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ABSTRACT 
Aim/Purpose Latina doctoral students’ educational experiences are often mediated by their 

social class status, race, and gender. Latinas have sustained an increasing pres-
ence in doctoral programs at various colleges and universities across the United 
States; yet, they are continually underrepresented in doctoral programs at pre-
dominantly White institutions. The author identifies evidence-supported, per-
sonal and institutional factors that may contribute to working-class Latina doc-
toral students’ successful persistence at predominantly White institutions. 

Background The tension between personal identities versus academic capability can make 
the doctoral education experience academically, socially, emotionally, and finan-
cially challenging for Latinas from low-income backgrounds. Latina/Latino 
Critical Race Theory and Multiracial Feminist Theory are introduced as lenses 
to examine aspects of  the doctoral education experience that may impede or 
support Latina students’ retention. 

Methodology As a conceptual article, this paper is an examination of  research regarding the 
experiences of  doctoral students of  color at predominantly White institutions 
in the United States and summarizes how Latina doctoral students from eco-
nomically disadvantaged backgrounds can succeed in these environments.   

Contribution This article outlines evidence-supported strategies that may influence working-
class Latina doctoral students’ successful persistence at predominantly White in-
stitutions.  

Findings The research highlighted in this article emphasizes how factors such as embrac-
ing familismo, increasing faculty diversity, establishing peer networks, and creat-
ing inclusive class-conscious academic programs and new student orientations, 
may contribute to the doctoral persistence of  Latinas from economically disad-
vantaged backgrounds attending predominantly White institutions. 
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Recommendations  
for Practitioners 

Personal and institutional factors are recommended for faculty and student af-
fairs professionals to support the doctoral persistence of  Latina students such 
as embracing personal agency and academic efficacy, embracing familismo, rec-
ognizing the myth of  meritocracy, establishing peer support networks, creating 
inclusive academic environments, establishing formal faculty mentorships, and 
fostering class conscious faculty. 

Recommendations  
for Researchers  

The literature presented in this paper provides ideas for future research oppor-
tunities that could further examine how supportive relationships and inclusive-
ness promote Latina doctoral students’ educational success.   

Impact on Society Latinas experience overlapping forms of  privilege and subordination depending 
on their race, social class, gender, sexual orientation, and academic setting. 

Future Research Further development of  transformative research on this topic may improve in-
clusive educational practices and potentially increase access to doctoral-level ed-
ucation for Latinas and other economically disadvantaged students of  color. 

Keywords Latinas, doctoral education, persistence, social class, Latcrit, Multiracial Feminist 
Theory, equity, economic disadvantage 

INTRODUCTION 
Latinas have sustained an increasing presence in doctoral programs at various colleges and universi-
ties across the United States (U.S.) within the last decade. Approximately 8% of  doctoral degrees 
were conferred to Latinas in the 2017-2018 academic year, compared to 6.1% conferred to this group 
in 2010-2011 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2019). The rise of  Latinas completing doc-
toral education is laudable; yet, Latinas are continually underrepresented in doctoral programs at pre-
dominantly White institutions (PWIs) (Gildersleeve et al., 2011; Ramirez, 2017). Doctoral education 
is denoted as a predominantly White environment that disseminates White middle-class cultural val-
ues in which students learn customs through peer and faculty interactions, mentoring relationships, 
and engaging in research, teaching, and service activities (Hernández, 2015; Turner & Thompson, 
1993). The hegemonic culture of  doctoral education at PWIs has a direct impact on the academic 
and social integration of  Latina students (Ramirez, 2017) as their journey to graduation is often com-
plicated by classism, racism, and sexism inherent in the social and academic environment at PWIs 
(Gildersleeve et al., 2011; Gutiérrez et al., 2019).  

The tension between personal identities versus institutional culture at PWIs can make the doctoral 
education experience academically, socially, and emotionally challenging for Latinas from low-income 
backgrounds (Franklin et al., 2014; Pecero, 2016; Vasil & McCall, 2018). As such, Latina scholars Es-
pino et al. (2010) used testimonios (e.g., first-person accounts of  socially significant experiences) to 
highlight how the institutional cultures in doctoral programs “collided” with factors related to their 
multiple strands of  identities (e.g., social class status, motherhood, first-generation status, spousal sta-
tus, parent’s education level, and immigration status) which impacted their doctoral education experi-
ences and career transitions.   

The purpose of  this article is to provide an overview of  how social class status influences the educa-
tional experiences of  Latina doctoral students from low-income backgrounds attending PWIs and 
factors that influence their doctoral persistence. First, I provide definitions of  key terms, as compli-
cations in definitions have led to the paucity of  research related to socioeconomic status and related 
constructs (Liu, 2011; Walpole, 2007). In the next section, I provide a review of  the literature regard-
ing the culture of  doctoral education and challenges to working-class Latinas’ doctoral persistence. I 
propose Latina/Latino Critical Race Theory (LatCrit) and Multiracial Feminism to conceptualize the 
importance of  recognizing systemic barriers that may impede doctoral persistence at PWIs and 
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acknowledge the unique assets of  Latina students. Last, I discuss evidence-supported strategies that 
foster successful doctoral persistence for Latinas at PWIs and suggest areas of  future research.   

The construct working-class is operationalized to encompass the labels of  “poor, under, and lower-
class” given the pejorative nature of  these terms and to move toward collective agency of  the socially 
stratified group (Arena, 2011). The concept for working-class was informed by Gilbert (2008), sug-
gesting that the working-class and working-poor class are individuals employed in manual labor or 
service industries, who cannot depend on steady employment, and have incomes that are below 
mainstream living standards. This article focuses on Latina doctoral students from working-class fam-
ilies who experienced financial hardship. The term Latina refers to individuals who identify as female 
with heritage stemming from Mexico, Central America, South America, or the Spanish-speaking 
countries of  the Caribbean (Rivera et al., 2010). This definition of  Latinas was broadly conceptual-
ized to honor Latinas’ diverse ethnic identities (Rivera et al., 2010). The term Latinx is used to signify 
the collective group (gender-neutral). The U.S. Department of  Education defines persistence as the 
act of  continuing towards an educational goal (Cuccaro-Alamin, 1997). Doctoral persistence is de-
fined as the enrollment in a doctoral program for a consecutive time period with the goal of  obtain-
ing a doctoral degree (Rockinson-Szapkiw et al., 2016).  

THE CULTURE OF DOCTORAL EDUCATION 

THE IMPACT OF ETHNOCENTRISM 
Doctoral education involves a socialization process in which students learn customs, traditions, and 
values through peer and faculty interactions, mentoring relationships, and engaging in research, teach-
ing, and service activities (Gildersleeve et al., 2011). Therefore, the doctoral persistence of  working-
class Latina students must be understood within this socialization process, which operates to pre-
serve existing patterns of  educational inequities (Espino, 2012; Espino et al., 2010; Pecero, 2016). 
Scholars have suggested that doctoral programs have both official and unofficial curricula, with the 
latter having a differential impact on students from historically marginalized groups (Margolis, 2001; 
Townsend, 1995). The official curriculum generally encompasses a plan of  study and duties to fulfill 
respective program requirements, which are transparent and anticipated by students; whereas, the un-
official or hidden curriculum are values, attitudes, and patterns of  behavior students may absorb 
from faculty and peers without conscious knowledge (Foot, 2017). Within the hidden curriculum are 
distinct messages to students about the culture within a doctoral program that work to reproduce 
that culture (Margolis, 2001). Researchers have purported that doctoral education at PWIs circulate 
White middle-class cultural values and remain a chilly climate for historically marginalized students 
due to discriminatory and non-inclusive practices (Gildersleeve et al., 2011). For example, Latina stu-
dents have reported experiencing overexposure to dominant Eurocentric curricula in doctoral pro-
grams at PWIs (Pecero, 2016). Furthermore, Latina students are often discouraged from using cultur-
ally appropriate epistemologies and theoretical frameworks in their research when attending PWIs (J. 
C. González, 2006; Rodriquez, 2006; Von Robertson et al., 2016) 
Researchers (Pecero, 2016) have also documented that the scholarly endeavors of  Latina students 
may be stifled by program faculty when their research is related to their communities of  color, as the 
curriculum in many higher education programs reflects a preponderance of  scholarship centered on 
White males (Townsend, 1995). Rodriguez (2006) noted students reporting that “brown on brown” 
research was not valued, whereas research regarding Eurocentric issues was accorded legitimate (p. 
1078). Such prejudicial practices place an undue burden on Latina doctoral students to either divest 
their academic interests or become the sole ambassador of  research and scholarship related to com-
munities of  color (Hinojosa & Carney, 2016; Pecero, 2016). In contrast, Latinx students attending 
Hispanic serving institutions (HSIs) have reported supportive departmental climates, positive student 
engagement, and gains in academic and personal development (Fosnacht & Nailos, 2016; Vaqurera, 
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2007). Despite the sense of  belonging and support for academic advancement Latinx students expe-
rience at HSIs, these intuitions are less likely to offer doctorate level programs across various disci-
plines in comparison to non-HSIs (Fosnacht & Nailos, 2016). Consequently, there is a continued 
need for doctoral programs at PWIs to examine discriminatory practices and create inclusive envi-
ronments in which working-class Latinas doctoral students can find support systems that aid in doc-
toral persistence.  

EXPERIENCES OF TOKENISM AND SELF-CENSORSHIP 
The underrepresentation of  working-class Latinas in doctoral programs at PWIs often results in ex-
periences of  tokenism and self-censorship (Franklin et al., 2014; Hinojosa & Carney, 2016; Pecero, 
2016). Tokenism refers to the experience of  being over-observed, stereotyped, and excluded due to 
identification with a minority status (Kanter, 1977). Self-censorship is the act of  suppressing one’s 
voice or involvement, typically out of  fear or deference to others’ sensibilities (Rodriguez, 2006). In 
an ethnographic study of  22 Latinx doctoral students at PWIs, Gildersleeve et al. (2011) found that 
nearly all student participants reported tokenism experiences in which they were often asked to pro-
vide answers to classmates about their entire culture or gender. Likewise, Hernández (2015) reported 
that Latinx students are often perceived as cultural ambassadors, as they are called to serve as the 
Latinx representative on university committees and entrenched in programmatic efforts to recruit 
Latinx students. These additional efforts may be psychologically and physically taxing to working-
class ethnic minority doctoral students, as their White, middle, or upper-class counterparts may not 
assume these same responsibilities in doctoral programs (Crumb et al., 2020). Contrarily, Aguirre-Co-
varrubias et al.’s (2015) survey of  Latina graduate engineering students attending HSIs found that 
students reported positive experiences with faculty instructors who were supportive and encouraging, 
had high expectations, and provided academic and personal advice that contributed to their persis-
tence. However, it is important to note that although students had exposure to diverse faculty of  sim-
ilar ethnic/racial backgrounds who contributed to their persistence, they still reported a lack of  fi-
nancial support and working multiple jobs, as they did not have enough funding to cover additional 
expenses associated with graduate school. Additionally, the researchers noted that a study participant 
faced discrimination related to having a child while pursuing a graduate program. Hence, Latinas’ 
propensity to face challenges in doctoral education due to their multiple identities is prevalent across 
settings.    

Experiences of  discrimination often beget self-censorship, which emerges as a consequence of  un-
derrepresented students continually negotiating when and how to respond to discrimination. Some 
Latina students have responded to incessant discrimination and prejudicial occurrences by saying as 
little as possible and silencing their voices (C. G. González, 2014; Rodriquez, 2006). Furthermore, re-
searchers (Hinojosa & Carney, 2016; Pecero, 2016) noted that Latina doctoral students who reported 
high levels of  discrimination and tokenism protected themselves by disengaging in class and attempt-
ing to finish their programs expeditiously, whereas other Latina doctoral students chose to depart 
from academia due to racial battle fatigue (Franklin et al., 2014) in trying to meet oppressive aca-
demic norms (Ayala & Ramirez, 2019; Hernández, 2015). 

CONFLICTS IN SOCIAL CLASS LOYALTY  
Conflicting social class loyalty further complicates doctoral persistence and is proposed as one of  the 
most prominent issues for working-class women in doctoral education at PWIs (Crumb et al., 2020). 
Working-class Latinas may experience cultural incongruities or dissonance as they attempt to inter-
fuse aspects of  their ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds with the social mores of  doctoral edu-
cation at PWIs (Pecero, 2016; Ramirez, 2017). Accordingly, Latina students may feel pressure to iso-
late from their families or culture to assimilate to the culture of  doctoral education (Pecero, 2016; 
Ramirez, 2017). Making such adjustments is potentially stressful for working-class women doctoral 
students because they may perceive themselves as no longer fitting in with their working-class family 
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and friends, nor do they feel a sense of  belonging in the privileged setting of  the program (Pecero, 
2016). The doctoral socialization process may pressure Latinas to conform to alternative values even 
if  they coincide with their personal values and attitudes (Acevedo-Gil & Madrigal-Garcia, 2018). 
Moreover, the conformist nature of  doctoral education may exacerbate the elusiveness of  self-iden-
tity and a sense of  belongingness for working-class Latina doctoral students with ongoing financial 
concerns (Ramirez, 2017).  

THE IMPACT OF FINANCIAL CHALLENGES ON STUDENT PERSISTENCE 
Working-class Latina doctoral students face significantly more financial struggles due to their low so-
cioeconomic origins than their middle or upper-class peers as they strive for upward mobility (Her-
nández, 2015; Ramirez, 2017). Psychological distress, decreased ability to focus, and pressure to grad-
uate sooner are among many factors frequently cited as secondary effects of  financial challenges 
faced by working-class students (Crumb et al., 2020; Ramirez, 2017). Working-class women doctoral 
students at PWIs may be less likely to disclose distress regarding financial challenges to faculty and 
peers. The unwillingness to disclose financial distress attributed to the shame and inferiority attached 
to a working-class status (i.e., internalized classism) could be detrimental to working-class Latina doc-
toral students’ academic performance. In addition, researchers identified that working-class doctoral 
students often have full-time off-campus jobs or multiple part-time jobs to account for unmet finan-
cial needs (Cueva, 2013; Holley & Gardner, 2012), which detracts from their engagement in academic 
activities. 

FAMILIAL SUPPORT AND DOCTORAL PERSISTENCE 
In a quantitative study of  273 doctoral students nationwide, Warnock and Appel (2012) identified 
that deprivation of  familial intellectual support, financial resources, and graduate support networks 
significantly hampered working-class doctoral students’ achievement. Warnock and Appeal reported 
that working-class doctoral students were less likely to consult parents or family members about their 
academic experiences in comparison to graduate students from middle and upper-class backgrounds. 
Through the analysis of  autoethnographies, Tokarczyk and Fay (1993) posited that many working-
class women students did not consider their family as a useful social or financial resource in their 
graduate education endeavors. 

On the contrary, current researchers noted that Latinas value the support from their romantic part-
ners, parents, children, and other relatives and identify this support as vital to doctoral persistence 
(Hinojosa & Carney, 2016; Ramos, 2020; Sanchez, 2015). Furthermore, researchers found that high 
achieving Latinas from lower socioeconomic backgrounds had a continued sense of  responsibility to 
their families (i.e., familismo) to be successful, which helped them to successfully persist in doctoral 
and professional degree programs (Ramirez, 2017). Specifically, family support may help Latina doc-
toral students garner self-confidence and decrease self-doubt (Ramos, 2020). Despite these findings, 
Hernández (2015) reported that Latina doctoral students might sometimes withdraw from their fami-
lies due to the academic and personal stress they face in their programs. Latina scholars (Espino et 
al., 2010) illuminated how working-class students faced difficult circumstances such as feelings of  
separation and pondered how to unite pursuing doctoral level education and the networks that ensue 
from engagement in academe with their working-class identities. The authors note that physical and 
psychological distance from the institution and home may exacerbate feelings of  separation (Espino 
et al., 2010). In essence, researchers have generated multiple interpretations of  the significance of  fa-
milial support regarding Latinas’ persistence in doctoral education and note that working-class stu-
dents still experience dissonance between integrating their academic identity into their family or 
“home” identity (Espino et al., 2010; Kiyama, 2018). These issues are vital as many Latina students 
may be first-generation doctoral students and their families may provide social support but have lim-
ited guidance on how to navigate the idiosyncrasies of  doctoral level education (Ramos, 2020).  

https://www.tandfonline.com/author/Hern%C3%A1ndez%2C+Estee
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Overall, a review of  the extant literature establishes that researchers have made noteworthy contribu-
tions to aid in understanding the experiences of  Latina students and doctoral students from working-
class backgrounds. However, an increased focus on working-class Latina students’ experiences in 
doctoral level programs at PWIs is still warranted. Most studies on Latinx students are focused on 
the undergraduate student population and few of  these studies demarcate the construct of  social 
class status alongside how Latina students’ gender, ethnicity, and other identities influence doctoral 
persistence (Aguirrre-Covarrubias et al., 2015). The following sections provide an overview of  two 
theoretical frameworks that challenge the hegemonic structures of  doctoral education at PWIs and 
emphasize the multiple identities of  Latinas. 

LATCRIT 
Doctoral education is a conduit for social reproduction due to its replication of  structured power re-
lations between privileged social classes that maintain social hierarchies (Bourdieu, 1977; Espino, 
2012). LatCrit stems from Critical Race Theory, which aims to challenge dominant ideologies that 
support racialized inequities (Solorzano & Bernal, 2001). LatCrit elucidates Latinx individuals’ multi-
dimensional identities and the intersectionality of  racism, sexism, classism, and other forms of  op-
pression they may experience (Solorzano & Bernal, 2001). Along with offering a robust analysis of  
how gender roles and expectations impact the lives of  Latina women (Hernandez-Truyol, 1997), the 
fundamental tenants of  LatCrit and CRT are (a) the acknowledgment that racism is a fundamental 
part of  American society that exists within institutional structures, (b) the challenge of  dominant ide-
ologies that uphold faulty views of  the existence of  an equal opportunity for people of  color, (c) the 
active propagation of  social justice, and (d) the centralization of  marginalized voices (Delgado & 
Stefancic, 2001; Solorzano & Bernal, 2001). LatCrit discourse calls for transformative research to 
centralize the marginalized voice and recognize Latinx persons as legitimate creators of  knowledge 
(Hernandez-Truyol, 1997). Situating the current article within the LatCrit framework allows for an 
intricate depiction of  doctoral persistence centered on working-class Latinas’ experiences and voices. 
The use of  LatCrit highlights the manifestations of  colorblind and class-blind ideology in educa-
tional spaces, which results in ignoring the systemic barriers working-class Latinas face in matriculat-
ing to and persisting in doctoral education at PWIs.  

MULTIRACIAL FEMINISM 
I selected Multiracial Feminism as a corresponding framework to assure an examination of  the dis-
tinctive identities and socio-cultural complexities of  Latinas’ family, school, and community lives and 
how they collectively shape their doctoral education experiences. Multiracial Feminism is a theoretical 
and practical paradigm developed by women of  color whose social locations provided them with 
unique perspectives on self  and societal structures (Zinn & Dill, 1996). Unlike theoretical frame-
works that analyze one structure of  ascribed marginalization and generally omit or subsume all oth-
ers, multiracial Feminism problematizes race, class, and gender inequities (Ramirez, 2013). Multiracial 
feminist discourse proposes that one or another form of  identity may be salient in an individual’s 
conscious at any given moment (Ramirez, 2013). Inclusive feminist inquiry calls for researchers to 
avoid the erasure of  women of  color experiences in literature by analyzing the power relations that 
constitute all social constructions of  identity that shape women’s lives in distinctive ways (Zinn & 
Dill, 1996). Multiracial Feminism maintains that women experience overlapping forms of  privilege 
and subordination depending on their race, social class, gender, sexual orientation, and the setting 
(Zinn & Dill, 1996). Within the constraints of  multiple ascribed marginal identities, Multiracial Femi-
nist discourse emphasizes that women create viable lives for themselves, their families, and their com-
munities (Zinn & Dill, 1996). Using Multiracial Feminism alongside LatCrit will allow for the readers 
to embrace the subjective view of  Latinas’ educational experiences while simultaneously taking a crit-
ical look at structures within higher education systems at PWIs that serve to impede or support their 
doctoral persistence.  
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FOSTERING THE SUCCESS OF WORKING-CLASS LATINA 
DOCTORAL STUDENTS 
Economic differences do not have to result in differences in academic achievement for working-class 
Latina doctoral students. Doctoral students at PWIs who access resources early in their doctoral 
studies are more likely to persist to graduation (Crumb et al., 2020). Researchers have documented 
supportive structures that may influence the successful persistence of  working-class Latina doctoral 
students at PWIs. The following section outlines evidence-supported strategies that may support 
Latinas’ doctoral persistence at PWIs. The following discussion is delineated into two sections: per-
sonal factors and institutional factors.  

PERSONAL FACTORS 

Embracing personal agency and academic efficacy 
Working-class Latina doctoral students often consider their underprivileged upbringing as an aspect 
that has aided their persistence. Researchers have suggested that working-class students expect hard 
work unaccompanied by a sense of  entitlement (Crumb et al., 2020; Richardson et al., 2004). In ac-
cordance, working-class women doctoral students may have more confidence in their intellectual abil-
ity and merit in educational environments (Crumb et al., 2020). Whereas past researchers have pur-
ported that working-class minority students experienced feelings of  inferiority and shame (Sánchez et 
al., 2011), other researchers (Crumb et al., 2020; Hinojosa & Carney, 2016; Pecero, 2016; Ramos, 
2020) revealed that these students were confident in their academic ability and reported fewer feel-
ings of  inferiority in elitist doctoral environments. Using LatCrit as a lens, it is apparent that Latinas 
and working-class students have much confidence in their academic capabilities. It is vital to seek lit-
erature created by and centered on Latinx scholars to counter deficit-based ideology related to their 
academic capacities (Ramos, 2020).  

Embracing familismo 
Latina working-class women students have identified that their families’ display of  emotional support 
and love positively influenced their doctoral persistence (Corona et al., 2017; Hernández, 2015; 
Pecero, 2016; Ramos, 2020). Family connectedness has special resonance for working-class doctoral 
students as they are often pressured to disassociate themselves from their backgrounds and conform 
to the middle-class standards (i.e., hidden curriculum) of  predominantly White academic environ-
ments. Support from family members is associated with positive social adjustment and emotional 
well-being (Sarubbi et al., 2019), both of  which are imperative as students adapt to the rigors of  doc-
toral level education. Accordingly, Latinx working-class parents are often highly supportive of  the 
students’ doctoral endeavors, although the parents may be less familiar with higher education and lan-
guage differences may exist (Ceja, 2004; Espino et al., 2010; Ramos, 2020). High achieving Latinas are 
often raised in families in which education is valued (Kiyama, 2018; Ramos, 2020). This value placed 
on higher education counters evoked stereotypes that working-class Latinx parents are anti-intellec-
tual and disinterested in their descendants’ educational pursuits (Kiyama, 2018). 

Moreover, family support should be seen as a larger collective of  individuals rather than solely par-
ents (Kiyama, 2018). As stated earlier, multiracial feminist scholars suggest one or another form of  
identity may be salient at a given time, depending upon the setting. Accordingly, when considering 
doctoral level education, it is imperative to consider the inclusion of  a student’s romantic partners 
and children, as there is a need to include salient roles of  partner/spouse or mother in the doctoral 
journey (Trepal et al., 2014). The entire familial unit can benefit from an increased understanding of  
the responsibilities of  doctoral students (e.g., conference travel) and the time-dedication necessary 
for these endeavors. 
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Recognizing the myth of  meritocracy 
The emulation of  family-related values regarding work-ethic is identified as a strategy of  persistence 
in managing academic workloads and persevering through hardships. Working-class women students 
have an early understanding that they have to put forth additional effort to be equally productive in 
doctoral education (Crumb et al., 2020; Vasil & McCall, 2018). LatCrit reminds us that institutions of  
education uphold faulty views of  the existence of  an equal opportunity for students of  color (Solor-
zano & Bernal, 2001). Working-class Latina women students often recognize that the system of  meri-
tocracy that is valued and emphasized in working-class families conflict with the racist, sexist, and 
classist structures of  the academy (Vasil & McCall, 2018). Nevertheless, access to privileged networks 
to ascertain social capital may still be necessary for working-class Latina doctoral students to receive 
equitable educational opportunities.   

Establishing peer support networks 
Researchers have identified that forming peer networks provided Latina students with an immediate 
outlet to express their feelings and frustrations regarding their experiences in sometimes hostile doc-
toral education environments (Patterson-Stephens & Hernández, 2018). Additional scholars 
(Acevedo-Gil & Madrigal-Garcia, 2018; Ramirez, 2014) echoed support for these findings suggesting 
that Latina students who have difficulty finding support in their program should turn to peers out-
side of  their departments or to social media (Hernández 2015). Communalism is a critical aspect of  
working-class Latina students’ retention and persistence (Acevedo-Gil & Madrigal-Garcia, 2018). Per-
sonal connections with peers are important in enhancing working-class doctoral students’ sense of  
belonging at PWIs (Crumb et al., 2020; Espino et al., 2010; Patterson-Stephens & Hernández, 2018). 
This sense of  belonging mirrors the concept of  personalismo, that close personal relationships are im-
portant in the Latinx culture (Adames & Chavez-Dueñas, 2017).  

INSTITUTIONAL FACTORS 

Creating inclusive academic environments 
Although doctoral education has a critical role in reproducing class stratification, programs and insti-
tutions can also provide opportunities for disrupting dominant ideologies and practices (Acevedo-Gil 
& Madrigal-Garcia, 2018; Gildersleeve et al., 2011; Ramirez, 2017). Researchers have indicated that 
the successful persistence of  working-class Latina doctoral students is influenced by (a) welcoming 
campuses that support diverse cultural identity (J. C. González, 2006; Ramirez, 2013), (b) depart-
ment-wide support systems and support programs (Acevedo-Gil & Madrigal-Garcia, 2018), (c) di-
verse staff  and faculty members who expose students to diverse curriculum (Espino, 2012; J. C. Gon-
zález, 2006), and (d) positive undergraduate and master’s level experiences that help to build resili-
ency (J. C. González, 2006). Latina students who feel less conflict between their institutions and per-
sonal identities have more positive educational experiences (Vasil & McCall, 2018; Winkle-Wagner & 
McCoy 2018). Given these points, it is important to note that doctoral students with multiple minor-
ity identities endure an increased amount of  psychological stress while pursuing higher education 
(Corona et al., 2017). Additionally, many working-class students may be first-generation doctoral stu-
dents and experience uncertainty as they transition to doctoral study (Warnock & Appel, 2012).  

Formal faculty mentorships 
Mentorships are underscored as significant to promote the persistence of  working-class Latina stu-
dents (Acevedo-Gil & Madrigal-Garcia, 2018; Ramos, 2020). Increasing mentorships and diversity in 
graduate programs at PWIs may positively influence students’ academic and social engagement, 
which in return, may help students to persist in potentially hostile environments (Figueroa & Rodri-
guez, 2015; Mireles-Rios & Garcia, 2019). Studies related to the successful persistence of  Latina stu-
dents at HSIs have shown that within-group mentoring (e.g., same race/ethnicity, or gender) helps 

https://www.tandfonline.com/author/Hern%C3%A1ndez%2C+Estee
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Latinas develop a greater level of  self-confidence in their academic endeavors (Vaquera, 2007). How-
ever, with less representation of  Latinx faculty at PWIs (Gutiérrez et al., 2019), cross-cultural men-
torships may be necessary. Supportive cross-cultural mentoring relationships that promote students’ 
persistence can be established across any culture, age group, or gender (Crumb et al., 2020) as multi-
racial feminist discourse champions that one or another form of  identity may be salient considering 
the setting and situation (Zinn & Dill, 1996). Furthermore, interacting with individuals who are dif-
ferent from oneself  helps counter stereotypes and decreases discriminatory behavior (Vaquera, 2007). 
Hinojosa and Carney (2016) emphasized the importance of  intentional academic mentorship for 
Latinas to support their professional endeavors, such as including students in research, teaching, and 
service initiatives.   

Class conscious faculty 
LatCrit scholars espouse that classism, along with racism and sexism, exists within higher educational 
systems (Solorazano & Yosso, 2001). Tinto (1993), a noted theorist in doctoral student retention, as-
serted that when students feel valued and appreciated in their educational experience, they are often 
willing to accept considerable economic hardships to continue their education. Class conscious fac-
ulty may aid working-class Latina’s persistence by arranging graduate assistantships or connecting 
them to personal support networks outside of  the institution. Thus, institutional administrators can 
require faculty to attend training or professional development workshops related to recognizing social 
class biases and how they are propagated in various recruitment and admissions procedures. Many 
faculty serve as doctoral advisors, and researchers suggested that in cases of  the hidden curriculum, 
faculty advisors can minimize students’ obstacles by making expectations explicit, sharing power and 
access to resources, and creating relationships of  trust with students in which they can openly ex-
press their needs (Harding-DeKam et al., 2012).  

IMPLICATIONS FOR HIGHER EDUCATION AS A FIELD OF STUDY 
The present article has important implications related to how higher education faculty can decrease 
the dissonance working-class Latinas experience as they integrate their academic and home identities 
and strive to persist in doctoral programs at PWIs. Accordingly, there are several ways to support La-
tina’s doctoral persistence. University faculty and other personnel can engage the entire family unit 
into the doctoral transition process, as researchers have shown that familismo has a positive influence 
on Latinas doctoral persistence. Hence, it is recommended that academic programs expand initiatives 
to help Latinas transition to and persist in doctoral programs. An example is the use of  inclusive and 
comprehensive orientation initiatives. Doctoral program coordinators can create innovative new stu-
dent orientations such as including break-out rooms for students to meet with staff  in financial aid to 
gain information about funding, meet writing center and library personnel, meet peers in student or-
ganizations, and create online access to these resources as well (Sarubbi et al., 2019). New student 
orientations can also be used as a source of  academic and social integration by having break-out 
rooms for Latinas to meet with individual faculty and peers to discuss research interests and current 
grant projects. Programs could go a step further by recognizing Latinas with family caregiving re-
sponsibilities and support the creation of  peer support groups for students who are caregivers and 
have them network at orientation. There are also important implications related to providing inclu-
sive curricula and culturally responsive pedagogy. University educators at PWIs should strive to offer 
a diverse curriculum that will ensure that working-class Latina students are exposed to content that 
reflects their life experiences. Programs faculty can design courses that specifically address working-
class histories, social class stratification, and facilitate connections between students’ personal histo-
ries and course content (Crumb et al., 2020).  
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CONCLUSION 
Working-class Latinas enter higher education with a variety of  unique academic and non-academic 
attributes that influence their successful persistence in doctoral programs at PWIs. This article em-
phasizes how factors such as embracing familismo and creating inclusive academic programs and en-
vironments with class conscious faculty may contribute to the doctoral persistence of  Latinas from 
economically disadvantaged backgrounds. Nonetheless, there is a need for additional studies to gain 
further understanding of  factors that influence the doctoral persistence of  Latinas at PWIs (Corona 
et al., 2017). Further development of  transformative research in this area may improve inclusiveness 
and potentially increase access to doctoral-level education for economically disadvantaged students. A 
large portion of  research studies that examined the influence of  social class status on educational ex-
periences has been conducted using quantitative methodological approaches (Liu et al., 2004). As a 
result, students’ personal perspectives and insights are often excluded from the literature. Variations 
in research methodology would provide a more comprehensive understanding of  working-class Lati-
nas’ doctoral experiences. Researchers can use various qualitative approaches such as autoethnogra-
phy and case studies that allow for counter-storytelling and testimonios that give a subjective voice to 
Latinas’ experiences in doctoral education. These scholarly inquiry approaches support the tenants of  
LatCrit that challenge dominant ideologies and centralize the voices and experiences of  working-class 
Latinas.  

Furthermore, continuing to build on research that explores the complex relationships between socio-
economic status, first-generation doctoral status, academic and social integration, and family engage-
ment is vital. For example, researchers have identified that families of  students of  color, first-genera-
tion, and economically disadvantaged students are at risk of  feeling less engaged by the educational 
system; yet, most of  this research is focused on the undergraduate student population. Thus, there is 
a need for research on how these families experience the doctoral transition process. Researchers can 
consider the application of  frameworks such as LatCrit and Multiracial Feminism in their studies as 
well as Chicana feminist epistemology (Calderón et al., 2012)) that have been used to explore the ed-
ucational experiences of  Latinas. Scholars must continue to examine Latinas’ successful educational 
experiences to challenge the long-standing inequities in doctoral education at PWIs and explore the 
personal and institutional factors that support their successful persistence. 
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