed the traditional path enrolled at a community col-
lege, completed an associate’s degree in a transfer area, and then transferred 
to HSU to complete a bachelor’s degree. Each of the traditional path partici-
pants indicated that they enrolled at a community college with the intent 
of completing a bachelor’s degree. All of the traditional path participants 
referenced a family member as an influence in deciding to participate in 
postsecondary education, with four of six identifying an extended family 
member (e.g., cousin, aunt or uncle) who had previously attended college or 
earned a degree, rather than an immediate family member. Three traditional 
path participants also identified a high school teacher as influential in their 
enrollment at the community college.

Financial considerations were identified by all traditional path partici-
pants as a primary reason they entered postsecondary education at a com-
munity college.  Irma, for example, stated that:

My family lives in (name of city) and so I started at (name of 
community college) because I could live at home and it wouldn’t 
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cost as much.  I was able to go full-time and did two years there 
and then transferred here to complete my bachelor’s degree. 

The frequency of course offerings was identified by four of the six tradi-
tional path participants as a reason they entered postsecondary education 
at a community college. Bobby explained:

The community college has two locations and offers the same 
class multiple times during the day, in the evening and sometimes 
on the weekend. The university offers the same class multiple 
times, but often at 8, 9, and 10 in the mornings. I worked until 
3 and realized that I would have more choices at the community 
college. 

Three of the traditional path participants started at the community col-
lege, in part, because they were undecided about a major or program of 
study. Mary shared her experience:

I asked one of my high school teachers about going to college 
… I had no idea about what I wanted to study, but I knew that 
I wanted a bachelor’s degree … She told me to start working 
for an associate’s degree until I could decide on a major … that 
I could save a lot of money by going to the community college. 
That is why I started at a community college … to take general 
ed courses, save money, and decide on a major. 

The dual enrollment path

Two participants were in a dual enrollment program with a community 
college during their junior and senior years of high school.  This program 
allows students to take college-level courses and have them also count for 
high school credits. Courses are offered at the high school, but during the 
senior year, students can attend classes on the community college campus. 
Tuition is waived for all students admitted to the program, with each student 
responsible for a $5 per-course records fee.  Both dual path participants 
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indicated that they planned on going to college and earning a bachelor’s 
degree before they participated in the dual enrollment program. For Jacob, 
a high school teacher served as a key facilitator to his entry to the program:

Math always was easy and fun.  I had a teacher in high school 
who suggested the dual credit program to me … I suppose it was 
because I did so well in his math class. I trusted him and let him 
do whatever to get me in and I knew it didn’t cost much at all. At 
the end of the semester, I got a grade report from the community 
college. Even my parents didn’t completely understand at first, 
but they were very happy when they found out that I could take 
college classes for only $5 during high school. So, I took more 
hours after that.

Jacob received a math scholarship to HSU. He enrolled at the community 
college for the summer session immediately after high school graduation 
and then completed the remaining requirements for the bachelor’s degree 
at HSU. 

Susan was well aware of the dual enrollment program and she com-
pleted 30 hours of college credit, the maximum possible.  

The counselor gave me a brochure about the program and encour-
aged me to enroll. I took it home for my father to look at it.  He 
checked the program out quite a bit and then told me that finan-
cially it made more sense for me to participate in this program 
and then get an associate’s degree before my bachelor’s degree. 

After graduating from high school, she attended the community college 
on a full-time basis for an additional year, completing an associate’s degree 
and then transferred to the university.

Interpretative Analysis

Interpretative analysis was conducted to search for possible explanations 
as to how the participants in this study began postsecondary education at 
a community college and persisted through the completion of a bachelor’s 
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degree. An initial question was whether the participants differed greatly 
from the literature that identifies characteristics that negatively impact or 
explain lower rates of degree completion (NCES, 2002; Swail et al., 2004).  

Five of the personal characteristics that have been found to negatively 
impact baccalaureate completion among Latinos were shared in the partici-
pant narratives. All participants indicated that financial resources were the 
primary challenge to participating in postsecondary education.  As a result, 
all participants worked while attending college, with 12 (46%) reporting that 
they worked 35 hours a week (or more) during the entire time they were 
pursuing the degree. Twenty (77%) were financially independent within 
three years of graduating high school and seven participants (27%) shared 
that at some time during their pursuit of the bachelor’s degree they were 
financially contributing to parents or other family members beyond their 
own household. Eleven (42%) of the participants were married or had de-
pendents during the time they were pursuing the baccalaureate, with three 
identifying as a single parent. Only two of the participants enrolled full-time 
(12 or more hours) each term while pursuing a bachelor’s degree. 

On the other hand, the participants did not report five other personal 
characteristics that have been found to negatively impact baccalaureate 
completion. The participants did not delay postsecondary participation as 
all but one enrolled immediately after completing high school or the GED. 
The participants did not earn alternative high school credentials as 25 of 26 
completed a high school diploma. Parents of the participants had higher high 
school completion rates than national averages, as only two participants in-
dicated a parent that had not completed high school. There was also a higher 
rate of postsecondary participation and completion among the immediate 
family members of the participants. Ten (38%) participants reported that 
at least one of their parents had attended college and five (19%) indicated 
that at least one parent had completed a bachelor’s degree or higher. Three 
participants had older siblings who had participated in postsecondary edu-
cation and earned some type of credential and only two indicated a sibling 
who had dropped out and never returned to postsecondary study. 

The participants also did not report two of the three high school char-
acteristics that have been offered as possible explanations for lower Latino 
completion rates. None of the participants were retained at the same grade 
level during their K-12 years and only four participants reported receiving 
a high school grade of C or lower.  Attending multiple high schools was not 
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common, as 24 of the 26 participants attended only one high school. The 
one high school characteristic found to be a negative impact on bachelor’s 
degree completion reported by a number of the participants in this study 
was enrolling in lower-level math courses. Slightly less than half (12) of 
the participants tested into developmental math courses at the community 
college.  

High school characteristics that have been found to increase the likeli-
hood of baccalaureate completion were not reported by the participants of 
this study. Twelve (46%) participants believed that the high school cur-
riculum adequately prepared them for postsecondary education, but no one 
indicated the perception that they had completed a “rigorous” high school 
program.  Only five (19%) indicated the aspiration to attend college in the 
10th grade or earlier. 

Continuous enrollment, an academic factor that has been found to sig-
nificantly increase the likelihood of Hispanics obtaining a bachelor’s degree, 
was common among the participants of this study. Only one participant 
was not continuously enrolled while pursuing their degree. The career path 
participants did stop out for a period of time and entered the workforce. 
After returning to postsecondary study, however, all attended continuously 
until completing the bachelor’s degree. Among all other participants, the 
only person that did not maintain continuous enrollment stopped out for a 
spring semester and summer term. 

Considering the previous literature

The interpretative analysis provides additional insight into three findings 
from the literature. Almost 70% of the participants of this study enrolled 
at the community college for employment purposes, either to secure a job 
or to increase earnings through additional training. Time and again, par-
ticipants following the career and heating up paths referenced teachers in 
the junior and senior year of high school or employers and supervisors as 
individuals who initially encouraged them to consider the community col-
lege. In virtually every instance these experiences occurred during or after 
the 10th grade. In addition, some of the participants who followed the heat-
ing up path were not aware of applied or technical baccalaureate degrees 
until they were enrolled at the community college. Arbona and Nora (2007) 
found aspiration to attend college before the 10th grade as a precollege factor 
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that increases the likelihood of Hispanics completing a bachelor’s degree. In 
simple terms, many of the participants in this study did not have role models 
or academic or work experiences to develop such aspirations until after the 
10th grade. The timing of academic and career experiences influenced when 
many participants following these two respective paths initially aspired to 
attend college or to earn a bachelor’s degree.

Arbona and Nora (2007) reference Fry (2002) in identifying full-time, 
continuous enrollment as an academic factor that increases the likelihood 
of completing a baccalaureate degree. In neither instance do the authors 
elaborate on the term continuous, whether it means fall and spring se-
mesters or year-round enrollment. Year-round enrollment was a common 
practice among the participants in this study—fall and spring semesters as 
well as summer terms. All of the 26 participants attended year-round at least 
once while pursuing a bachelor’s degree. When asked whether they enrolled 
full- or part-time, several participants questioned why full-time enrollment 
was measured on a semester to semester basis rather than on a complete 
calendar year. Most often participants described their enrollment patterns 
not as part-time, but as half-time (6 hours) or three-quarter time (9 hours).

The previous literature focuses on the education of parents and siblings 
in areas such as high school completion, college attendance and degree 
completion, and siblings who may have dropped out as possible explana-
tions of lower completion rates of Latinos.  As previously noted 10 partici-
pants reported parents who attended college, with 5 indicating a parent had 
earned the baccalaureate or higher. Three had an older sibling who had 
participated and earned some type of credential.  Latino culture, however, 
often considers the extended family. When asked about family members 
who had attended college, seven participants who did not have parents or 
siblings with postsecondary experiences reported extended family mem-
bers who had attended college with four of these individuals completing a 
bachelor’s degree or higher. In other words, 35% of the participants in this 
study came from families where an immediate or extended family member 
had completed the bachelor’s degree. 

Understanding participant success

The interpretative approach also provided insight into perceptions of how 
the participants described their persistence to completion of the bachelor’s 
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degree. The participants were unanimous that continuous enrollment was a 
key factor in their successful completion of the baccalaureate. As indicated 
above, the overwhelming majority of participants in this study enrolled 
part-time and attended year-round. The primary reason given for part-time 
attendance was to allow for more hours to work, important to funding their 
education as well as to other financial responsibilities. Family responsibili-
ties were also frequently identified as a reason for part-time attendance. 
Enrolling in three terms a year (fall, spring, and summer) was identified as 
the primary solution to attending part-time. As mentioned earlier, several 
participants questioned why full- and part-time designation was based on 
semester rather than yearly enrollment.

Eighteen participants in this study enrolled in postsecondary education 
to improve their economic futures. Sixteen (88%) of the career and heating 
up participants indicated that the initial credentials earned at the community 
college allowed them to obtain employment at a higher wage. This additional 
income was instrumental in meeting both educational and family financial 
considerations and in persisting on the path to the baccalaureate.

Avalos, Briggs, & Martinez (2017) point to a consumer approach to par-
ticipation in higher education, where enrollment patterns include concur-
rent enrollment at multiple institutions, reverse transfer, and attendance 
at multiple two- and four-year institutions. Such patterns were not found 
among the participants of this study. The limited number of postsecondary 
institutions in the geographical area might be one explanation. The partici-
pants in this study attended three community colleges, all within an hour of 
HSU.  None of the participants attended a four-year institution other than 
HSU.  The common enrollment pattern among the participants in this study 
was more similar to a traditional 2 + 2 transfer path, with 23 of the 26 
participants completing an associate’s degree. Each of these 23 participants 
indicated they were guided by either the articulation agreements between 
the two-year institutions and HSU or course by course transfer information 
that was readily available online. Following the recommended sequence 
of courses and affirming that all courses counted towards program and 
degree requirements were identified as keys to continued persistence and 
degree completion.

Interpretative analysis identified three additional factors contributing 
to persistence to the bachelor’s degree that contributes to understanding 
the experiences of the overwhelming majority of the participants in this 
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study. A  supportive network is the term I use in interpreting comments 
from 22 (85%) of the participants regarding how they were able to per-
sist to completion of the bachelor’s degree. The narratives describing the 
respective paths point to the importance of different categories of people 
in these networks. High school teachers and counselors, employers and 
supervisors, co-workers, and community college faculty and advisors were 
referenced frequently as influencers on the decision to enroll in postsec-
ondary education or to return or continue towards the baccalaureate. The 
participants also indicated that they remained in contact with the initial 
influencers, who most often became supporters after they enrolled, and as 
they persisted to degree completion. Immediate or extended family mem-
bers were identified as supporters and family with previous higher educa-
tion experience served as valuable sources of the academic capital necessary 
to understand the complexities of higher education and navigate along their 
respective paths. Peers also contributed to support networks as those who 
were further ahead in completing the bachelor’s degree served as men-
tors and provided suggestions from their experiences and others served 
as partners, taking classes together, studying together, and sharing notes 
from missed classes. Each of these 22 participants indicated that without 
a supportive network they were doubtful that they would have completed 
the bachelor’s degree.

I use the term proactive to scheduling life in interpreting comments 
from 21 (81%) of the participants regarding how they were able to persist 
to completion of the bachelor’s degree. The common illustration of be-
ing proactive was knowing when course schedules for the next semester 
would be released. Early consideration of the course schedules allowed the 
participants to not only plan for class attendance but to plan for life by ad-
dressing any conflicts with work or family responsibilities. Proactive also 
included enrolling during pre-enrollment periods before classes might fill 
up, applying for financial aid before priority deadlines, scheduling meetings 
with advisors or other professional staff well in advance of any deadlines, 
and not procrastinating on class readings or assignments. Participants who 
were parents indicated the importance of not always scheduling classes or 
work during school or childcare hours, sharing that keeping some of this 
time for studying was a key factor in persisting to degree completion.

The term education as a priority stemmed from my interpretation of 
comments from 19 (73%) of the participants regarding how they were able 
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to persist to completion of the bachelor’s degree. Many of these individuals 
reflected on “first” experiences that made them realize that postsecondary 
education had become a priority in their life, and often was the top priority. 
These experiences included the first time they chose to attend class rather 
than skip and the first time they told friends “no” to an evening out to stay 
home to study.  Delaying significant financial decisions to afford tuition and 
noneducational costs, such as moving to a larger apartment, purchasing a 
new car, or taking a vacation were also identified as key points where par-
ticipants realized the priority they were placing on completing the degree. 

Conclusions

A fundamental question is whether “beginning at the community college” 
provides a clear description of the path taken by Latina/o students who 
complete a bachelor’s degree. The findings of this study suggest that at HSU 
it does not.  The Latino participants in this study followed multiple paths in 
attaining the bachelor’s degree.  Their experiences are not sufficiently ex-
plained by simply indicating that the community college was the entry point 
to postsecondary education.  Adelman (2006) has stressed the importance 
of understanding the complexities of enrollment patterns for all students.  
From the experiences of the participants in this study, four different paths 
to the baccalaureate emerged that began with enrollment at a community 
college. 

Previous studies have pointed to the low baccalaureate completion rates 
found among Latinos who began postsecondary education at a community 
college, and have questioned the viability of a community college path to the 
baccalaureate (Arbona & Nora, 2007; Fry, 2002; Swail et al., 2005). Over-
whelmingly comparisons have used outcomes such as six-year graduation 
rates and semester to semester full-time enrollment. From the perspective 
of the participants in this study, the community college facilitated, rather 
than inhibited baccalaureate attainment. Eighteen of the 26 participants 
followed the career or heating up paths, indicating that they did not enter 
postsecondary education with the intent to earn a bachelor’s degree.  The 
confidence gained in their academic abilities while attending the community 
college and encouragement from community college faculty and profes-
sional staff were key factors in their decisions to continue past an initial 
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credential or associate’s degree and persist to completion of a bachelor’s 
degree.  Participants following the career and heating-up paths also stressed 
that this initial experience with postsecondary education enabled them to 
secure better-paying jobs, thus providing sufficient financial resources for 
them to continue their enrollment or return later to pursue the degree. The 
role of the community college in the baccalaureate paths of the overwhelm-
ing majority of participants in this study follows what Adelman (2006) 
termed purposeful transfer as 23 of the 26 participants completed the as-
sociate’s degree and referenced articulation agreements and transfer guides 
as important resources that facilitated completion of the bachelor’s degree. 

There are a number of limitations to this study. Participants volunteered 
to be interviewed and are not a representative sample of all graduates at 
HSU. In addition, aspects of the community colleges or HSU may have in-
fluenced the experiences of the participants. There are a significant number 
of Latinos at HSU as well as the community colleges that the participants 
attended, in faculty and administrative positions and within the student 
population. Having numerous potential role models and opportunities for 
formal and informal mentoring may have contributed to the academic suc-
cess of the participants in this study.  Laden (1992) found that organizational 
culture contributed to the transfer rate of Latino students at a California 
community college.  The knowledge and importance of articulation agree-
ments and the online transfer guide suggest that the organizational culture 
at the community colleges and HSU may have contributed to the retention 
and degree completion of the Latinos in this study.

Although it is not possible to generalize, a basic finding of this study is 
that the backgrounds and characteristics of the participants both conflict 
with and support the literature on negative impacts to or explanations of 
lower rates of  Latina/o baccalaureate completion. Participants also do not 
universally demonstrate all of the characteristics that have been found to in-
crease the likelihood of Latinos earning a bachelor’s degree. In other words, 
the success of the participants in this study cannot be explained by deficit 
measures that focus on “why not”. 

How did these Latina/o students complete the baccalaureate degree? 
Due to economic constraints or family responsibilities, the overwhelming 
majority of Latino graduates in this study were not able to attend college 
on a full-time basis. Almost 70% enrolled in a community college with no 
aspiration to the bachelor’s degree and 42% stopped out to work for a period 
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of time. Year-round enrollment, attending each term, was the common strat-
egy to address part-time attendance and also allowed for additional time to 
work to meet financial challenges or to attend to parenting or other family 
responsibilities. Individuals who did enter for economic reasons found that 
their initial education and training provided higher paying positions that 
helped provide the financial resources necessary to continue beyond the 
associate’s degree. A more traditional, 2+2 pattern of enrollment was fol-
lowed, with articulation agreements and an online transfer guide serving 
as valuable resources in identifying the academic path to the baccalaureate.

Three factors drawn from the participant narratives explain their percep-
tion of “how” they persisted to complete the bachelor’s degree. A supportive 
network of individuals encouraged and championed the educational goal of 
the participants, from initial interest through enrollment to persistence and 
finally degree completion. As a whole, the participants of this study came 
from families with parents who had higher high school and baccalaureate 
completion rates higher than the national Hispanic average and combined 
with the educational experiences and success of extended family were an im-
portant part of this network.  High school teachers and guidance counselors, 
community college faculty and professional staff, employers and supervisors, 
co-workers, and peers pursuing degrees were also referenced multiple times 
as critical members of support networks.

Participants perceived that taking a proactive approach to scheduling life; 
their academic, work and personal lives was essential to successful progress 
towards and ultimate completion of the degree. There was a keen under-
standing of the importance of continuous enrollment and the importance of 
proactive scheduling to ensure that work and family responsibilities did not 
stop the individuals from continuing on their paths. The participants also 
indicated a point of self-realization that, for them, education had become 
an important priority. This self-realization served as an internal influence 
towards realizing the goal of the bachelor’s degree.

Recommendations

Considering the time enrolled and excluding the stop out time in the ca-
reer path, nine of the participants completed the bachelor’s degree in six 
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years—both participants following the dual path, five participants following 
the traditional path, and two participants following the heating up path. 
Eleven participants completed the bachelor’s degree within eight years—the 
final traditional path participant, four participants following the heating up 
path, and six career path participants. Realizing the number of participants 
who enrolled in fewer than 12 hours a semester and the year-round enroll-
ment pattern, an eight-year degree completion period is a logical time frame. 

For the participants in this study, completing a minimum of 15 credit 
hours a year in continuous year-round enrollment is the common factor 
explaining “how” they navigated four distinct paths to the bachelor’s de-
gree.   HSU should consider including this outcome measure in reporting 
persistence and graduation rates. In addition, articulation agreements and 
an online transfer guide were identified as important resources used by the 
participants.  Identifying how these materials were discovered, and efforts 
to provide this information to additional numbers of Latina/o students is 
recommended as a possible strategy to further improve completion rates. As 
mentioned previously, participants in this study do not represent the entire 
population of HSU graduates.  Additional research would be warranted to 
determine the extent the findings of this study represent all HSU grads.

Educational leaders are encouraged to conduct studies of the paths that 
Latino graduates have followed at their respective institutions to better un-
derstand factors that facilitate baccalaureate completion.  Examinations of 
the types of institutions attended, the sequences of attendance, and how 
these paths developed and were navigated will add further to efforts to im-
prove Latino completion rates. Through understanding additional stories of 
success, educational leaders can identify outcome measures that are more 
representative of the growing numbers of Latina/o students participating 
in postsecondary education. 
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