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Retention and Transfer 
Latino students represent a post-traditional profile. Excelencia in Education’s research has found that 
many Latinos often transfer institutions, attend part-time, and remain enrolled well after beginning their 
postsecondary education. Many higher education policies prioritize a traditional college pathway — 
entering postsecondary education college-ready right after high school and graduating in four years from 
the institution where they first enrolled. However, that does not represent the majority of college students 
today.  
 

While recent economic challenges upended higher education and enrollments decreased for almost every 
group, Latinos’ enrollment is increasing again, showing a continued commitment to postsecondary 
education.1 Policymakers should strengthen policies that retain Latino students and support them on their 
post-traditional path to a degree. Doing so would help more Latino students complete a degree in a timely 
fashion, providing economic benefits to students and policymakers. 
 

How can policymakers support Latinos’ retention & transfer on their path to a degree? 
 

1. Make transfer efforts an allowable activity for Higher Education Act Title V, Part A, (Developing 
Hispanic-Serving Institutions Program) grants.  
Currently, the only explicit transfer-related activity allowed under Title V is the creation of articulation 
agreements to facilitate the transfer from two-year to four-year institutions. Articulation agreements, 
while important, are on their own not enough to improve transfer. Institutional capacity can be 
improved to strengthen transfer by investing in more robust transfer efforts, such as student data 
sharing between institutions and creating clearer pathway programs. 
 

Title V is a good place to target transfer support because these grants go to Hispanic-Serving 
Institutions (HSIs). HSIs enroll two-thirds of Latino students, and many (43%) are public two-year 
institutions.2 Latino students are more likely to transfer than their peers. Almost half (49%) of Latino 
students attempt to transfer their credits, the highest of all racial/ethnic groups, on par with Black 
students (49%).3 Among those students, less than half (48%) of their credits successfully transferred.4 
 

Institutions need funding to build successful transfer infrastructure, and allowing HSIs to use funding 
that’s already available to them for this purpose can facilitate Latino student success. For example, 
better data sharing could be used to identify potential Latino transfer students. Institutions are not 
obligated to share data with other institutions, leaving them and their students in the dark about 
transfer opportunities. To strengthen transfer, increased collaboration between two- and four-year 
institutions will be critical. Institutions could share data about students, set up articulation agreements 
to ensure credits transfer or incentivize associate degree completion before transfer. By funding this 
through existing programs, or creating new funding programs at the state level, institutions can better 
do the work that we know helps Latinos. 
 

2. Update federal data to more accurately capture Latino students’ pathways and how federal 
funding impacts Latino student success.  
Federal data does not capture Latino students’ postsecondary experiences because they are not likely 
to follow what a “traditional” pathway looks like. The “traditional” pathway is one where a student 
enters postsecondary education right after high school and graduates in four years with a bachelor’s 
degree from the institution where they first enrolled. When federal graduation rates are reported, they 
reflect “traditional” students who began and graduated from the same institution within three or six 
years (for two- and four-year institutions, respectively).  
 
Latino students follow a post-traditional pathway and are often not included in federal graduation rates, 
which are often used as a measure of success. Latino baccalaureate degree holders are more likely 
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than all other racial/ethnic groups to begin at a two-year institution (33% vs. 28% for all). In fact, about 
half of Latino students transfer to a two-year institution at some point in their enrollment, regardless of 
their starting institution.5 Consider the following key points on Latino students:  

 

● Lateral Transfer: Latino transfer students' most common pathway is transferring from a two-year 
to a two-year institution or from a four-year to a four-year institution (also known as Lateral 
Transfer).6 

● Stop-out: Latino students are overrepresented in the undergraduate population that “stops out” 
(withdrawing from enrollment at a college or university for a period of time). While Latino students 
only make up 21 percent of the overall undergraduate population, 24 percent of all undergraduate 
students who stop out are Latinos.7  

● Still enrolled: Latinos are most likely to remain enrolled beyond the traditional time period for a 
degree. At two-year institutions, 13 percent of Latino students are still enrolled three years after 
beginning their degree compared to nine percent of their White peers, while at four-year 
institutions, four percent of Latino students are still enrolled six years after beginning their degree 
compared to two percent of their White peers.8 
 

Current data systems count those transfers or remaining enrolled as a dropout, which can reflect 
negatively on the institution. Additionally, the data don’t show important points along the path to 
graduation, including retention and persistence disaggregated by race/ethnicity. With better data there 
are opportunities to incentivize retaining students, improving transfer, and ultimately, increasing 
degree completion.  
 

3. Provide financial incentives to institutions to retain Latino students on their path to graduation. 
While access to higher education for Latino students has increased steadily, degree attainment has 
not. Only 1 in 4 Latino adults hold an associate’s degree or higher.9 Currently, most funding programs 
are based on rewarding graduation or degree completion but do not consider the work done to retain 
students. Leading indicators to completion, including year-to-year retention, are key to ensuring 
Latinos are on track.  
 

Notable institutions in Excelencia’s network have demonstrated successful retention strategies that 
serve Latino students. At P4LSS and Seal-certified institutions, students’ full-time and part-time 
retention rates are higher than at all institutions.10 For example, California State University, Los 
Angeles’ Educational Opportunity Program (EOP) supports first-generation, low-income students, of 
which 81 percent are Latino, to overcome social and economic barriers to higher education, from 
middle school through college completion. EOP provides academic support, leadership development, 
and peer mentorship. In Fall 2021, first-time EOP Latino students were retained at the same rate 
(74%) as all students. The 6-year EOP Latino graduation rate is 55 percent, compared to 51 percent 
for all students.11 The University of Texas at San Antonio (UTSA) is another Seal-certified institution 
that has demonstrated successful retention strategies. UTSA prioritizes financial support to ensure 
Latino student retention. Through coordinated programs, such as Bold Promise, Bold Scholars, and 
Bold Futures, students receive support to cover tuition and fees, on-campus housing, and/or 
experiential learning opportunities. This strategy has been successful in retaining Latino students, as 
the one-year retention rate for Bold Promise Latino students is five percentage points higher than that 
of other first-time-full-time Latino students with similar family incomes, and the second-to-third year 
retention rate is 10 percentage points higher.12  
 
These P4LSS and Seal-certified institutions serve as examples of intentionally serving Latino students 
by implementing evidence-based strategies to increase retention rates. Providing more financial 

https://www.edexcelencia.org/leadership-presidents-latino-student-success/2024-presidents-latino-student-success-profile
https://www.edexcelencia.org/seal/seal-excelencia-certified-institutions
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support to institutions that are retaining students by recognizing their efforts year-to-year can help 
scale such efforts to ensure more Latino students stay on track to graduate. 
 

4. Strengthen partnerships between higher education institutions and high school districts for 
high-quality dual enrollment programs.  
Earning college credit in high school can be an influential tool for exposing students to colleges and 
universities as well as earning a postsecondary degree. Dual enrollment (DE) is a partnership between 
school districts and institutions of higher education that allows high school students to enroll in college 
courses and earn transferable college credit.13 
 

One of the benefits of DE is limiting college costs. Participating students under this program get early 
access to college-level learning and potentially reduce some of the financial burden of college costs.14 
Second, DE increases the chances of students enrolling and persisting through college. Taking 
college courses in high school has been found to benefit Latino students, and its positive effects on 
college degree attainment are even stronger for low-income students.15 For example, at the Dual 
Enrollment Academy, high school juniors earn an associate degree from South Texas College tuition-
free while completing their high school graduation requirements. From 2005 to 2023, over 1,500 
students graduated from high school with an associate’s degree through the program.16 Overall, the 
benefits can provide a long-term impact to accelerate Latino student success. 
 

Dual enrollment has expanded in many states. Nationally, approximately one-third (33%) of high 
school students take these courses. However, fewer Latino students are participating, lowering their 
opportunities to access early college. A lower percentage of Latino students (30%) took courses for 
postsecondary credit in high school than did White or Asian students (both 38%).17  
 

One way students are able to pay for DE is through the Pell Grant program. While Latinos are already 
active participants in the program, using these funds for DE has demonstrated potential long-term 
barriers. By using Pell, students started their “Pell clocks” and had fewer years of funding available 
when they eventually enrolled in college as undergraduates.18 Moreover, Latino students have to 
navigate limited access to dual enrollment in schools. DE is often less accessible at schools that serve 
larger proportions of lower-income communities and communities of color. 19 Thus, while Pell is an 
important resource for students who have enrolled in college post-high school, it is not sufficient to 
ensure access to DE. 
 

Given the growth of these programs, we need to ensure that Latino students are participating and 
taking advantage of these opportunities for accessing higher education. This not only benefits their 
journey in education but also their long-term careers. Many institutions across the country are 
implementing this program and incentivizing them to scale their efforts can help additional 
communities access DE. To reduce gaps in participation in DE, the federal government should 
strengthen partnerships between higher education institutions and high school districts to provide high-
quality and affordable access to higher education. 
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