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The Covid-19 pandemic was a primary cause for the decline in college enrollment
rates for Latino/x college men over the last two years. The aim of this qualitative
study was to explore how these students discussed their decisions to attend and
enroll college since the onset of the pandemic. Using the Theory of planned behavior
(Azjen, 1991), we tried to understand how Latino/x college men, who were first time
in enrolled in college, navigated their educational experiences in South Texas Hispanic
Serving Institutions. The findings revealed sobering realities that these students faced
uncertainty, isolation, mental health concerns, but they also relied on faculty mem-
bers, staff, and student peer groups to survive the pandemic. We conclude with
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recommendations that educational leaders, faculty members, and professional staff
should consider to develop a college climate and classroom environment which values
Latino/x college men and improves their educational outcomes.

Keywords
Latino/x college men, access and retention, hispanic serving institutions

The Covid-19 pandemic has created unprecedented and unexpected challenges to our
postsecondary educational systems and our marginalized minoritized student groups,
especially men of color attending colleges. Recent national educational reports high-
light the disparate impact on enrollment (Huie et al., 2021; Sutton, 2021), persistence,
and graduation rates for racial/ethnic subgroups of college men (Martinez et al., 2021)
and these sobering enrollment patterns have also occurred at postsecondary institutions
in the South Texas region. In this research paper, we examined the ongoing and per-
sisting challenges faced by Latino/x college men® in the South Texas region, with a
particular focus on how the Covid-19 pandemic affected how they navigated their col-
legiate experiences.

The research literature highlights the importance of understanding how the ongoing
pandemic challenges have negatively affected enrollment patterns in K-12 (Dee &
Murphy, 2021), and at two- and four-year institutions (Huie et al., 2021). In the
state of Texas, the enrollment trends mirror the national trends which suggests that
Latino/x college men, which is the largest marginalized racial ethnic male student
group in the state, had significant declines in enrollment rates in higher education insti-
tutions. We seek to understand the potential known and unknown factors that deter-
mine how Latino/x college men decide to enroll and persist in South Texas region
higher education institutions. The purpose of this research paper is to understand
how the Covid-19 pandemic affected the postsecondary participation patterns of
Latino/x men enrolled as college students in the South Texas regional institutions.

The research question guiding our research paper is, how do Latino/x college men
who enrolled for the first time in college during the Covid-19 pandemic era (Fall 2020
to present) described their educational experiences to enroll and persist in South Texas
two- and four-year public Hispanic Serving Institutions? For this study, we specifically
wanted to understand the potential emotional and psychological toll these students
endured when enrolling in their institutions during a turbulent and uncertain time in
higher education history.

Review of the Literature

It is important to explore how the pandemic shapes enrollment decisions for Latino/x
college men because Texas represents the second largest enrollment percentages in the
country (17 percent), second only to California (28 percent) (Excelencia in Education,
2022). There is a robust literature base on Latino/x male students that have examined



Ponjudn et al. 3

their decisions to pursue higher education (Manzano-Sanchez et al., 2019), their edu-
cational experiences at community colleges (Pefia & Rhoads, 2019; Rodriguez et al.,
2021; Saenz et al., 2018), and coping with their psychological challenges (Badiee &
Andrade, 2019). The recent pandemic has also created unprecedented challenges to
the educational experiences of college students (D’Amico et al., 2022). However,
less is known about how college men of color, particularly Latino/x college men,
have endured and navigated these challenges during the pandemic. In order to contex-
tualize our study, this section will detail the extant literature on Latino/x college men’s
decision to pursue higher education and provide an overview of their experiences bal-
ancing their academic and personal responsibilities.

Latino/x College Men’s Decisions to Enroll in College

Although Latino/x student enrollment in higher education has steadily grown over the
past decades, the enrollment of Latino/x college men is an ongoing concern, especially
in response to socioeconomic factors and workforce demands that may lead them to
pursue work rather than continuing their education (Hatch et al., 2016; Ponjuan et al.,
2021). In a society with an ever-growing pressure to financially survive the inflationary
costs of basic food and home needs, Latino/x males often must choose between contin-
uing their education, which could mean taking out loans and accruing debt, or pursuing a
job to immediately provide for themselves and their family. In these instances, extant
literature reflects how the cultural significance of gender roles and familial expectations
(i.e., machismo and caballerismo) for Latino/x men can further complicate their enroll-
ment decisions; in some instances, this meant pursuing employment instead of pursuing
a college education. For example, Sdenz et al. (2013) found that employment, and not
education, helped Latino/x men feel masculine. Similarly, Martinez and Huerta
(2020) found that Latino males viewed joining the military as an option “worthy for a
man to achieve” (p. 132). Conversely, Patron (2020) and Huerta and Fishman (2014)
identified how family, specifically positive role modeling for siblings, motivated
Latino males to pursue their education. Especially for the first-generation participants,
their pursuit of a higher education built their “family’s educational aspirations”
(Patron, 2020, p. 454). Furthermore, as it relates to providing for their family, Carey
(2021) found that some Latino men are motivated to pursue their education because
they understand the long-term implications that having a degree can have in regard to
providing for their family.

‘While there are a number of factors that go into Latino/x college men’s decisions to enroll
in higher education or join the workforce, the extant literature reflects the complex decisions
they have to weigh in relation to their pride, gender roles, and familial expectations.

Balancing Personal and Academic Demands

Existing literature on Latino/x college men’s persistence related to balancing personal
and academic demands relates closely with their gender roles, familial expectations,
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and socioeconomic status. Scholars described how Latino/x male students face pres-
sure from their parents to assist with their family’s finances, even if their parents are
supportive of going to college (Saenz & Ponjuan, 2009). The added pressure to finan-
cially contribute to their family in addition to supporting themselves can put further
pressure on Latino/x college men, which can negatively affect their educational expe-
riences. Cerezo et al. (2013) shared that Latino/x male students who receive little to no
financial support from their family respond by working more hours. Corroborating the
findings of Cerezo et al. (2013), Abrica and Martinez (2016) provided insights into this
phenomenon by describing how one student, in effort to support their immediate and
extended family, decided to create his own business which adversely affected his aca-
demic performance and resulted with him stopping out and pursue full-time employ-
ment. Given the existing financial hardships experienced by Latino/x college men prior
to the pandemic, in this study we want to understand how Latino/x college men are
balancing their academic and financial needs during the pandemic.

The extant research literature has limited discussions about how Latino/x college
men, particularly in Texas, navigated their enrollment decisions during the ongoing
pandemic. Given the racial composition of Texas relative to the other states, there is
a critical need to increase and improve the educational pathways of Latino/x college
men. In this study, we advance the research diaspora on Latino/x college men in
this critical time in higher education. Towards that end, this study explores the
voices of Latino/x college men who enrolled in South Texas higher education institu-
tions (e.g., community colleges and four-year institutions) during the pandemic era.

The extant research literature has limited discussions about how Latino/x college
men in South Texas navigated their enrollment decisions during the ongoing pan-
demic. Given the critical need to increase and improve the educational outcomes of
Latino/x college men, this study attempts to advance the research diaspora on
Latino/x college men in this critical time in higher education. Toward that end, this
study explores the voices of Latino/x college men who enrolled in South Texas
higher education institutions (e.g., community colleges and four-year institutions).

Theoretical Framework

In order to understand how Latino/x college men decided to enroll in college during
the pandemic, we utilize a social psychology theoretical lens, the theory of planned
behavior (Ajzen, 1985; Ajzen, 1991), to guide our research inquiry. Ajzen’s (1985,
1991) theory of planned behavior suggests that behavioral intentions are shaped by
three forces: attitudes toward the behavior, subjective norms in relation to the behavior,
and perceived control over the behavior. Therefore, understanding Latino/x college
men’s decision to enroll in the midst of the pandemic can assist in understanding
these students’ experiences behind their decision-making process in enrollment and
forms of coping to balance their academic and family demands. Ajzen (2005) suggests
that previous behavior is a precursor to an individual’s intention of future behavior
unless faced with extenuating circumstances. Further, the theory of planned behavior
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considers the multitude of background factors such as gender, age, ethnicity, socio-
economic status, education, nationality, religion, past experiences, social support,
coping skills, geographic-specific information, and so forth. As such, the framework
considers how all these factors influence individuals’ behavioral, normative, and
control beliefs (Ajzen, 2005). Additionally, intentions are the first form of motivating
an intended behavior and influencing: attitudes, subjective norms, and behaviors
(Ajzen, 1985, 1991). For example, Caska (1998) examined graduating seniors’ inten-
tions to apply for a job and their job-seeking behavior and found that prior intentions
predicted behavior and these intentions were predicated by attitudes, subjective norms,
and perceived behavioral control.

Other research studies have utilized this theoretical framework to understand first-
year students’ intentions regarding degree aspirations and attainment (Ingram et al.,
2000) and college students’ intention to participate in civic engagement activities
(Bowman, 2011). Ingram et al. (2000), utilized the theory of planned behavior to
predict college students’ intentions and behaviors related to graduate school admis-
sions from their attitude toward the behavior, subjective norms, and perceived
control over their behaviors. The findings supported Ajzen’s theory and scholars
found that these students’ attitudes about graduate school and their understanding
of how graduate school would benefit their future careers was the most influential
predictor (Ingram et al., 2000). Bowman’s (2011) usage of Ajzen’s theory informed
how diversity experiences and interpersonal interactions with racial diversity were
associated with an increase in civic attitudes, behavioral intentions, and behaviors.
However, there is a lack of scholarship that has applied Ajzen’s (1985, 1991)
theory of planned behavior to examine students of color’s attitudes, behaviors,
and intentions in pursuing a postsecondary education, specifically Latino/x men.
In the current study, the theoretical model provides us the flexibility to explore
how attitudes, subjective norms, and control of their behaviors informed Latino/x
college men’s decision to enroll in the Fall 2020 academic term and beyond.
Given that there was an absence of educational resources during the pandemic, to
further understand students’ enrollment experiences and coping mechanisms to
address their academic and familial needs. Therefore, our study expands the
higher education literature with our application of Ajzen’s theory to understand
how Latino/x college men made decisions about attending postsecondary institutions
in the South Texas region during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Methodology

This initial study is part of a larger multi-year and multi-institutional research project
that explored the academic experiences of Latino/x college men from the South Texas
region during the Covid-19 pandemic, specifically from 2020 to present. Furthermore,
we used a case study design (Stake, 2000; Yin, 2014), in which we used each focus
group of Latino/x college men from each institution as one institutional case to
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explore patterns and better understand how they described their decisions to enroll in
their respective institutions.

Latino/x College men Sample

We relied on our campus liaison to use a convenient sampling strategy to recruit eli-
gible Latino/x college men. Furthermore, our campus liaison specifically recruited par-
ticipants from various academic majors and who were initially enrolled full-time at
their respective institution in the Fall 2020 academic year. For example, these
student participants were enrolled in a variety of academic programs ranging from
business, humanities, fine arts, social sciences, and technical trades. They also
ranged from 18 years of age and older than 24 years of age.

We notified all focus group participants via email and prior to our campus visit,
about the purpose of the study, their eligibility, their responsibilities, and compensa-
tion for participating in this study. In addition, we informed them that their participa-
tion was voluntary and that they can pause and/or withdraw from the study at any time.
Once participants agreed to the study, we gave each student a consent and participant
demographic intake form. Finally, we averaged at least three students per focus group
with a total of 16 Latino/x college men from three public four-year institutions and one
community college in South Texas. Finally, all of these institutions have a Hispanic
Serving Institution designation.

Interview Focus Group Questions Protocol

We used a semi-structured interview protocol that emerged from one primary construct
that asked students to describe their pathways to apply and enroll in their respective
community college or four-year institution. We grounded this constructed in the
research literature focused on Latino/x college men’s decisions to attend higher edu-
cation and the related factors that may influence how they navigate their academic
and personal lives during the pandemic.

For this initial study, we asked these students the following questions: 1) As a first
time in college students, please describe why you decided to apply and enroll into your
college during the last two years of the Covid pandemic? Next, 2) What do you wish
that your institution would do or say to help you as a First time in college student to
succeed in your first academic year?

The composition of our interview protocol questions provided a complex and
nuanced discussion about how these students provide a unique and timely understand-
ing of how they decided to enroll and how they managed multiple demands on their
time. Due to the dearth of research on minoritized Latino/x college men during the
Covid pandemic, we wanted to explore how this nascent pandemic social phenomenon
influenced their decision making to attend college.
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Focus Group Interview Data Collection Process

We conducted four 90-min focus group interviews with Latino/x college men who
were enrolled for the first time in college (since fall 2020 or later). This data col-
lection method was the most efficient and valuable qualitative data collection
method to explore their educational experiences (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011;
Patton, 2002). We conducted and digitally recorded the focus group interview ses-
sions in person in 2022.

Interview Data Analysis

We transcribed the interviews using a transcription service. We conducted several meet-
ings with the members of the research team to read and review an interview transcript to
understand the flow of the interview and create a shared meaning. We then divided tran-
scripts between each team member to begin the coding process. We met to discuss
potential themes that that emerged from the initial codes. From this iterative process,
we were able to better understand how Latino/x college men in the South Texas
region decided to attend college. Furthermore, it allowed us to understand the ways
they described the ways their institutions responded to their needs during the pandemic.

Positionality of Researchers

As members of a statewide network for over a decade, we had developed a working
relationship with Texas postsecondary institutions to collaboratively engage in conduct-
ing research and advocacy work to help improve how leaders, faculty members, and
professional staff meet the needs of college enrolled Latino/x college men. We devel-
oped longstanding trust and rapport as Latino/x men scholars (the primary investigator
also identified as a former undocumented student and later naturalized US citizen) and
with doctoral students who were racial and ethnically diverse men.

Qualitative Findings

The narratives of students who enrolled during the pandemic provided compelling and
challenging perspectives from these Latino/x college men. We discovered four key
themes that emerged from the analysis of the focus group interviews: 1) Importance
of proximity and financial costs to attend college, 2) Concerns about access to college
information and instruction quality, 3) Difficulties with managing their mental well-
being during the pandemic, and 4) Value of faculty, staff, and near peer support groups.

Importance of Proximity and Financial Costs to Attend College

Across all of the campus site visits, these students discussed why they chose to attend
their respective institutions during the pandemic. Regardless of the institutional types
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(e.g., community college or four-year institution), the geographic location of these
institutions was a primary driving force for these students. For example, student
attending a four-year institution stated,

I decided to attend [this institution] because it was not so far from home but close
enough. [It] did offer me the greatest amount of financial aid through scholarships and
some grants—some even COVID-related. It was mostly because of that. Mostly the
financial aid.

A Latinx/o man who attended another four-year institution stated a similar sentiment,

The location of [this institution] is, um, very close to where I grew up and it’s, um, it’s
some I’'m like more familiar with, like, versus me going to, um, University of North
Texas or something somewhere, I, I feel foreign in a way. Um, yeah...As of location,
I would say, um, number one because of cost.

In addition, coupled with the proximity factor, the importance of financial decisions
to attend an institution closer home as a compelling narrative that emerged from the
students. For instance, one student mentioned the combination of location and finan-
cial reasons for attending a local institution. Another Latinx/o man attending a four-
year institution poignantly stated,

And I thought, why should I have to move so far away from home to get that same level
of, of education like this campus is, is just as good as, as any other campus. I don’t see
why I shouldn’t come here. Um, this option was a lot cheaper, which was also very, uh, a
very big factor on my family. Um, a lot of the other schools offered a lot of, um, tuition
for, um, for first, uh, for first in family college students as well as, um, as well as people
who were coming in as like freshmen.

Across these narratives, the Latinx/o men stated the primary drivers for attending
college during the pandemic were location and the associated lower financial costs.
This may suggest that the geographic location and insular aspect of these institutions
and the potential to maximize their financial aid created compelling reasons to stay
near family and to affordably fund their college education.

Concerns About Access to College Information and Instruction Quality

Even though these students made a conscious effort to attend locally, their journey to
understand how to navigate the policies and cope with the shift to online instruction,
proved to be a daunting and uncertain process. For example, a Latinx/o man who
attends a four-year institution shared his concerns and frustrations with navigating
college during the pandemic. He stated,
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yeah, you were left in the dark. Basically, you have to do everything on your own, and
there was little to no communication with counselors or you high school. Getting familiar
with the college and how everything was going to work, it was really troublesome.

Another student at the same institution mentioned similar concerns about the impact
of the pandemic and normal campus activities. He stated,

It was so little information about COVID. Vaccines weren’t out yet. People didn’t know
how fast it could spread. People were dying left and right. People were just leery about
going in-person, face-to-face. There was really not much different that they coulda
done, especially because COVID was a new thing. It had never happened before.
I mean, there was a plague that happened back in the early 1900s, but it wasn’t anything
like this where it spread to.

In conjunction with the challenges of navigating their first years of college during
the pandemic, another recurring issue was their frustrations and concerns about their
classroom experiences. A community college student stated some of the fears of his
classroom experiences during the pandemic by stating,

When I got to college, it was very different ‘cause everything was through Zoom, and
I still didn’t know what I wanted to major in. Once I got over the intro classes I started
getting into engineering, and from there I just liked it. I did college because I wanted
to get my career over with.

Another Latinx/o student who attended a four-year institution mentioned about his
transition to the online classroom experience,

So, when the pandemic first hit, um, it was like, uh, something new to adjust to. None
of us were really used to, um, online courses. I’ve never taken previous online courses,
so it was something that I would have to learn automatically, like, um, and to learn
very fast too because um, like we need these classes done and stuff. But I would
say, um, it wasn’t too difficult since they did kind of show us how to navigate
everything.

The coupling of lack of information to successfully navigate college and the con-
cerns about their online classroom experiences highlight the levels of frustration
many of these students faced during the pandemic. These narratives were profoundly
challenging moments that may suggest these students made valiant efforts enroll in
college and take online courses during a turbulent and sudden transition to different
learning platforms. Unfortunately, there was a cost that emerged when we asked stu-
dents about their emotional and psychological well-being.
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Difficulties with Managing Their Mental Well-Being During the Pandemic

The primary and most prevalent theme that emerged from the four site visits was the
emotional and psychological toll these Latino/x college men endured throughout the
last two years. Their narratives were raw, poignant, and courageous. A compelling
commentary from a student who attended a four-year institution stated,

Well, since the time when COVID hit, I was outgoing, stuff like that and a lotta stuff. This
new environment of going into college without knowing anyone, all alone, stuff like that,
it took a toll on my confidence and kinda made me shy. I didn’t really wanna talk to
anybody. I was in my room, taking classes virtually and stuff. I felt like I was in my
own bubble. It was hard to reach out and ask for help. I feel like a lot of guys can
relate to that, that it’s hard reaching out for help. You wanna do everything on your
own. Yeah.

A student attending another four-year institution stated how his mental health suf-
fered and how it affected his relationship with his family. He courageously stated,

And then during Covid, I spent an entire year like basically just locked up in my room,
just doing Zoom classes. My parents still don’t know how me, and my brother managed it.
Cause it was brutal. What was so brutal about it? Well, just, you didn’t get to have that
classroom opportunity. I was just in my room. Um, and I think being stuck in the house
whole time had effects on my mental health and my, like everyone else in my family’s
mental health. Because I feel like my relationship with my parents, who I was obviously
living with at the time, it got a lot more strained during that time.

Another student attending a four-year institution stated how his mental state pushed
him into social isolation, he stated,

I just wanna stay home ‘cause you know how, like he said, a lotta people were getting
sick, and they’re passing away. A lot of my friends at work, they were coming out pos-
itive. I got in my mindset where I just wanted to be left alone with whoever I live. I don’t
wanna know about anyone. At that time, I stopped trying to come back to school. I was
just waiting for it to go back to normal.

Finally, another student mentioned how he noticed the gender differences and help-
seeking behaviors, he stated,

I feel like women are just better at expressing feelings naturally. I feel like men tend to
hold it in and dissimulate, pretend it’s not there, whatever. If you add COVID on top
of that, that lack of that social interaction, you lose the practice. Like with most things,
you have to keep practicing at it. The fact that, sometimes, you’re isolated, don’t have
contact with much people hinders your ability to communicate. It’s hard for men to com-
municate as it is sometimes, so I’d say that.
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These sobering narratives created a complex and understated portrait of the
mental health issues faced by some of these Latino/x college men attending
both community and four-year institutions. Suffice to say, these comments
offer a window into the unspoken challenges many of these students faced
during the pandemic. This may simply suggest that these challenges have far-
reaching effects for Latino/x men who want to attend college in the South
Texas region.

Value of Faculty, Staff, and Near Peer Support Groups

The focus group discussions also provided these students to share how they coped
during the pandemic. That is, several students across the institutions discussed how
the faculty and student services professional staff were instrumental in their ability
to cope with the pandemic and enroll into college. For instance, one community
college student mentioned how faculty members helped during the pandemic. He
stated,

I could say if I got a low grade on an assignment or on a test, they would reach out to me
via email and they would tell me, “Hey. We could set up a Zoom meeting.”—this was like
during 2020. “We could set up a Zoom meeting, and I could help you understand why you
got this wrong and everything...”

Another student attending a four-year institution also stated the value of meeting
with his professors,

...really starting to meet one on one with your professors cuz they’re always available and
they have their office hours and stuff like that. Uh, it, it took a lot of work on my part to
recover from the scourge put on my life by Covid.

Concomitantly with the academic/faculty support they received; the students also
mentioned the significant role of professional staff members to help them through
the pandemic. One community college stated his gratitude,

I thought that my advisers were very helpful in the sense that she would always check up
on—well, we always do monthly meetings. From there they’d say like, “Oh. How are you
doing?” “How is class going?” She was especially helpful because at random times she
would just send scholarships that would apply to my major, and internships that we can
apply to. With the advisers at [institution] during the Covid-19, I felt they were very
helpful with that.

While those interpersonal factors were essential to their success, these students also
mentioned their reliance on near-peer student groups to help them cope with the pan-
demic. One community college student stated,
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The eSports was helpful. It was usually a connect between most of us. There is a group of
students that we still play with. As well as playing, we also have to have the responsibility
of focusing on our classes. Our coach would inform us like, “Oh. How’s everybody’s
classes?” and he would check up on that. If he did inform us that if he notices that our
grades are dropping dramatically, he would pull us away from the group of the eSports
for a moment to increase our grade using the things that we have in campus such as
tutoring.

Another student attending a four-year institution also shared a similar comment
about the value of first-year experience courses. He also stated,

Definitely the first-year seminar was definitely a really big step of getting to know people
on campus and getting to make those connections. Um, especially when it came to learn-
ing about resources on campus and all of those, uh, they showed, they introduced me to a
lot of the people in leadership positions.

This final theme provides some solace and hope that faculty members, professional
staff, selected student groups, and academic support courses may have assuaged the
challenges associated with the pandemic. These narratives create an important focus
on understanding how these students navigated the pandemic in South Texas
institutions.

Discussion of Findings

These selected findings provide some critical insights about the educational experi-
ences of Latino/x college men who attended community colleges and four-year insti-
tutions in the South Texas region since the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic. As
mentioned earlier, the research question guiding this research study was, how do
Latino/x college men who enrolled for the first time in college during the Covid-19
pandemic era (Fall 2020 to present) described their educational experiences to
enroll and persist in South Texas two- and four-year public Hispanic Serving
Institutions? This timely question reflected the responses based on the most recent aca-
demic terms. Additionally, we will discuss these findings using Azjen’s theoretical
framework which provides us the flexibility to explore how Latino/x college men’s
attitudes, subjective norms, and control of their behaviors informed their decision to
enroll and persist in the Fall 2020 academic term and beyond.

The research is replete with evidence that Hispanic/Latino/a/x students who attend
community colleges are more likely to cite that close institutional proximity was a
driving factor in their decision to attend college (Vasquez et al., 2020). Our study sup-
ported this earlier research, but also that Latino/x college men attending four-year insti-
tutions also made similar decisions to attend locally. We surmise that the decision to
attend a local four-year institution was partly attributable to the pandemic and the
uncertainty of attending an institution farther away from home. More importantly
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many of the students also mentioned how financial factors contributed to their decision
to stay closer to home. Researchers have found that these financial decisions are prev-
alent in the enrollment patterns for many Latino/x students (Cuellar, 2019).

Upon closer review, these findings also support the notion that Azjen’s theory that
an individual’s attitude about attending college may be predicated on the value that
earning a degree may benefit them. In particular, we speculate that attending an insti-
tution that is closer and more affordable had a positive influence for their future behav-
ior. We also surmise that many of our participants decided to attend college in the local
South Texas region, because they recognized the importance of being the first in their
family to attend college was worth the effort, even during the pandemic. That is, the
courage that these students demonstrated during the pandemic to attend college illus-
trates the importance of earning a degree as a strong factor to their perseverance and
tenacity during the uncertain times of the pandemic.

Next, the findings also highlighted how these students had to navigate college par-
ticipation amidst the pandemic despite the lack of information available and the con-
cerns about their online instruction experiences. Similar to other recent studies have
found that many Hispanic students faced challenges with the onset of online instruc-
tion during the pandemic (Clobes & Alonge, 2021), and the lack of private spaces to
engage in learning (Mshigeni et al., 2022). Our findings support these earlier studies
and highlights the ambiguity and frustration many Latino/x college men faced in the
initial months of the pandemic. Suffice to say, these findings also highlighted the emo-
tional toll these students faced in attempts to enroll with limited access to information
and the social isolation from participation in online classes.

Importantly enough, these findings support Azjen’s notion of an individual’s
intention were shaped by subjective norms. In our study, we found that these
Latino/x college men were motivated to pursue a college education during a
national pandemic. Like many other students, the pandemic forced these students
to enroll in online courses in order to achieve their intention to graduate from
college. However, unlike many other students, our students shared different
stories that highlighted the isolation and uncertainty of taking online courses.
Perhaps these narratives present a distinct perspective that subjective norms
(e.g., taking online courses during the pandemic) may have shaped their intentions,
but they also experienced some unintended consequences related to living in South
Texas and being a Latino/x man.

We placed Latino/x men’s mental health at the core of this study to help advance the
discussion on this critical topic in higher education research. Recent scholars found
that Hispanic Latinx youth faced overwhelming challenges related to the pandemic
(Penner et al., 2021) and limited access to mental health services (Coley & Baum,
2021). Our conversations with Latino/x men at these institutions in the South Texas
region demonstrated the complexities of mental health issues faced by these men.
More importantly, many of these students clearly demonstrated that they were
aware of their declining mental health during the pandemic.
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Similar to the previous factors that may influence behavioral intentions, Azjen’s
discussion of perceived control over the behavior suggests that these students’ percep-
tion of the lack of control they had with the effects of the pandemic was daunting and
detrimental to their overall mental health. That is, we speculate that the lack of control
created by the uncertainty of the pandemic has disparate effects on these students, due
to their acknowledgment that they lacked help-seeking behaviors. This suggests that
many of these students recognized that they were struggling with the online learning
process and their intentions to pursue were compromised by the debilitating effects of
doubts, loneliness, and isolation.

Finally, we found a sense of hope with our focus group interviews when these stu-
dents discussed the faculty and staff support and student and academic support groups
during the pandemic. We recognized that many of these students were resourceful to
find the people and groups to help them manage college during the pandemic. Scholars
have noted that many faculty members, during the pandemic, made efforts to improve
the online experiences of marginalized student groups (Wiseman, 2022). Additionally,
the research supports the importance of faculty interactions with Latino/x college men
(Salinas & Rodriguez, 2020) and near-peer groups and Latino/x men mentoring (Pefia
& Rhoads, 2019) to improve their sense of belonging (Duefias & Gloria, 2020), and the
need for more holistic teaching methods (Rendén, 2012).

This final theme from our findings provides an additional context on how individ-
ual’s intentions shape their behavior. We suspect that the modest yet tangible support
of key individuals and experiences in student clubs and first-year experiences provided
some positive affirmations and sense of belonging to fortify their decisions to stay
committed to remaining in college. In addition, we believe that these students demon-
strated their willingness to accept help and support from these various sources.

Implications and Recommendations for Policy and Practice

There have been a number of empirical studies that have explored the negative impacts
of the Covid-19 pandemic for college students (Lee et al., 2021; Lederer et al., 2021;
Liu et al., 2020), and especially for students of color (Molock & Parchem, 2020). As
mentioned earlier, a clear byproduct of the pandemic were the declines of enrollment
rates for men of color in higher education, and especially for Latino/x college men. We
extended the research literature conversation to include how Latino/x college men in
the South Texas region navigated these uncertain times. Our research study provided
some insights about the complexities associated uniquely to Latino/x college men, and
especially, in a geographic region of the country that has limited opportunities to
access higher education. The findings created an important and complicated picture
of this region.

We recognize that the findings from this study do not provide a universal truth for
Latino/x men who live in the in South Texas because there were many students who
have left that we did not interview. Nonetheless, there is compelling need for institu-
tions to rethink how they can better serve a population of students with so much
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untapped potential. We provide some critical implications and recommendations for
higher education leaders, faculty members, and student affairs practitioners.

First, we need to continue to create a narrative that includes Latino/x college men
in higher education, especially at institutions that have endured significant declines
in Latino/x men enrollment. The national reports indicated that men of color have
left higher education since the onset of the pandemic. We hope that our study
makes a clear focus that any discussions about improving the educational outcomes
(e.g., access and persistence), must include Latino/x college men across the nation
and communities like South Texas.

Next, we need to develop a greater sense of urgency through institutional policies,
programs, and practices that inform how we meet the needs of diverse groups of
Latino/x men in community and four-year institutions. We found that there was a
diversity of voices for the first time in college Latino/x men from South Texas. We
argue that institutions must become proactive and assertive to develop initiatives
that make Latino/x college men feel seen and valued by the institution (Saenz
& Ponjuan, 2009). Scholars have found that focusing on the values of diverse
funds of knowledge improves these students’ educational experiences (Kiyama &
Rios-Aguilar, 2018).

We must also recognize that Latino/x men in the South Texas region provide a com-
pelling and sobering view about their unspoken challenges that negatively influence
their psychological, emotional, and physical well-being. The effects of the pandemic
only exacerbated these emotions and institutions need to respond in equal and more
purposeful intention to address how to empower these students to seek help. The find-
ings were compelling and clear, higher education leaders must address the multifaceted
mental health needs of Latino/x college enrolled men.

Finally, we also recognize that institutions need to create more professional develop-
ment training to guide faculty members and professional staff to recognize and address
how to effectively engage with and listen to Latino/x college men. In addition, these stu-
dents expressed a greater desire to create formal groups via student affairs/services and
academic support services to help them find support and encouragement. We contend
that there is more to address with how we prepare college administrators, faculty
members, and professional student services staff to meet the needs of Latino/x college
men in Hispanic Serving Institutions and other higher education institutions.
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