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Despite  the  rising  number  of  Latinos  represented  in  K-12  schooling,  recent  data  revealed  that  
approximately  62  percent  of  Latina/o  students  earned  a  high  school  diploma  and  only  14  percent  of  Latinos  
earned  a  bachelor’s  degree  (Stepler  &  Brown,  2015).  This  reality  is  further  sobering  when  examining  the  
educational  challenges  Latino  males  encounter  in  two-year  and  four-year  institutions  (Ponjuan,  Clark,  &  
Saenz,  2012;;  Saenz,  Bukoski,  Lu,  &  Rodriguez,  2013;;  Saenz,  Mayo,  Miller,  &  Rodriguez,  2015;;  Saenz  &  
Ponjuan,  2009;;  Vasquez  Urias,  2012;;  Vasquez  Urias,  2014).  Historically,  discussions  focused  on  the  
“gender  gap”  describe  the  prominence  of  male  representation  in  educational  and  professional  spheres  (Lee  
&  Ranson,  2011;;  Saenz  &  Ponjuan,  2009).  Recent  research  indicates  Latino  males  remain  the  least  
represented  gender  and  racial  group  in  postsecondary  education.  In  2013,  Latino  males  represented  29  
percent  of  all  18-  to  24-year  olds  enrolled  in  degree  granting  institutions  (US  Department  of  Education,  
2014).  Over  the  past  20  years,  Latina  females  have  surpassed  Latino  males  in  higher  education  achievement  
(Lee  &  Ranson,  2011;;  Saenz  &  Ponjuan,  2011).  In  fact,  Latina  females  outperform  Latino  males  in  every  
key  K-16  transition  point,  including  high  school  completion,  college  access,  and  postsecondary  degree  
completion  (Gonzalez,  Jovel,  &  Stoner,  2004;;  Ponjuan,  Clark,  &  Saenz,  2012;;  Saenz  &  Ponjuan,  2011).  
Latino  males  are  not  keeping  pace  with  their  peers  on  the  higher  education  pipeline,  yet  minimal  research  
attention  has  focused  on  this  emerging  educational  challenge  (Sáenz  &  Ponjuan,  2009). 

In  response  to  this  phenomenon,  Dr.  Taryn  O.  Allen’s  research  focuses  on  understanding  how  the  learning  environment  of  
Historically  Black  College  and  Universities  (HBCUs)  could  counter  the  achievement  gaps  confronting  Latino  male  students.  The  
qualitative,  phenomenological  study  referenced  in  this  brief,  explored  the  lived  experiences  (Creswell,  2014)  of  ten  Latino  male  
undergraduate  students  enrolled  in  to  two,  four-year  HBCUs  in  Texas.  The  guiding  research  questions  for  this  study  were:  (1)  
What  individuals,  relationships,  and  experiences,  if  any,  promote  sense  of  belonging?  (2)  What  individuals,  relationships,  and  
experiences,  if  any,  hinder  sense  of  belonging?;;  and  (3)  What  do  Latino  males  suggest  to  promote  their  sense  of  belonging  at  
HBCUs?  Sense  of  belonging  was  measured  using  Strayhorn’s  (2012)  concept  of  sense  of  belonging  in  college. 

HBCUs 

HBCUs  are  institutions  founded  prior  to  1964  and  whose  mission  is  to  educate  African  Americans  (U.S.  Department  of  Education,  
2011).  They  include  a  broad  array  of  institutional  types  (e.g.,  public  and  private,  two-year  and  four-year  institutions,  faith-based  and  
nonsectarian)  and  serve  diverse  undergraduate,  graduate,  and  professional  student  populations  (Gasman,  2013;;  Provasnik,  Shafer,  &  
Snyder,  2004).  Of  the  105  HBCUs  located  across  the  country,  nine  HBCUs  were  established  in  Texas  (White  House  Initiative  on  
Historically  Black  Colleges  and  Universities,  n.d.).  To  attract  Latino  students,  four-year  Texas  HBCUs,  such  as  Paul  Quinn  College,  
Huston-Tillotson  University,  Prairie  View  A&M  University,  and  Texas  Southern  University,  have  participated  in  political  rallies,  
conferences,  and  church  events  in  Latino  communities  (DiMaria,  2005,  p.  25).  Some  HBCUs  created  scholarships  to  diversify  their  
study  body  (Turner,  2006),  while  others  have  sponsored  Spanish  classes  for  faculty  and  staff  (Roach,  2005)  and  created  bilingual  
recruitment  materials  featuring  Latino  students  (DiMaria,  2005).  These  efforts  reveal  a  demonstrated  commitment  to  enroll  an  emerging  
Latino  population.  The  following  is  a  summary  of  the  key  findings  from  this  study. 

Academic  Support:  Relationships  with  Faculty 

The  participants  in  this  study  emphasized  the  integral  role  of  faculty  in  promoting  their  sense  of  belonging.  Students  described  their  
professors  as  friendly  and  personable.  The  faculty’s  amicable  nature  emerged  through  their  commitment  and  willingness  to  help    
students  academically.  Furthermore,  students  perceived  faculty  as  someone  not  only  friendly,  but  also  willing  to  avail  themselves  to  the  
students  by  maintaining  an  open  door  policy.  Receptive  faculty  members  helped  students  feel  they  mattered  to  the  institution. 

Social  Matters:  Individual  and  Group  Relations 

The  Latino  males  in  this  study  described  the  positive  and  negative  social  interactions  that  influenced  their  sense  of  belonging.  I  found  
their  pre-college  experiences  with  African  Americans  prior  to  matriculation  shaped  the  students’  perceptions  of  the  institution’s  social  
context  as  well  as  their  interactions  with  peers.  For  instance,  Latino  males  who  grew  up  in  predominantly  Latino  communities  and  
schools  often  continued  to  socialize  with  other  Latino  students  upon  matriculation.  Alternately,  Latino  males  with  extensive   
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cross-racial  interactions  in  their  family  or  school  life  found  their  new  college  environment  to  be  an  opportunity  to  learn  from  different  
cultures.    These  Latino  males  described  how  their  personal  experiences  with  African  American  step-family  members,  choir,  or  church  
provided  a  context  for  understanding  their  new  campus  culture.  This  pre-college  knowledge  of  customs  and  cultures  as  well  as            
familiarity  with  HBCUs  seemed  to  allow  the  participants  to  be  more  open  to  cross-racial  interactions  upon  matriculation.  These        
students  perceived  their  enrollment  in  an  HBCU  as  an  opportunity  to  learn  and  grow. 

Financial  Responsibilities:  Work  Can  Create  Challenges 

Off-campus  employment  proved  to  be  a  key  obstacle  in  fostering  sense  of  belonging  among  Latino  males  at  HBCUs.  Confronted  with  
the  responsibility  to  financially  support  or  contribute  to  their  family,  Latino  males  in  this  study  acquired  one  or  more  jobs.  External  
employment  drew  Latino  males  away  from  campus,  thereby  disrupting  opportunities  to  build  relationships,  create  a  sense  of                  
community,  or  even  live  on  campus. 

Conclusions 

Based  on  the  findings  in  this  study,  there  are  some  conclusions  that  may  be  drawn  about  how  the  learning  environment  of  HBCUs  
could  counter  the  achievement  gaps  confronting  Latino  male  students.  First,  Latino  males’  sense  of  belonging  is  reinforced  by  their  
professors  friendly  and  personable  nature.  This  was  apparent  through  their  commitment  and  willingness  to  help  students  academically  
and  more  importantly  showing  students  that  they  mattered  to  the  institution.  Second,  Latino  males’  sense  of  belonging  was  influenced  
by  their  pre-college  experiences  with  African  Americans  prior  to  enrolling  at  their  institution.  Latino  males  who  grew  up  in  predomi-­
nantly  Latino  communities  and  schools  continued  to  socialize  with  other  Latino  students.  Similarly,  Latino  males  with    extensive  
cross-racial  interactions  in  their  family  or  school  life  saw  this  environment  as  an  opportunity  to  learn  from  different  cultures.  Finally,  
a  key          obstacle  in  fostering  a  sense  of  belonging  amongst  Latino  male  participants  was  their  off-campus  employment.  Working  off  
campus  took  them  away  from  establishing  meaningful  relationships  and  networks,  a  finding  that  has  been  well  established  in  prior  
research.  Researchers,  policy  makers,  educators,  and  practitioners  can  benefit  from  the  perspectives  offered  by  Latino  males  enrolled  
in  two  Texas  HBCUs.  These  narratives  can  support  the  creation  and  implementation  of  best  practices,  effective  policies  and  program-­
ing,  and  future  research  contributing  to  improving  the  academic  achievement  gap  within  the  Latino  community. 
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