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Overview
To better understand the experiences, challenges and perspectives of Latino 
college students, UnidosUS commissioned Hart Research to conduct an online 
survey of 1,566 Latinos ages 18-35 who are currently enrolled in college or 
attended college within the past four years. The survey was conducted from 
September 3-17, 2026 and included oversamples in Arizona, California, Florida  
and Texas. The margin of error is ±2.5%. 

The Value of a College Degree and Obstacles to Completion

Current and recent Latino college students recognize 
the value of a college degree and view it as critical 
to achieving their goals, particularly for the economic 
benefits and opportunities it provides for themselves 
and their families.  

While Latino students broadly maintain positive 
perceptions of the potential payoff of higher edu-
cation, they understand the road to getting a col-
lege degree is fraught with many obstacles. Most are 

balancing attending college with working and many 
have responsibilities to their families. Additionally, 
many are experiencing food insecurity and housing 
instability. Importantly, Latino students indicate that 
financial aid, and flexible work and class schedules, 
could help them stay enrolled and on track to gradu-
ate. They also acknowledge the possibility to increase 
their use of resources that campuses provide to help 
them afford basic needs.

Trump Administration  
Higher Education Policies

Most current and recent Latino college students sur-
veyed oppose the Trump administration’s higher edu-
cation policies, with opposition increasing when the 
policies are explicitly tied to President Trump. 

Artificial Intelligence  
in Higher Education

AI is widely used by Latino college students. While 
they generally view it as having a net positive impact 
on various aspects of their academic experiences, 
many students are unsure about AI’s impact on edu-
cation and views are mixed overall. 
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Key Findings

Finding 1: Current and recent Latino college students 
overwhelmingly believe a college degree is worth the  
cost and essential to achieving their life goals.   

Three in four Latino students believe that a college 
degree is “worth the cost because people have a bet-
ter chance to get a good job and earn more money 
over their lifetime,” while just 24% think it is “not 
worth the cost because people often graduate with-
out specific job skills and with a large amount of debt 
to pay off.” Large majorities of students recognize the 
value of a college degree regardless of gender, age 
or whether they are first-generation students. Opin-
ions vary, however, by institution type: More students 
at four-year colleges (81%) are sold on the value of 
a degree than students at two-year colleges (67%).

Latino students’ top motivations for getting a col-
lege degree are economic:  Earning a well-paying 
job (52%) and providing a better life for their families 
(42%) were the top two reasons cited for deciding 
to attend college. Other motivations: gaining new 

knowledge and skills (38%), pursuing a more fulfilling 
career (35%), having greater job security (32%) and 
preparing for a specific field of study (32%).

A college degree is recognized as important to 
achieving key life goals — both financial and personal. 
Large majorities of Latino students think that a col-
lege degree is extremely important for providing a 
better life for themselves and their families (75%), 
getting a well-paying job in today’s economy (72%), 
and growing personally and intellectually (66%). 
While they may see a college degree as less acutely 
important to contributing to their community (45% 
extremely, 40% somewhat important) or to the Latino 
community at large (53% extremely, 35% somewhat 
important), most view a degree as at least somewhat 
important in these regards.

Finding 2: The road to getting a college degree is fraught 
with many obstacles for Latino students. Two in three 
students surveyed considered leaving college at some  
point, and one in three students surveyed left school at  
least temporarily before completing their degree.  

Many current and recent Latino college students 
report that it is hard to pay for college (44%) and 
basic living expenses (43%), to balance their school 
responsibilities with their other responsibilities (43%) 
and to maintain their mental health (42%). One in 
three say they find it hard to stay on track academ-
ically (34%), and fewer say it is hard to make con-
nections (29%) and feel a sense of belonging (23%).

Across each of these areas, women report it is “hard” 
more than men by at least nine percentage points. 
Interestingly, all students report similar challenges 
paying for college or basic living expenses, regard-
less of family income levels. Latino LGBTQ+ students 
(58%) are among the subgroups most likely to indi-
cate difficulty maintaining their mental health.
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Two-thirds of Latino students (65%) have considered 
leaving college at some point, and this includes 32% 
who did leave. Of those surveyed, 1 in 10 students left 
school and did not return, while 23% returned either 
full- or part-time to complete their degree. 

Large majorities of Latino students across demo-
graphics and institutional sector have considered 
leaving college, including 70% of those at public 

two-year colleges, 63% at public four-year colleges 
and universities and 63% at private nonprofit institu-
tions. Students from households with incomes over 
$100,000 are the least likely to have considered 
leaving (53%), but large majorities of students from 
all other income groups have considered it, includ-
ing 65% of those with incomes below $30,000 and 
72% of those with incomes between $30,000 and 
$50,000.

Figure 1. During your time in college, how easy or hard 
[are/were] each of the following things?

31% 44%25% -13

-637% 43%21%

-1132% 43%21%

-835% 42%23%

+1146% 34%20%

+2851% 23%25%

+1948% 29%22%

Easy Neither Easy Nor Hard Hard

Paying for college, including getting grants 
or loans to help pay for your tuition

Balancing your responsibilities at school 
with your family and/or work responsibilities

Paying for basic living expenses, including 
food and housing

Maintaining your mental health

Keeping up with your classes and staying 
on track academically

Making connections with other people in the 
school community, beyond just attending classes

Feeling welcome and comfortable, and having 
a sense of belonging

NET (Easy-Hard)

Figure 2. Have you considered or have you ever temporarily 
or pemanently left school before completing your degree?

LEFT %

All students 32

Public 2-year 42

Public 4-year 27

Private nonprofit 32

Under $30K HH income 37

Over $100K HH income 22

Worked 34

Have dependents 39

Single parent 36

LGBTQ+ 38

35%

30%

37%

37%

35%

47%

31%

26%

29%

29%

33%

28%

36%

31%

27%

31%

35%

35%

35%

34%

14%

15%

13%

18%

14%

10%

15%

20%

17%

17%

9%

12%

7%

9%

11%

3%

10%

12%

11%

11%

10%

15%

7%

5%

12%

8%

9%

7%

8%

9%

No, I never 
considered
leaving school

Yes, I considered 
it, but stayed in 
school

Yes, I temporarily 
left and returned to 
school full-time

Yes, I temporarily 
left and returned to 
school part-time

Yes, I left and 
have not returned
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Students at public two-year colleges (42%) are more 
likely than those at public four-year (27%) and pri-
vate nonprofit institutions (32%) to say they actually 
stopped out. When reviewing by household income 
levels, understandably, those with lower household 
incomes are leaving school at greater rates: 37% of 
students with household incomes under $30,000 
and 39% of those with household incomes between 
$30,000 and $50,000, compared to 22% of students 

with household incomes over $100,000. Students 
with dependents (39%), single parents (36%) and 
LGBTQ+ students (38%) are also among those more 
likely to have left college. Students who left and did 
not return found all dimensions of the college experi-
ence harder than those who stayed, and over half said 
it was hard to pay for college, basic living expenses 
and maintain their mental health. 

Finding 3: Financing college, balancing school and other 
responsibilities, and managing their mental health and 
emotional stress are the top reasons Latino students say 
they considered leaving college; supports that address these 
challenges were important to them staying or returning.  

In an open-ended question, Latino students cite the 
need to work (25%), stress and mental health con-
cerns (23%), and worries over financing college (21%) 
as the top reasons they considered leaving or did 
leave college.

When we presented students with a list of 13 reasons 
one might leave or consider leaving college, large 
majorities cited several significant factors that would 
contribute to the decision. Topping the list as the 
most important reason Latino students say they left 
or considered leaving is mental health or emotional 
stress, with 81% of students saying it was at least a 
“somewhat important” reason, including nearly half 
(48%) who say it was a “very important” reason. The 
other most important factors: work obligations (70%), 
family obligations (69%), loss of interest or motivation 
(67%), no longer being able to afford tuition (67%) 
and lack of flexible course schedules (66%). 

Academic flexibility and financial support have the 
potential to offset other factors that might push stu-
dents toward leaving school. Students who did not 
leave school indicate that the most important reasons 
they stayed or returned after leaving included access 
to online, asynchronous or flexible class scheduling 
(41%), additional financial support (38%) and flexible 
work hours (37%). One in four students who did not 
leave school say that access to mental health coun-
seling and wellness services (24%) were important to 
them staying or returning. Given that financial worries 
and managing competing obligations and responsi-

bilities can cause emotional distress, managing men-
tal health, financial stress and obligations are likely 
intertwined.

Family considerations — both in terms of support 
from and a sense of obligation to — play an import-
ant role in Latino students’ college experiences. 
Fundamentally, 84% of Latino students feel a sense 
of responsibility to succeed academically to honor 
their parents’ sacrifices. Additionally, more than half 
(57%) feel a sense of guilt when their schoolwork 
keeps them from supporting their family. Importantly, 
most students feel supported by their families: 79% 
say their family understands what they need to do 
to succeed academically and 75% say their family’s 
emotional support has helped them succeed. Only 
35% indicate that the needs of their families take 
away from their ability to prioritize their education. 
Notably, however, for nearly half of the students who 
left college and did not return, family needs and a 
lack of family support took away from their ability to 
prioritize their education.
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Finding 4: Latino college students rely on a diversified 
portfolio of financial assistance to pay for college, while 
balancing work, financial stress and basic needs insecurity. 

Latino students rely on a variety of types of financial 
assistance to pay for college. Nearly 9 in 10 (89%) 
report receiving financial assistance beyond the 
financial support they got from their family, including 
51% who received federal grants, 48% who received 
scholarships from their college or university, and 47% 
who received loans (37% public loans, 21% private 
loans), work study (32%) and other scholarships 
(28%). Nearly half of Latino students received at least 
three of these forms of financial assistance.  

Other financial lifts come from having to work while 
in school: 8 in 10 students have or had a full-time 
(26%) or part-time paying job (50%) while enrolled 
in college, and another 4% had both. Whether they 
are full-time students (77%) or part-time students 
(88%), and regardless of if they are at public two-
year colleges (75%), public four-year colleges (81%) 
or private colleges (84%), most Latino students say 
they work while attending college. Nearly three in 
four students (74%) with household incomes above 
$100,000 and 72% of those with household incomes 

below $30,000 work while attending college; and 
students with household incomes between $30,000 
and $100,000 (86%) have jobs while enrolled in 
school. Older students ages 26-35 (38%) are more 
likely than students ages 18-22 (18%) to work full-
time; and those with private loans (41%) are more 
likely than those with public loans (30%) to work and 
attend school full-time.

Students are facing a paradox when it comes to bal-
ancing work and school: Most must work to pay for 
their education, but work can get in the way of their 
studies. Four in five Latino students who say they held 
a paying job while attending college indicate that it 
had a negative impact on their academic experience, 
either because they had less time to study (56%), 
took fewer classes (31%), or because they could not 
take jobs, internships or other positions related to 
their field of study or intended career (24%).

Though family is a big motivator for Latino students 
when it comes to pursuing a college degree, it also 
comes with responsibilities that compete for their 

Figure 3. At any time you were enrolled in college, [has/had] your job [impact/
impacted] your college academic experience in any of the following ways?  
(asked of students who had a paying job while attending college)

Had less time 
to study

Took fewer 
classes

Could not take jobs,
internships, or other
positions related to 
my field of study or 

intended career

56% 31% 24%

80% said their job impacted their academic experience in at least one of these ways:
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time. More than half of Latino students (52%) indicate 
they have had key responsibilities to their family while 
they were in college, including serving as a primary 
contributor to their family’s living expenses (22%), 
a primary caregiver for younger relatives (19%) or 
parents and older family members (16%), or a pri-
mary translator for legal, medical or financial docu-
ments (16%).

Many Latino students experience both food and 
housing insecurities, which can steer some students 
away from the degree completion track. Those who 
experience high food insecurity or housing instability 
are more likely to consider leaving school and find it 
hard to stay on track academically.

Of the current or recent Latino college students sur-
veyed, 82% indicate that they sometimes experienced 
food insecurity, meaning they experienced at least 
one of the following often or sometimes while in col-
lege: choosing less nutritious and balanced meals to 
save money, cutting the size of their meals or skipping 
meals altogether to save money, or not purchasing 
more food when they ran low on groceries because 
of lack of funds. In fact, 43% of students report at 
least one of these was “often true” during their time 
in college. Those experiencing the most food inse-
curity are single parents (52%), older students ages 
26-35 (51%), students from families with household 
incomes of $30,000 to $50,000 (51%) and students 
with dependents (50%). 

Additionally, 77% of Latino students face housing 
instability while in college — either because they 
have difficulty paying rent, mortgage or utility bills, or 

they worry about having stable housing. One in three 
students (34%) say they “often” experience housing 
instability; those facing the greatest housing insta-
bility are single parents (44%), women ages 26-35 
(44%), students with dependents (43%), those with 
household incomes between $30,000 and $50,000 
(43%), part-time students (41%) and students with 
full-time jobs (40%).

Figure 4. Most students face some degree of food 
insecurity and/or housing instability.

Food Insecurity

• “I had less nutritious and balanced 
meals to save money.”

• “I cut the size of my meals or 
skipped  meals because there 
wasn’t enough  money for food.”

• “The food that I bought just didn’t 
last, and  I didn’t have money to 
get more.”

Those with high 
food insecurity and 
housing instability 
are more likely than 
others to: 

• Consider leaving school

• Find it hard to maintain their 
mental health or stay on track 
academically

• Feel embarrassed or 
uncomfortable accessing their 
school’s financial resources   

• Assert that family needs take 
away their ability to  prioritize 
their education 

Total insecure: 
82% at least one 
sometimes true.

High insecurity: 
43% at least 
one often true.

Housing Instability

• “I had di�culty paying rent, 
mortgage, or  utility bills.”

• “I worried that I might not have 
stable housing in the near future.” 

Total unstable: 
77% at least one 
sometimes true.

High insecurity: 
34% at least 
one often true.
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Finding 5: Despite numerous challenges many students 
face paying for college and basic living expenses, many are 
not taking advantage of financial aid counseling or financial 
assistance resources that their colleges offer, even when they 
know such assistance is available. Those who are not taking 
advantage of these financial assistance resources cite self-
reliance as the top reason. 

Nearly half (47%) of Latino students say they have 
used financial aid counseling offered by their colleges, 
but 39% say they have not used this resource even 
though their college offers it. Of the students who 
do utilize assistance for college and living expenses, 
40% have used technology assistance, 35% have 
used food assistance, 24% have accessed emergency 
financial aid, 20% have used housing assistance and 
9% have used child care services. Nearly two-thirds 
of students have used at least one of these financial 
assistance resources, but 35% have not taken advan-
tage of any of the resources. When we look at each 
type of resource individually, approximately two in 
five students say their school offers such assistance, 
but they have not used it. 

Notably, even among Latino students who indicate 
high food insecurity, while 41% have accessed food 
assistance from their colleges, 35% have not, even 
though they say their college provides it. Among 
those who indicate high housing instability, only 
25% have accessed housing assistance while 32% 
know their school provides this resource but have 
not sought help.

When asked why they did not or have not used one 
of the financial assistance benefits offered by their 
colleges, 40% of Latino students claim “wanting to 
handle their own needs” as the top reason. Addition-
ally, one in three students (32%) admit not knowing 
how to access the resources  and more than one in 
four (27%) say they feel embarrassed or uncomfort-
able getting assistance.

Finding 6: Most current and recent Latino college students 
oppose President Trump’s higher education policies, with 
opposition increasing when the policies are explicitly tied 
to Trump. Awareness about the impact of these policies 
is low, however: There is no single policy that students 
overwhelmingly recognize as impacting their campus.

Large majorities of current and recent Latino college 
students oppose most of the Trump administration’s 
policies related to higher education, and opposition 
is higher when respondents are explicitly informed 
that President Trump is behind the policies. Latino 
students express the highest levels of disapproval 
of Trump’s policies to revoke international student 
visas (76%), reduce federal funding for colleges and 
universities with large numbers of Latino students 
(73%), and restrict diversity, equity and inclusion ini-
tiatives (72%). Large majorities also disapprove of 

policies to stop states from offering in-state tuition 
for undocumented students (69%), reduce certain 
employers’ eligibility for loan forgiveness (67%), close 
the Department of Education (66%), and dock wages 
and withhold tax refunds on defaulted student loan 
borrowers (63%).

Over half (57%) of current and recent Latino college 
students have heard about at least one of President 
Trump’s policies (listed below) happening on their 
campus, but there is not one policy in particular that 
even one-quarter of students have observed.
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Figure 5. Below are some of [FORM A: President Trump’s] policies related to 
higher education. Please indicate if you approve or disapprove of each one.

69%
63%

With Trump Without Trump

Revoking international student visas

Reducing federal funding for colleges and 
universities with large numbers of Latino students 

Restricting diversity, equity, and inclusion initiatives

Trying to stop states from o�ering in state tuition 
for undocumented students 

Working to close the federal Department 
of Education

Reducing certain employers’ eligibility for the 
Public Service Loan Forgiveness program

Docking wages and withholding tax refunds 
on defaulted student loan borrowers 

Expanding funding for short term job training 
credentials

76%
70%

73%
67%

72%
63%

67%
56%

66%
60%

63%
60%

33%
22%

% Disapprove

Figure 6. Have you heard about any of the following 
happening at YOUR college or university?

• 57% of students 
have heard of at 
least one of these 
things happening 
at their school; 
43% have not 
heard of any.

• Across the board, 
students at 4-year 
colleges have 
heard about these 
things to a 
greater extent 
than  students at 
2-year colleges.  

Restricting discussing certain topics in the classroom

Censoring of students or professors

Banning of public expression, including protests

Removal of scholarships intended for Latino, LGBTQIA+, 
First generation, Undocumented, or other students of color

Canceling of Diversity, Equity, Inclusion or other diversity 
initiatives/programs

A�nity centers closing such as multicultural centers, Latino/x/e, 
Dream/Immigrant/Undocumented Student Success centers, etc.

Cancelation of research grants

22%

21%

18%

18%

17%

16%

16%
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Finding 7: Artificial Intelligence (AI) is widely used by Latino 
college students, and they generally view it as having a net 
positive impact on education-related factors. Yet there are 
many students who are simply not sure about the impact AI 
is having on education, and there are mixed views about the 
impact of AI overall.

More than three in five (61%) current and recent 
Latino college students use AI at least a few times a 
month, including 40% who use it at least a few times 
a week. Men (70%) are heavier users than women 
(56%), but over half of women use it at least a few 
times a month.

Latino college students believe that AI is having 
the most positive impact on their understanding 
of class material (50% positive, 20% negative), plus 
a net positive impact on their ability to apply skills 

in the real world (43% positive, 25% negative), their 
enhancement of critical thinking skills (41% positive, 
30% negative) and the effort they put into classes 
(40% positive, 29% negative). They are more divided 
about the impact on their job prospects after college 
(36% positive, 33% negative) and think the impact on 
society overall is more negative (33%) than positive 
(31%). Latinas, particularly younger Latinas, are the 
least optimistic about the impact of AI. 
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