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It’s either food or school,
so my priority is food.”

— California, Four-Year Public University, , ,
General Group

((

Services don’t necessarily
advertise as much. You kind

of have to dig, or go and ask
somebody, or actually tell
someone that you’re struggling
— and maybe that person
knows where to send you.”

— Texas, Four-Year Private University,
Caregiving Group



Executive Summary

Today, 3.9 million Latino students are enrolled in postsecondary education,
comprising 1in 5 college students nationwide.

Rooted in familismo, a cultural orientation empha-
sizing collective responsibility and family obligation,
many Latino students view completing a college
degree as a shared investment and a pathway to
economic mobility for themselves and their families.

Despite this ambition and growing enroliment, Latinos’
degree completion rate trails their white peers by 18.5
percentage points, a gap that cannot be explained by
academic preparation or motivation alone. In a 2024
survey of 3,000 Latino college students, UnidosUS
found that two-thirds of respondents reported con-
sidering leaving school, and one-third had paused
their studies at least once. Mental health and emo-
tional stress emerged as the most significant driver of
noncompletion, while 85% of respondents reported
lacking consistent access to affordable, healthy food.
These challenges were even more pronounced among
LGBTQ+, caregiving and working Latino students.

Since that survey, the strain on student supports
within colleges and universities and across the
broader social safety net has only deepened. Recent
policy changes by the Trump administration have
reduced access to food assistance, health coverage
and institutional funding, widening the gap between
what Latino students need to persist and what public
systems provide. Meanwhile, college has never been
more expensive. Tuition, housing, food and healthcare
costs have risen faster than wages and financial aid,
and many Latino students and families cannot keep
up.

To better understand how these pressures operate in
students’ daily lives and to identify targeted solutions,
UnidosUS conducted focus groups in March 2026
with 18 Latino college students across seven states
(refer to Appendix 1: Methodology). What emerged
from students’ stories are compounding barriers:
Each unmet need reduces the student’s resources
available to meet the next need. These barriers are
met with an uneven and insufficient response by
institutions and accelerated by a policy environment
increasingly hostile to Latino students.

These experiences were not isolated. Across the
focus groups, five findings emerged:

1.

Basic need deficits are interconnected and com-
pounding. Latino students experience food inse-
curity, housing instability, transportation barriers
and financial strain simultaneously. These chal-
lenges reinforce one another, creating a cycle in
which each unmet need leaves students with fewer
resources to meet the next.

. Family responsibilities are a hidden cost affect-

ing Latino student persistence. Cultural values of
familismo and collective responsibility can moti-
vate Latino students to pursue and persist in higher
education, as family can serve as an important
source of emotional support. At the same time,
family expectations can place competing demands
on students’ time and financial resources. Care-
giving responsibilities and financial contributions
to household expenses are not fully captured by
financial aid systems.

. Mental health and emotional stress emerge as

both a consequence and driver of basic needs
insecurity. As financial, academic and family pres-
sures converge, mental health is often depriori-
tized, demoralizing students and weakening their
ability to persist. Students who feel they do not
belong are less likely to seek out support, and
when mental health services fail to reflect students’
backgrounds and lived experiences, students dis-
engage and the resources that could have helped
go unused.

. Recent federal policy changes have resulted in

material harms. Immigration enforcement, threats
to public benefits and the rollback of culturally
responsive campus support have resulted in tangi-
ble disruptions to students’ financial stability, aca-
demic engagement and access to resources. For
Latino students, policy decisions are not abstract;
they directly shape their ability to stay enrolled.

. Services available to support students are often

insufficient, fragmented and siloed. While stu-
dents’ needs are interconnected, campus sup-
ports remain insufficient and poorly coordinated.
Students discover resources only after they need
them most. Students rely on peer networks, stu-
dent organizations, community-based organiza-
tions and cultural centers to fill gaps.
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These problems Latino students face cannot be
solved by any single institution or agency alone.
Indeed, students’ unmet basic needs reflect failures
across a social safety net beyond higher education.
As such, tackling students’ unmet basic needs and
closing the Latino degree completion gap requires
a coordinated response across federal, state and
institutional levels, with all partners contributing to
a shared wraparound model of support for students.

Students’ responses demonstrate that federal policy-
makers must strengthen financial aid, expand access
to basic needs supports and emergency aid, and
remove barriers to public benefits. States must sus-
tain higher education funding and protect culturally
responsive programs.

At the same time, higher education institutions
should be positioned as coordinating hubs that bring
culturally responsive support systems together for
students. Campuses are where students live, learn
and interact on a daily basis. This proximity enables
higher education institutions to recognize emerging
student needs quickly and serve as coordinating
points for connecting students to essential supports
more efficiently than distant systems can. To do this,
colleges must invest in dedicated resource coordina-
tion, staff who reflect and understand the communi-
ties they serve and services that integrate with public
assistance systems and are anchored in the real lives
of Latino students. Latino students have done the
work of believing in higher education; now, higher
education and policymakers must do the work of
believing in them.

A Wraparound Model of Support for Latino College Students

Shared responsibility across federal, state and institutional systems to address basic needs insecurity.

access to financia| aid, py, b
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PARTNERSHIPS
Partnerships with
community-based

O MENTORSHIP organizations.
N "
Q Facilitated peer

mentorship

programs.

STABLE HOUSING
Safe, adequate and affordable
housing that provides a foundation
for academic success.

MENTAL HEALTH & WELLNESS
Culturally aware emotional and mental

and academic success.

FOOD SECURITY
Consistent access to sufficient,
nutritious food that fuels learning

and well-being.
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BASIC NEEDS HUB
Basic needs hub connecting
to federal, state and
institutional resources.

Latino College Student
accesses the resources needed to graduate:

Predictable income, a reliable safety net

health support that strengthens resilience students to balance family responsibilities

Y

SERVICES

Culturally responsive
services, such as Latino
student centers.

FINANCIAL STABILITY

and sufficient resources to cover living
expenses beyond tuition and fees.

CAREGIVING SUPPORT
Accessible care resources that allow

with their academic goals.

RELIABLE TRANSPORTATION

Dependable, affordable transportation

to campus, work and essential
destinations.
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Introduction

Latinos are a growing presence in higher education.?

Today, 3.9 million Latinos are enrolled in postsec-
ondary education, comprising 1in 5 college students
nationwide. Latino students are disproportionately
low-income and first-generation.!

Grounded in familismo,” many Latino students see
earning a college degree as a shared investment
that extends to both themselves and their families.
Indeed, a 2024 UnidosUS survey found that Latino
students identified well-paying jobs and the prospect
of providing a better life for their families as their top
reasons to pursue higher education.?

Despite growing enrollment, Latino students’ aspi-
rations have not matched their outcomes. Latino
college enrollment among 18- to 24-year-olds trails
that of white students by 7.9 percentage points
(32.8% vs. 40.7%), and six-year completion rates lag
by 18.5 percentage points (50.5% vs. 69.0%).° The
2024 UnidosUS survey also found that two-thirds

of respondents reported considering leaving school,
and one-third had paused their studies at least once.
Mental health and emotional stress emerged as the
most significant driver of noncompletion, while 85%
of respondents reported lacking consistent access
to affordable, healthy food. These challenges were
even more pronounced among LGBTQ+, caregiving
and working Latino students.

The economic conseguences of starting but not
completing college can be devastating; student loan
borrowers who did not complete their degree were
40 percentage points less likely to be able to cover
an unexpected $400 expense.* Noncompleters are
left with debt, but without the higher earnings and
upward economic mobility that a degree provides.

Since that survey, the strain on student supports
within colleges and universities and across the
broader social safety net has only deepened. Recent

Figure 1. Share of Latino College Students Who Considered

Leaving School, by Subgroup

. Yes, | Considered Leaving School

No, | Never Considered Leaving School

Latino Single-Parent 2%
Low-Income (<=$29K) 26%
Latino LGBTQ+ 29%
Working 30%
Latinos Overall 34%

0% 10% 20% 30%

40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Source: UnidosUS, Survey of Latinos in Higher Education, 2024.

a The terms “Hispanic” and “Latino” are used interchangeably by the U.S. Census Bureau and throughout this document to refer
to persons of Mexican, Puerto Rican, Cuban, Central and South American, Dominican, Spanish, and other Hispanic descent; they

may be of any race.

b Familismo is a cultural orientation common in Latino communities, emphasizing deep loyalty, reciprocity and solidarity with family.
It is reflected in interdependence, obligations to support family members and the central role of family in decision-making.
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Figure 2: Top Five Factors Driving Latinos to Consider

Leaving School

Mental Health/Emotional Stress 32%

Bl Very Important Somewhat Important

Total Important: 84%

Lost Interest/Motivation 35%  Total Important: 74%

Could No Longer Afford 399

Tuition/Overall Costs

Didn't Want To Take On More Debt 29%

Total Important: 73%

Total Important: 73%

Family Obligations 33%  Total Important: 72%

policy changes by the Trump administration have
reduced access to food assistance, health coverage
and institutional funding, widening the gap between
what Latino students need to persist and what public
systems provide.®* Meanwhile, college has never been
more expensive. Tuition, housing, food and healthcare
costs have risen faster than wages and financial aid,
and many Latino students and families cannot keep

up.

To better understand how these pressures operate in
students’ daily lives and to identify targeted solutions,
UnidosUS conducted focus groups in March 2026
with 18 Latino college students across seven states
(refer to Appendix 1: Methodology). What emerged
from students’ stories are compounding barriers:
Each unmet need reduces the student’s resources
available to meet the next need. These barriers are
met with an uneven and insufficient response by
institutions and accelerated by a policy environment
increasingly hostile to Latino students.

To better understand these barriers and the factors
driving them, UnidosUS conducted four focus groups
with 18 Latino college students across the country:
one with Latino students generally, and three with
subgroups at elevated risk of stopping out — LGBTQ+
students, caregiving students and working students.

This report begins with an analysis of how rising
college costs and a shrinking social safety net are
pushing Latino students out of higher education.
It then presents findings from those focus groups,

Source: UnidosUS, Survey of Latinos in Higher Education, 2024.

examining how compounding barriers to basic needs
operate in students’ daily lives and why existing sup-
port systems so often fail to reach them. Lastly, the
recommendations that follow are rooted in Latino
students’ experiences and aimed at the policymakers
and institutional leaders positioned to act on them.
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The Affordability and Basic Needs
Crisis in Latino Higher Education

The Price of College Is Rising and Safety Nets Are Fraying

The cost of obtaining a college degree has increased
dramatically. Adjusting for inflation, the average pub-
lished tuition and fees at a public four-year institution
doubled over the last 30 years, far outpacing the
39% increase in median family income over the same
period.® While grants can reduce what the student
ultimately pays as the “net price,” tuition is only part
of the picture. For example, for community college
students, food and housing alone account for over
half of their costs.”

Today, the average full-time undergraduate is
expected to budget between $21,320 and $50,920
for the total cost of attendance at community col-

Figure 3: Percentage of Maximum Pell Grant of Average

Tuition, Fees, Housing and Food Costs, 1973-2025

90%
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40%
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20%

leges and out-of-state public four-year institutions,
respectively.

For Latinos, the burden is higher. The median Latino
household earned $77,420, compared to $120,300 by
white, non-Hispanic households.? At the same time,
the cost of basic necessities — such as food, housing
and healthcare — has risen steadily, leaving Latino
families with shrinking margins to absorb the growing
cost of college.®

Federal financial support once covered a much larger
share of college costs. The value of the Pell Grant, the
primary federal source of grant aid, covers 58% of the
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Source: Author's calculations based on College Board, Trends in College Pricing and Student Aid
2025 (New York: College Board, 2025), U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Consumer Price Index Data.
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cost of attendance at a public two-year institution
and just 31% at a four-year institution.!® This is partic-
ularly devastating for Latinos, who receive Pell Grants
at a higher rate: Nearly half of Latino undergraduates
receive Pell Grants compared to 40% of their peers."

Since the 1980s, insufficient growth in state educa-
tion appropriations has led to a nearly doubling of
reliance on student tuition and fees as a share of
total education revenue at public institutions.” One
analysis finds that 24 states allocated less funding
per student in 2025 than they did at the onset of the
Great Recession in 2008.%

Against this backdrop of rising costs and shrinking
public investment, Latino students have few places
to turn. 80% of Latino college students work full- or
part-time while enrolled, regardless of income level
or school type.”* For many, taking on additional debt
is not a viable alternative — 73% of students who
considered leaving school cited not wanting to take
on more debt. Yet working does not necessarily cover
all expenses incurred by students.

Basic Needs Insecurity Is Pushing Students Out of College

As the cost of college soars, it is no surprise that so
little remains in students’ budgets for food, rent or
other basic needs. Basic needs security, as defined
by The Hope Center for Student Basic Needs at Tem-
ple University (Hope Center), a leading research and
advocacy organization, refers to the “consistent abil-
ity to access fundamental requirements to function
physically, emotionally, and socially,” including food,
housing, transportation, mental healthcare and other
essential resources (refer to Box A: Four Types of
Basic Needs Insecurities).”” Students’ ability to com-
plete their degrees extends beyond their textbooks;
they must also have the necessities to survive.

Yet, for too many students, basic needs remain
unmet. Research links basic needs insecurities to neg-
ative impacts on physical and mental health, lower
GPAs, and a higher likelihood of stopping out before
completing a degree.®

Furthermore, when expenses suddenly arise, most
students are unable to pay for them. One national
survey found that 54% of college students reported
struggling to access $500 in cash or credit for an
unexpected expense, and 65% reported having run
out of money since the start of the school year.”

Critically, these burdens tend to compound, as stu-
dents experiencing one type of basic needs insecu-
rity are likely to face another. For example, 78% of
students experiencing food insecurity in one survey
were also found to experience housing insecurity or
homelessness.’® Access to relief is further hindered by
administrative burdens, including the learning, psy-
chological and compliance costs of navigating public
benefit systems.”® Students must navigate multiple
applications with varying eligibility requirements
while overcoming the social stigma of seeking assis-
tance — barriers that compound the very hardships
these programs are meant to address.

Comprehensive research on Latino students’ expe-
riences with basic needs insecurity remains sparse.
This gap is significant, given that culturally specific
barriers such as immigration, family obligations and
experiences of discrimination can shape how Latino
students experience, prioritize and seek support for
unmet basic needs. Research on immigration-im-
pacted Latino college students finds that family legal
vulnerability creates barriers to accessing basic needs
services, as students eligible for support are less likely
to seek it out of fear of immigration enforcement.?°
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Box A: Four Types of Basic Needs Insecurities

Food Insecurity

Food insecurity, or the inability to acquire adequate food, is among the most well-documented
basic needs challenges. According to a Hope Center analysis of the 2020 National Postsecondary
Student Aid Study (NPSAS:20), a nationally representative federal study, an estimated 23% of
college students (3.8 million) experience food insecurity.?! The majority reported multiple instances
of skipping meals or consuming less because they could not afford more food.??

National surveys using standard food insecurity measures find that 43% of Latino college students
experience food insecurity, compared to 36% of their white peers.?®* However, in UnidosUS research,
when asked more broadly about their ability to consistently access affordable, healthy food, the
number rises to 85%, capturing a broader challenge in food access and nutritional quality. These
rates increase for LGBTQ+ (88%), working (88%) and single-parent Latino students (91%).

Exacerbating the food insecurity crisis is the inaccessibility to federal resources for college stu-
dents. The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), the primary federal resource for
food-insecure individuals, features unigue barriers limiting access for college students. Students
must not only fall below the standard SNAP income limit, generally less than 130% of the federal
poverty level, but also meet a narrow list of eligibility requirements that do not apply to any
other groups.?* Most commonly, students must work “a minimum of 20 hours per week in paid
employment” to become eligible for SNAP. Yet research links higher-intensity employment to an
increased likelihood of not completing a degree.?®

As a result, the Government Accountability Office (GAO) has found that two-thirds of students
likely eligible for SNAP, and 6 in 10 students who were both food-insecure and likely eligible for
SNAP, did not report receiving SNAP benefits.?¢ Concerns with immigration-related implications
further deter Latino students from accessing SNAP, given the Trump administration’s attempts of
holding public benefits use against green card applicants and their demands for states to hand
over benefit enrollment data for immigration enforcement purposes.?’

Table 1: College Student Exemptions for SNAP Eligibility
* Younger than age 18 or age 50 or older
* A parent caring for a child under age 6

* A parent who is caring for a child age 6 to 11 and is unable to obtain childcare to attend
school and work

* A single parent enrolled full-time caring for a child under age 12

* Working a minimum of 20 hours per week at paid employment

« Participating in a state- or-federally-funded work-study program

* Receiving Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) benefits
* Not physically or mentally fit (e.g., have a disability)

* Enrolled in certain programs for the purpose of employment and training

Source: U.S. Government Accountability Office, Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program: Estimated Eligibility
and Receipt among Food Insecure College Students (Washington, DC: GAO, 2024).
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During the COVID-19 pandemic, Congress temporarily expanded SNAP eligibility to college stu-
dents eligible for federal work-study or with an expected family contribution of $0.26 An estimated
3 million previously ineligible low-income students temporarily became eligible for benefits.??
Although the provisions expired in June 2023, the expansion demonstrated the scale of unmet
need among college students.

Housing Insecurity

Housing insecurity, defined by the Hope Center as “challenges preventing someone from having
a safe, affordable, and consistent place to live,” affects 51% of Latino college students, compared
to 44% of white students.®*® Not limited to homelessness, experiences with housing insecurity
include difficulty in paying rent and utilities.®

Housing, alongside food costs, can be one of the largest expenses for some students, accounting
for as much as 51% of the average community college student’s estimated budget.*? Demand for
student housing has driven record-high occupancy rates and rent growth, even as new student
housing capacity fell by 42% in 2025.3% As a result, only approximately 18% of undergraduates live
in on-campus housing, leading to a flood of students in local housing markets.4

Research shows that students experiencing housing insecurity have been found to be at higher
risk for other unmet basic needs and less likely to complete their degree.*> Yet, many low-income
students remain ineligible for housing choice vouchers or the low-income housing tax credit
(LIHTC) to defray housing costs.%6

Transportation

Transportation insecurity, encompassing barriers students face in reliably and affordably getting
to campus, is particularly relevant for Latino students. A 2021 UnidosUS and University of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill study found that Latinos were 19% more likely to report transportation
problems as a barrier to college completion than their non-Latino peers.?’

Among community college students, who are disproportionately Latino and low-income, many
exclusively commute to classes, and many spend an average of $1,840 per year on transporta-
tion, which is not always fully accounted for in financial aid packages.*® Transportation issues can
significantly hamper students, with 1in 8 students reporting missing class due to transportation
problems.3®

Although lacking a federal intervention, state and local efforts have shown that transit interventions
can improve student persistence. A study at Rio Hondo College, a Hispanic-serving institution
(HSD in California, found that providing discounted transit benefits increased persistence among
participating students.*°

Mental Health and Emotional Stress

Mental health challenges are both a driver and a conseguence of basic needs insecurity. Students
who cannot afford food, stable housing or reliable transportation experience heightened stress
and anxiety, which in turn undermines their academic performance and persistence.”

For Latino students, this burden is particularly acute. UnidosUS research found 84% of Latino
students who considered leaving school cited mental health and emotional stress as an important
factor in their consideration, making it the single highest-ranked driver of noncompletion in the
survey.*? These rates were even higher among LGBTQ+ Latino students (89%), who must navigate
the added pressure of balancing cultural and gender identity expectations both on campus and
within their families.*®

UNIDDSUS | ebucaTioN
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Parenting or caregiving students face a similar compounding burden, having to manage both their
own mental and emotional stress, academic responsibilities, and caregiving responsibilities. One
study found that 75% of Texas community college parenting students reported being unable to
cover a $500 emergency with cash or credit, compared to 50% of nonparents.** Such burdens
lead to increased emotional stress, with one study finding that 45% of parenting students felt
overwhelmed often or all the time, and 38% considered leaving school altogether.*®

Beyond structural barriers to accessing services, the mental health burden is further shaped by
cultural norms that discourage seeking help. Latino college students are less likely to seek pro-
fessional mental health services than their white peers, citing stigma, cultural mistrust and a lack

of culturally responsive providers.*®

Basic Need Centers and Other Models of Support

Recognizing the interdependent nature of basic needs
insecurities, some colleges and states have invested
in basic needs centers, hubs and navigators.#” Such
initiatives combine direct support services, informa-
tional outreach, federal benefits facilitation and cam-
pus advocacy efforts.

Rather than requiring students to navigate resources
like food pantries, benefit application assistance or
childcare separately, these centers offer a “one-stop”
shop location. For example, students facing an urgent
financial need could access emergency aid such as an
emergency loan or grants from such a center, while
being directed to additional community resources.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, many of these centers
were further supported through the Higher Educa-
tion Emergency Relief Fund (HEERF), where students
had access to additional federal funding. One analy-
sis found that 73% of Pell-eligible emergency grant
recipients graduated or remained enrolled, compared
to a 59% retention rate across all community col-
leges.*® Among students who received HEERF funds,
the majority used them to cover basic needs such as
food, housing and transportation.*® Congress did not
extend this resource after the pandemic.

The basic needs center model aligns with the com-
munity school model in K-12 education, where schools
and local agencies partner to provide integrated
student support, expanded learning opportunities,
collaborative leadership and family engagement.®©
Under both models, evidence-based strategies are
used to support the whole student in their academic
and nonacademic needs.
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One study at Amarillo College, a Hispanic-serv-
ing institution (HSI), found that a comprehensive
anti-poverty initiative that included a basic needs
center nearly doubled three-year completion rates
for first-time students.”

Despite such promise, establishing resources can be
difficult for under-resourced colleges. One survey
of community college provosts found that a lack
of funding and staffing capacity limits the ability
to collect the data required to support basic needs
outreach.®? Furthermore, studies find that students
continually underutilize such centers, impacting their
effectiveness.®® A national survey found that among
students who experienced at least one type of basic
needs insecurity, 48% reported not being aware of
the relevant campus supports.>*

Combating this at the state level, California, Ore-
gon, Washington and lllinois require basic needs
navigators on their campuses, and Kentucky has
provided funding for voluntary implementation.>> At
the federal level, Congress has invested $10 million
annually to support colleges taking comprehensive
approaches to basic needs, including hubs and nav-
igators, through the Basic Needs for Postsecondary
Students Program (Basic Needs Grants).*® Legislative
efforts such as the BAS/C Act aim to provide $1 billion
to support basic needs infrastructure, data collection
and evaluation needs, but this bill has yet to pass
Congress.®’



Family Obligation and the Hidden Costs Latino Students Carry

For Latino students, financial insecurity is often not
solely a function of college costs. Research on Latino
family economic behavior documents the prevalence
of financial transfers from adult children to parents
and extended family, including remittances to rela-
tives abroad. One study found that 1in 4 Latino chil-
dren of immigrants with two immigrant parents were
more likely to report providing monetary support to
their parents, compared to 1in 13 white young adults
with U.S.-born parents.>® These obligations reflect the
“giving back” culture and sense of duty among Latino
children toward their immigrant parents.

Relatedly, scholarship across Latino communities has
documented familismo, a cultural orientation empha-
sizing deep loyalty, reciprocity and solidarity with
family that is reflected in interdependence, obliga-

Worsening Policy Environment

The federal policy environment has only worsened
over the past year for low-income students and Lati-
nos. The July 2025 reconciliation legislation, com-
monly referred to as the “One Big Beautiful Bill Act”
(OBBBA), slashed $1 trillion from Medicaid and the
Affordable Care Act, as well as $187 billion from SNAP,
resulting in one of the largest cuts to healthcare and
anti-hunger programs in U.S. history.?? These cuts are
expected to reduce state higher education spending
as states absorb increased cost-sharing for food and
healthcare coverage.®?

One analysis found that state funding cuts for full-
time students following the Great Recession led to
an 18% increase in average tuition, after adjusting for
inflation.®* Furthermore, federal funding cuts dispro-
portionately impact community colleges, which are
key access points for the low-income and first-gen-
eration students who make up the majority of Latino
postsecondary enrollees.

Simultaneously, the Trump administration has sought
to restrict institutional-strengthening grant funding
for HSIs, which enroll over two-thirds of Latino under-
graduates, and redirected the $10 million Basic Needs
Grants toward other priorities.®> At least 25 of the 42
Basic Needs Grant grantees were HSIs %6

These federal Basic Needs Grants provide campuses
with funding to develop systematic, evidence-based

tions to support family members and the central role
of family in decision-making.>® This framework helps
contextualize how some students allocate their time,
money and energy, creating tension in how Latino
students balance family responsibilities with individ-
ualistic expectations of higher education.®® In part,
this explains research that shows Latino high school
graduates are more likely to report that it is very
important to live at home during college than their
peers, due to socioeconomic constraints.®!

Family interdependence can bring real benefits, such
as family encouragement and reduced housing costs.
However, for many, family can also constitute an addi-
tional set of demands that higher education institu-
tions are not designed to support.

approaches, often in partnership with public agen-
cies, to coordinate and address basic needs inse-
curity. One such grantee, Normandale Community
College in Minnesota, received funding to build
institutional capacity and to train basic-needs staff
to support student outreach. As a result, students
served by the grant had a completion rate 6 per-
centage points higher than those not served by the
grant.?” These cuts exacerbate the affordability and
basic needs insecurity crisis facing Latino students,
underscoring the urgency for policymakers to act.

Taken together, the evidence points to something
more than a set of parallel hardships. Food insecurity,
housing instability, transportation barriers and mental
health strain do not arrive separately or get resolved
independently. For many Latino college students, it’s
a pile-on effect, and the weight on their shoulders
can be overwhelming.

Our 2024 Survey of Latinos in Higher Education doc-
umented the scope of that weight but does not fully
capture the entire picture of how these compounding
barriers show up in students’ daily lives, why existing
support systems fail to intercept them, and what it
would take to dismantle them. To better understand
these dynamics, UnidosUS conducted focus groups
with Latino college students across the country. Their
experiences are documented in the findings below.
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“Everything Stacks Up”

Findings from Latino College Students

on Basic Needs Insecurity

In March 2026, UnidosUS held four focus groups with a total of 18 Latino college
students to understand how basic needs insecurities impact Latino college

completion.

One focus group was held with Latino students gen-
erally, and three with subgroups at elevated risk of
stopping out: LGBTQ+ students, students with care-
giving obligations and working students. All sessions
were transcribed and coded for thematic analysis;
full methodology and participant demographics are
available in Appendix 1. Quotations from participants
are identified by their state, institutional type, and
focus group.

Asked to describe what it feels like to be a college
student right now, participants in every session
described college as a pathway to well-paying jobs

and a better life for their families. They spoke about
honoring their parents’ sacrifices as immigrants,
becoming the first in their families to earn a degree,
and building careers that uplift their households.

Yet those aspirations collided with basic needs inse-
curities around food, transportation, housing and
mental health. What emerged across all focus groups
were not isolated hardships, but a system of com-
pounding barriers where financial instability, family
obligation, belonging and political instability reinforce
basic needs insecurity and push Latinos out of col-
lege.

Figure 4: Words and Phrases Participants Used to Describe

Being a College Student Right Now

StreSSfUI Dedication Confusing Privilege

Ponte Las Pilas Distant OpenMind Uncertain New
Opportunities Time Consuming Tiring Resilience Busy
Blessing Very Hectic Encouraging Cha"enging

Navigating Cost Si Se Puede Eye Opening Latino Excellence

Unfamiliar OverWheIming New Experiences

Enjoyable Boring First Generation Sacrifice Optimistic

B Negative
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Finding 1: Basic Need Deficits Are Interconnected

and Compounding

‘ Everything stacks up.”

— Florida, Community College, Caregiving Group

Cascading Effect

Latino college students do not experience food inse-
curity, transportation barriers or financial insecurity
in isolation. When a student cannot afford gas, they
must decide between getting to class or going to
get groceries for the week. The defining feature of
basic needs insecurity for Latino college students is
the cascading effect one deprivation triggers across
others.

“l would not pump my full gas tank. |

would limit that until | was able to get more
money. And | think that took a toll a lot
mentally, and | did see that in my grades.”

— Texas, Four-Year Public University, General Group

“It’s either food or school, so my priority
is food.”

— California, Four-Year Public University,
General Group

Monthly Financial Cycle

Across all four groups, students described a monthly
financial cycle in which every expense competes for
the same limited funds. Tuition, rent, food, gas, books
and the cost of staying socially present on campus all
draw from the same account. The end of the month
emerged as a predictable crisis point across groups:
the moment when rent, car payments and bills con-
verge, and students are forced into choices with no
good options.

“The end of the month is coming up — rent
is due, and | already have the bill for the
summer classes.”

— Florida, Community College, Caregiving Group

Food Insecurity

Food insecurity does not just leave Latino students
hungry; it directly impacts their classroom perfor-
mance and increases their stop-out risk. One student
described witnessing classmates pass out from lack
of food and personally knowing students who eat
only once a day.

“At midterms, | felt very sleepy and upset
because | hadn’t eaten enough. Without
eating, | don’t focus enough on school.”

— California, Community College, General Group

Transportation Issues

Transportation issues intensify the problem. Students
without cars describe walking to grocery stores,
depending on family members for rides and miss-
ing campus resources because offices close before
they can reach them. Commuter students described
the commute itself as consuming time and financial
resources that could otherwise go towards studies,
meals or rest. Each unmet need produces the next.

“l had to leave at 5 in the morning, and |
would sleep in my car until it was time for
class.”

— Virginia, Community College, LGBTQ+ Group
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Housing Costs

Housing costs further complicate Latino students’
decision-making. Most participants lived off campus,
either with parents or in nearby apartments — not by
preference, but because of the high costs of campus
housing. One student left the dorms after a single
year because they had depleted their savings. Stu-
dents trade housing costs for a daily commute that
cuts into sleep, meals and time on campus. Another
student described a peer who left college entirely
because of an inability to find housing.

“The cost of living at the dorms was too
much, and it was eating into my savings.”

— California, Four-Year Public University,
LGBTQ+ Group

“Financial aid doesn’t cover housing
[enough], and that’s really expensive.
Sometimes people experience
homelessness.”

— California, Community College, General Group

Finding 2: Family Responsibilities Are Hidden Costs
Affecting Latino Student Persistence

‘ Not living at home, but you still have all those

responsibilities from home.”

— Texas, Four-Year Private University, Caregiving Group

Parental Sacrifices

For many Latino students, family is the reason they
are in college at all. Parents work multiple jobs, sac-
rificing so their children can have opportunities they
did not have.

“My parents are doing so much. | really
have to make it all worth it.”

— Ohio, Four-Year Public University, Working Group

Competing Obligations

Yet the same family connection generates competing
obligations that draw from the same reserves of time,
money and energy that degree completion requires.
Caregiving for siblings, financial contributions toward
family expenses and managing family labor largely go
unrecognized by higher education institutions.
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Students in the caregiving group described assuming
substantial responsibility for siblings, younger fam-
ily members, and — in some cases — their parents,
while carrying a full academic load. Those obligations
did not stay at home. For Latino students rooted in
familismo, these responsibilities are not a distraction
from college; they are inseparable from it. They fol-
low students into their academic decisions, driving
absences from campus, delays in coursework, and
serious consideration of shifting to online enroliment
— not out of academic preference, but out of family
necessity.

“Being tight-knit with family is a great
blessing, but am | kind of holding myself
back by doing these things? It’s just very
hard to balance.”

— Texas, Four-Year Private University,
Caregiving Group



“| was thinking of taking a semester online
just because | feel like my parents need me
here all the time.”

— Kentucky, Four-Year Public University,
Caregiving Group

Supporting family

Working students described a related pattern:
directing wages not only toward tuition but toward
household bills and family expenses. This pattern of
working to give back is common in low-income immi-
grant Latino families and does not disappear when a
family member enrolls in college.

“The hardest point in the month is the end,
because that’s where I’'m trying to save up a
lot more money to help out my dad.”

— Ohio, Four-Year Public University, Working Group

The result is a retention risk that campus systems are not built to detect. When family obligations pull a student
away from their coursework, such responsibilities do not appear in any institutional data. It is, for many Latino
students, simply the cost of being in college.

Spotlight: The Compounding Cost —
Caregiving and Immigration Enforcement

One participant, a first-year nursing student at a Florida community college, described how the
line between student and head of household blurred completely. Following a family separation,
she assumed a near-parental role for her twin siblings. She would manage their schoolwork, show
up when they got in trouble and contribute financially. She currently earns more than their mother,
who is a farmworker.

“My mom tells me I’'m a second mother,” she said. “And I'm like, | try”.

Shortly before the focus group, her stepfather was detained by immigration authorities. The same
day, she learned her biological father was experiencing health issues. She had also begun managing
her own health needs without insurance after losing Medicaid at 18. In a single week, she absorbed
three simultaneous shocks to her household’s stability, threatening her ability to continue school.

“It all just piles up,” she said. “The government has all this money to invest outside, but they can’t
invest it here.”
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Finding 3: Mental Health and Emotional Stress Emerge as
Both a Consequence and Driver of Basic Needs Insecurity

‘ Am | not made for this? Am | not supposed to be here?”

— Ohio, Four-Year Public University, General Group

Mental Health and Emotional Stress

Mental health and emotional stress were the most
frequently discussed basic need barrier across all four
groups. Rather than emerging as a standalone clini-
cal concern, mental health surfaced as the first thing
students sacrifice when everything else demands
their attention. When financial pressure, caregiving
responsibilities and academic demands compete for
limited bandwidth, mental health loses. When mental
health deteriorates, academic performance follows,
making it both a consequence of basic needs inse-
curity and a cause of dropping out.

“My mental health — that’s the first thing
that goes.”

— California, Four-Year Private University,
Working Group

Student Belongingness

For first-generation Latino students, especially those
at predominantly white institutions (PWIs), the psy-
chological burden of college is felt heavily. Students
describe a persistent sense that they did not belong,
questioning whether they’re smart enough, compar-
ing themselves to peers who appeared to have more
resources.

“| think something for me has been
self-doubt and the feeling of imposter
syndrome. | feel like | didn’t know anything
at [all] — feeling like | belong.”

— California, Four-Year Private University,
Working Group
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Provider Challenges

This doubt does not resolve itself. It does so through
connecting with someone who understands the cul-
tural context that produced it. Yet students who
sought mental health support described difficulty
finding a Latino provider who could speak to the
specific pressures of being first-generation in a pre-
dominantly non-Latino environment.

“| was told by my [Latino] professor that
it’s just not like people that look like me to
continue on, and that | should just drop out.
| actually did contemplate dropping out.”

— California, Four-Year Private University,
Working Group

Cultural Responsiveness

Students do not necessarily need a Latino mental
health provider, but they do need one who under-
stands the cultural context of their stressors. That one
student experienced harm from a Latino professor
underscores that cultural responsiveness is not about
identity alone. It requires training, accountability and
an institutional climate that affirms Latino students
belong.

“It was kind of hard to find someone who
could relate. Someone who’s also Latino
or first-generation. It was hard to find a
provider.”

— California, Four-Year Private University,
Working Group



The gap between the mental health needs these students carry and what campuses offer is not incidental. It
reflects a structural failing that leaves students who already guestion whether they belong without the cul-
turally responsive support that would affirm their place on campus. This same sense of not belonging shapes
how students engage with mental health campus resources — leaving students feeling unseen and less likely

to seek out support and worsening the needs that go unaddressed.

Finding 4: Recent Federal Policy Changes Have Resulted

in Material Harms

‘ People are looking at Latinos like we are less than.”

— California, Four-Year Public University, Working Group

Current Political Environment

The current political environment appeared in every
group not only as a source of grievance, but of spe-
cific, concrete economic and academic disruptions
— accelerating the compounding crisis documented
above. Students described job losses, household
income shocks, reduced campus resources and aca-
demic disengagement, all directly traceable to immi-
gration enforcement activities; diversity, equity and
inclusion (DELI) rollbacks; and uncertainty generated
by proposed federal cuts to financial aid and nutrition
assistance.

Immigration enforcement produced the most imme-
diate material consequences. One student lost work
hours after her clients, Latino adults attending English
classes, stopped coming out of fear of Immigration
and Customs Enforcement (ICE) patrols. Another
student described mentally checking out of school
during a period of heavy enforcement activity in Los
Angeles, not because she was personally at risk, but
because her community was.

“|CE was all over the roads, and people just
stopped going to classes. And obviously,

if there are no people who want to go to
the classes, you’re not going to have hours,
you’re not going to have a job.”

— Texas, Four-Year Private University,
Caregiving Group

“The ICE raids really did affect how |
approached school and my focus. There
were times | did check out of school, like
mentally — trying to get deadlines met but
still trying to meet folks where they were at
in the community.”

— California, Four-Year Public University,
LGBTQ+ Group

Benefit Disruptions

The disruptions extend beyond immigration enforce-
ment. One student preemptively disenrolled from
SNAP in anticipation of federal funding cuts, calcu-
lating that relying on a benefit under active political
threat was no longer worth the risk of a sudden loss
of access. Without institutional guidance on complex
and shifting policies, students are left to make con-
sequential decisions about which benefits they can
count on.

“At the time when SNAP benefits were
being cut by a lot, | opted out of having
food stamps. | do know [now] that at times
| skip a meal or just forget to eat.”

— California, Four-Year Public University, LGBTQ+
Group
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DEI Rollbacks

DEI rollbacks and the elimination of identity-based
campus infrastructure, coupled with proposed cuts to
financial aid, are generating uncertainty that students
cannot plan around. Together, these changes remove
the resource gateways and belonging spaces that, as
Finding 5 illustrates, Latino students trust most and
rely upon to persist.

“Taking away the whole DEI thing, taking
away a whole bunch of grants, the whole
Big Beautiful Bill thing — it puts a lot of
uncertainty on people who want higher
education. | don’t think they’re really
thinking too well about how this is affecting
the normal population.”

— Texas, Four-Year Private University, Caregiving
Group

For Latino students, policy decisions are not abstract. They produce real conseguences: lost wages, foregone
benefits and dismantled spaces, compounding and accelerating every barrier that stands in the way of reaching
their goal — completing college.

Finding 5: Services Available To Support Students Are
Often Insufficient, Fragmented and Siloed

‘ ‘ I wish | knew all this stuff freshman year.”

— Texas, Four-Year Private University, Caregiving Group

Unmet Basic Needs

The level of unmet basic needs reflects failures across “There are golf carts that could take me

a safety net not designed for Latino college students. around campus, and that’s really helped me
Despite being uniquely positioned to coordinate sup- a lot. | don’t want to stop going to school,
port for students navigating these gaps, institutional and little things like this helped me motivate
response is uneven. myself to continue.”

— California, Four-Year Public University,
General Group
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Institutional Supports

When institutional supports reach students, the
impact is real. One student who sustained mobility
limitations after a car accident credited campus golf
cart access with keeping her enrolled. At another
institution, students benefited from discounted
ridesharing during late-night hours, reducing trans-
portation costs and safety concerns for those return-
ing from late-night studying or work shifts. These
supports worked because they addressed specific
barriers students faced by providing coordinated
wraparound supports.

“We get discounted [rideshare rides] for
certain hours — if | know | have to get
somewhere important, | [can] schedule a
ride during those times.”

— Ohio, Four-Year Public University, Working Group

Out of Reach Supports

For other students, supports like these remained out
of reach, not because they did not exist, but because
discovery was slow, word-of-mouth and dependent
on having already found a trusted community that
shared information. Scattered resources, unclear
eligibility and enrollment processes, and a lack of
coordination leave students with a consistent gap
between what their campuses offer and what they
can access.

“A lot of word of mouth — meeting other
students who have similar challenges and
can share resources.”

— California, Four-Year Public University,
General Group

“Services don’t necessarily advertise as
much. You kind of have to dig, or go and
ask somebody, or actually tell someone that
you’re struggling — and maybe that person
knows where to send you.”

— Texas, Four-Year Private University,
Caregiving Group

Trust, Not Outreach

Students routinely learned about food pantries, emer-
gency aid, mental health accommodations and peer
support in their junior or senior year, well after the
semesters when they needed them the most. Their
primary discovery channel was not administrative
outreach; instead, it was other Latino students. Trust,
not outreach, was the deciding factor. Students grav-
itated toward support from people who understood
where they came from.

“If it weren’t for that [Latino mentorship]
program, | probably would have failed a
lot in different semesters. They helped

me get connected to mental health
accommodations and having a group of
peers who came from similar backgrounds
really inspired me to continue.”

— California, Four-Year Public University,
General Group
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Staying Enrolled

Student organizations, cultural centers and peer men-
torship programs are not just gateways to resources;
they are the primary reason many Latino students
stayed enrolled. One student described nearly not
enrolling after learning the Latino Student Success
Center had been eliminated before she arrived.

“| found out our Latino Student Success
Center was removed. That ultimately made
me feel like — am | not wanted here? | was
originally telling my mom | don’t think I'm
going to come here.”

— Ohio, Four-Year Public University, General Group

Supporting Each Other

When these spaces of belonging are arbitrarily shut
down, students lose the mechanism they most trust
for finding the resources they need. Latino students
supporting each other is a testament to their resil-
ience. It is students who pay the price and bear the
burden when institutions overcorrect in response to
scare-tactic policies.

“There are people [Avanzando Through
College] there that are willing to help me,
and they are trying to make a change and
make sure that we feel wanted throughout
every step of the way.”

— Ohio, Four-Year Public University, General Group

An example: Many of the participants were in UnidosUS’ Avanzando Through College, which partners with
higher education institutions to equip Latino students with navigation skills, peer connections and academic
support, demonstrating what intentionally building peer infrastructure can look like for Latino students.

Policy Recommendations

The compounding effect that students described in every focus group session,
in which financial strain amplifies food, transportation and housing insecurity,
reflects failures across a social safety net beyond higher education.

As such, the solutions must match the scale and inter-
connected nature of what students are experiencing.

Closing the safety net gaps requires a coordinated
approach across federal, state and institutional levels.

For their part, federal policymakers must strengthen
financial aid, expand access to basic needs support
and emergency aid, and remove barriers to public
benefits. States must sustain higher education fund-
ing and protect culturally responsive programs.

At the same time, higher education institutions
should be positioned as coordinating hubs that bring
together culturally responsive services through a
wraparound model of support for students (refer to
Graphic A).

Campuses are where students live, learn and inter-
act on a daily basis. This proximity enables higher
education institutions to recognize emerging student
needs quickly and serve as coordinating points for
connecting students to essential supports more effi-
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ciently than distant systems can. To do this, colleges
must invest in dedicated resource coordination, staff
who reflect and understand the communities they
serve, and services that integrate with public assis-
tance systems and are anchored in the lived realities
of Latino students.




Graphic A: A Wraparound Model of Support for Latino College Students
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. Protect and expand the Pell Grant.

Congress must fully fund the Pell Grant through
mandatory funding and index the maximum award
to inflation.

. Fund basic needs hubs.

Congress should restore, expand and permanently
authorize the Basic Needs Grant and the BAS/C
Act to enable campuses to develop hubs for basic
needs coordination and outreach. The Department
of Education should follow the law and release
funding for the Basic Needs Grant as required by
Congress.

3. Better connect students with

available public benefits.

The Department of Education should fully imple-
ment the FAFSA Simplification Act to connect fed-
eral financial aid applications with public benefits,
such as SNAP; the Special Supplemental Nutrition
Program for Women, Infants and Children (WIC);
and TANF. For example, students should automat-
ically receive follow-up information if they qualify
for such benefits based on the information they
report.
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4.Expand SNAP eligibility for college

students.

Congress must repeal harmful SNAP provisions
enacted in the July 2025 budget reconciliation bill
and streamline eligibility by treating postsecond-
ary enrollment as satisfying activity requirements
for income-eligible students.

. Extend federal financial aid and
college support services eligibility
regardless of immigration status.

Congress must extend Pell Grants and federal loan
eligibility to all students, regardless of immigra-
tion status. The Department of Education should
ensure access to college preparatory and success
programs, such as the Federal TRIO Programs,
regardless of immigration status.

.Expand access to emergency aid.

Congress should establish a fund for unex-
pected expenses, such as restoring COVID-19-era
emergency aid investments modeled after the
Higher Education Emergency Relief (HEEF) and
expanded Supplemental Education Opportunity
Grant (SEOG) spending flexibilities.

. Reduce barriers to housing assistance
for college students.

Congress should remove outdated eligibility
restrictions utilized by the Department of Hous-
ing and Urban Development (HUD), such as for
the low-income housing tax credit (LIHTC) pro-
grams that effectively prevent low-income college
students from accessing housing assistance and
exclude federal financial aid from being counted
as income in determining eligibility for housing
support and tax purposes.

. Invest in student mental and physical
health.

Congress should reverse Medicaid cuts enacted
in the July 2025 budget reconciliation bill and
expand grant funding for campus-based mental
health services. The Department of Education
should require institutions to inform students of
available campus resources, including mental and
physical health services upon enrollment.

. Invest in the unique needs of
parenting and caregiving students.

Congress should expand funding for the Child
Care Access Means Parents in School (CCAMPIS)
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program and extend eligibility to students who
carry caregiving responsibilities for siblings or
other family members, including those assuming
such roles as a result of immigration enforcement
activities. Likewise, Congress should expand the
child tax credit (CTC) and make it fully refundable
and accessible to every child, regardless of immi-
gration status.

10. Require federal data collection on

basic needs insecurity by race and
ethnicity.

Congress should require the Department of Edu-
cation to collect from institutions and publicly
report data on basic needs insecurity, including
food, housing, transportation, mental health and
financial instability, disaggregated by race and
ethnicity. Data collection efforts should include
explicit protection ensuring that students’ immi-
gration status cannot be disclosed to or accessed
by immigration enforcement agencies.

11. Prohibit the use of public benefits

and financial aid data for
immigration enforcement.

Congress should ban data collected when stu-
dents or their families apply for or receive pub-
lic benefit services — including SNAP, Medicaid
and the Free Application for Federal Student Aid
(FAFSA) — from being shared with immigration
enforcement agencies.




State Recommendations

. Preserve and expand state-based
funding for higher education.

States should at least maintain, and work toward
increasing, per-student funding for public institu-
tions and establish dedicated appropriations for
basic needs support programs, student success
initiatives, emergency aid and culturally responsive
services that federal disinvestment has left at risk.

. Establish or expand state basic needs
grant programs.

States should establish dedicated funding streams
for basic needs support at public colleges and uni-
versities, similar to California’s Basic Needs Initia-
tive model, ensuring students have access to food,
mental health and emergency financial assistance
regardless of federal funding levels.

. Protect in-state tuition equity.

States must protect or expand access to in-state
tuition and state financial aid regardless of the
immigration status of students or their parents.

Institutional Recommendations

4.Expand proactive benefits outreach

and enrollment assistance.

States should automatically enroll college students
for federal and state benefit programs (including
SNAP and Medicaid), fund dedicated enrollment
assistance programs at public institutions, and
connect state data systems to streamline eligibil-
ity verification across programs.

. Reaffirm commitment to culturally

responsive support infrastructure.

States should preserve and expand funding for
peer mentorship programs, cultural centers and
student services at public institutions and resist
legislative efforts to eliminate or defund such
offerings under DEI rollback measures.

.Reform campus-area zoning to

expand affordable housing supply.

States and local governments should collaborate
to reform zoning laws around public colleges to
allow higher-density housing, reducing barriers to
housing supply growth and lowering costs for stu-
dents living off campus.

1. Invest in one-stop basic needs

centers.

Institutions should create a single, visible and
trusted hub where students can access food
assistance, housing support, emergency aid and
benefits screening without being bounced from
office to office. These centers should coordinate
with Latino and other cultural resource centers on
campus to ensure that outreach reaches students
who may otherwise disengage from or distrust
institutional support.

. Invest in culturally responsive support
infrastructure.

Institutions must protect and expand resources
that serve Latino students — such as peer men-
torship programs, cultural centers and culturally
responsive advising — and resist political pressure
to preemptively eliminate these offerings.
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3. Expand access to existing basic
support services, such as for
commuting students.

Institutions should offer extended evening and
weekend hours to food pantries, childcare and
mental health providers and collaborate with ser-
vice providers at off-campus community-based
organizations.

4.Build campus mental health capacity.

Institutions should expand telehealth and com-
munity-based mental health options to reach
commuter and part-time students and train peer
mentors, faculty and staff to identify and refer stu-
dents in distress through trusted relationships that
Latino students rely on the most.

Conclusion

5. Address transportation as a basic
needs barrier.

Institutions should provide subsidized transit
passes, expand reliable campus shuttle services
and account for transportation costs within insti-
tutional grant aid programs.

6. Expand on-campus housing supply
and develop emergency housing
protocols.

Institutions should invest in creating affordable,
multiunit dormitories to reduce housing costs for
students and establish emergency housing proto-
cols for students facing displacement.

The basic needs crisis facing Latino students is not a consequence of insufficient

motivation or resilience.

Rather, this report’s central finding is that Latino
students are being pushed out by systems that treat
food, housing, transportation, caregiving and mental
health as separate problems when students experi-
ence them as one compounding crisis.

Each unmet need reduces the time, money and emo-
tional capacity available to manage the next, turning
each cost into a direct threat to persistence and com-
pletion. Latino college students have stretched their
limited resources across competing demands; built
peer networks to fill institutional gaps; and enrolled
through financial, family and political pressures that
threaten their educational journey.

Closing the Latino degree completion gap will require
systems that reflect students’ experiences of these

(€

barriers through coordination, cultural responsive-
ness and preemptive measures to address basic
needs before they push students out of college.

Latino students deserve a higher education system
that accounts for the true cost of college today — not
just tuition but also gas, groceries, family caregiving,
cultural navigation and the weight of belonging to
a community under political attack while trying to
complete a degree.

If higher education is to deliver on its promise of eco-
nomic mobility, policymakers and institutions must
build systems that prevent these pressures from
compounding in the first place. Latino students have
already shown they believe in higher education; now,
higher education must show that it believes in them.

People are looking at Latinos like we are less than, and they are
treating us the same way. These things won’t change from one

day to the next, but we can do something about it — and the true

answer is through education.”

— California, Four-Year Private University, Working Group
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Appendix

Appendix 1. Methodology

This study employs a qualitative research design to
explore how basic needs insecurity affects the college
persistence of Latino postsecondary students, build-
ing upon the quantitative “2024 Survey of Latinos
in Higher Education” to surface themes that survey
data alone could not fully capture. Using inductive
and deductive strategies, qualitative coding included
descriptive, procedure and in vivo coding to explore
and discover themes and findings.

UnidosUS held four focus groups in March 2026: a
general comparison group and three subgroup-spe-
cific sessions targeting LGBTQ+ identifying Latino
students, Latino students with caregiving obligations,
and Latino students who are employed part- or full-
time while enrolled. The general group served as a
baseline against which subgroup-specific themes
were compared. Sessions were held virtually on
Zoom, lasted approximately one hour and were lim-
ited to three to six participants to facilitate open dia-
logue. Participants received a $100 gift card upon
completion.

Participants were recruited through UnidosUS Edu-
cation Program sites via an interest intake form. Eli-
gibility was limited to current students and recent
graduates within the past two years. Self-identified
subgroup members were assigned to their respec-
tive session; remaining participants were randomly
assigned to the general group. All sessions were tran-
scribed and coded for thematic analysis. Participants
were assured anonymity; no individuals are identified
by name in published materials, though anonymized
guotes and themes may appear in future publications.
Refer to Appendix 2 for group demographics.

Limitations

Findings should be interpreted with several limita-
tions in mind. Recruitment through UnidosUS Edu-
cation Program sites introduces self-selection bias
— participants may have greater personal familiarity
with basic needs insecurity than the broader Latino
student population and may have benefited from pro-
gramming not available at other institutions, both of
which limit generalizability.
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The sample size, intentionally small to support depth
of discussion, is not statistically representative and
should be understood as exploratory, complement-
ing rather than replacing large-scale quantitative
research. Likewise, none of the students reported
part-time enrollment, nor had any stopped out.
Finally, the working students group included both
part-time and full-time employed students, which
may obscure variation in experience across employ-
ment intensity levels.



Appendix 2: Focus Group Participant Profile

The following table summarizes demographic characteristics of the 18 Latino college students who participated
in the four March 2026 UnidosUS focus groups.

Employment Status
Full-time job (35+ hours/week) 2
Part-time job (1-34 hours/week) 8

Not currently working 8

Focus Group

General (March 12)
Caregiving (March 19)
LGBTQ+ (March 23)

Working Students (March 24)

a N A~ O

Identifies As LGBTQ+

State Yes 4
No 14

Alabama 1
California 6 Enrollment Status
Florida
Kentucky
Ohio

Texas

—

Full-time 18
Part-time 0

—

N WA

Virginia

Institution Type

Four-year college or university 13

Community college / Two-year 5

Year In School

First year
Second year

Third year

W o~ N

Fourth year

—

Recently graduated?

Race / Ethnicity

Hispanic / Latino 18

First-Generation Student

Yes 18
No 0

Pell Grant Recipient
Yes 15
No 2

Unsure 1

a Recently graduated defined as having completed a degree within two years of participation.
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Appendix 3: Select Findings from the
“2024 Survey of Latinos in Higher Education”

BSP Research was commissioned by UnidosUS in 2024 to field a study of Latinos ages 18-35 who are current
or recent college graduates. The study included oversamples in four states: California, Florida, Texas and Ari-
zona. The survey was conducted between Aug. 16 and Sept. 25, 2024. All respondents completed the survey
online and it was available in English or Spanish, according to respondents’ preference. The margin of error for
this study was +/- 1.8%.

Parents/

Total LGBTQ+ Caregivers Worked
Respondents N= 3,000 595 897 2,418
Q1: What are the most important reasons you decided to go to college?
Reason ranked 1st, most important (sorted highest to lowest)
To get a well-paying job 50% 54% 46% 50%
To have greater job security 40% 33% 46% 40%
To gain new knowledge and skills 37% 35% 37% 37%
For my personal sense of achievement 36% 37% 36% 35%
To prepare for a specific field of study or career 30% 31% 29% 30%
To provide a better life for my family 30% 33% 24% 29%
To make a difference in my community 28% 30% 27% 27%
To pursue a more fulfilling career 14% 14% 15% 14%
Out of intellectual curiosity 10% 12% 10% 1%
Other reason 6% 6% 6% 6%
Q18: At any time that you were enrolled in college, did you have a job?
Yes, | had a full time job 26% 25% 38% 32%
Yes, | had a part time job 49% 48% 44% 62%
Yes, | had both full time and part time jobs 5% 5% 7% 6%
No, did not work while enrolled in college 20% 22% 11% 0%

Q20: During your time in college, how often are/were you unable to get affordable and nutritious food?

Daily 19% 17% 20% 19%
A few times a week 31% 32% 35% 33%
A few times a month 15% 18% 17% 16%
Rarely, but it did happen a few times 20% 21% 15% 20%
Never 15% 12% 12% 12%
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Parents/
Total LGBTQ+ Caregivers Worked

Respondents N= 3,000 595 897 2,418

Q26: Have you/did you ever consider temporarily or permanently leaving school before completing your
degree?

Yes, | considered it, but stayed in school 32% 33% 33% 35%
Yes, | temporarily left, and returned 13% 14% 18% 15%
to school full-time

Yes, | temporarily left, and returned 10% 10% 14% 10%
to school part-time

Yes, | left and have not yet returned 1% 14% 13% 10%
No, | never considered leaving school 34% 29% 23% 30%

Q27: [If considered or left school] How important were each of the following reasons to you leaving, or

considering leaving, school? [Respondents provided how important each individual reasoning was, with total

importance provided]

Parents/

Total LGBTQ+ Caregivers Worked
Respondents N= 1,965 429 685 1,697
| could no longer afford tuition and 73% 71% 74% 74%
overall cost to attend college
I did not want to take on more debt 73% 71% 72% 75%
Lack of academic support or guidance 70% 65% 71% 71%
Experiences with discrimination, harassment, or bias 57% 55% 62% 59%
Mental health or emotional stress 84% 89% 84% 83%
Physical health reasons 64% 63% 69% 65%
Needed child care 52% 42% 69% 54%
No reliable transportation 64% 63% 67% 64%
Lack of remote learning options 63% 62% 67% 64%
Lack of flexible course schedules 70% 67% 72% 72%
Did not have reliable or stable housing 64% 61% 68% 65%
Work obligations 70% 64% 78% 74%
It would take too long to finish 62% 56% 65% 63%
my degree or program
Family emergency or crisis 70% 64% 75% 72%
Family obligations or caregiving responsibility 72% 69% 80% 73%
Lost interest or motivation 74% 76% 71% 74%
My career goals changed and | felt | did not 66% 61% 68% 68%
need a college degree or certification
COVID 63% 62% 66% 64%
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