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About the Carnegie Classifications White Papers 
The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching and the American Council on Education (ACE) 
partnered in February 2022 to reimagine the future of the Carnegie Classifications. As part of this collaboration, 
the Carnegie Foundation and ACE are working to develop new and refined versions of the classifications that 
better reflect the public purpose, mission, focus, and impact of higher education. 

An aspect of this work involves learning from experts about key topics that can inform future methodological 
and data decisions. The Carnegie Classifications White Papers series aims to contribute to the body of 
knowledge and research about the impact of the historic Basic Classification, areas of consideration for a 
new Social and Economic Mobility Classification, and the role of classification systems. The analysis and 
takeaways from these papers provide guidance for potential updates. All released white papers can be found 
at carnegieclassifications.acenet.edu.  

Reimagining the Carnegie Classifications is made possible by a cohort of funders that are dedicated to 
utilizing the classifications to help postsecondary education advance students’ social and economic mobility 
through learner-centered outcomes. Partners include ECMC Foundation, the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, 
Imaginable Futures, the Kresge Foundation, Lumina Foundation, Mellon Foundation, Alfred P. Sloan 
Foundation, and Strada Education Foundation as well as a donor who wishes to remain anonymous. 

http://carnegieclassifications.acenet.edu


- 1 -

Overview
Broad-access institutions, particularly Hispanic-Serving Institutions (HSIs), are often relegated to the margins of 
higher education discourse despite playing a foundational role in advancing economic mobility, STEM oppor-
tunity, and societal well-being. At a moment of heightened scrutiny of U.S. higher education, public discourse 
and policy debate continue to center a narrow set of elite institutions, obscuring the colleges and universities that 
educate the majority of students and sustain the nation’s workforce and innovation capacity. Recent efforts, such 
as the Carnegie Classification’s new Student Access and Earnings Classification, signal a growing recognition 
that higher education must be evaluated by whom it serves and how it advances opportunity, rather than metrics 
focused on selectivity, rankings, and endowment size. This evolving emphasis on access and outcomes highlights 
the need for research that examines how broad-access institutions like HSIs construct and expand opportunities 
through their institutional practices and commitments. 

Building on this need, this paper examines how HSIs bring opportunity to life through intentional organizational 
practices undergirded by opportunity-centered logics—embedded assumptions and values that guide organiza-
tional behavior—that prioritize inclusivity, talent development, and community responsiveness (Núñez 2024). 
Drawing on a multiple-case study of a national network of HSI computing departments, the authors show how 
these logics result in expanding opportunity through redesigning pathways into computing, building multidi-
mensional supports, and creating environments where students are actively included and supported. Through 
this analysis, the authors argue that HSIs are exemplars of how higher education can be (re)structured to serve as 
a catalyst for collective prosperity, offering important lessons for institutional change at a moment when higher 
education’s public purpose is increasingly contested. 

Social and Institutional Context 
The discourse surrounding U.S. higher education is profoundly skewed. It is dominated by a narrow focus on the 
most selective institutions—those that command headlines, court cases, and rankings. This elite-centric narrative 
distorts public understanding and policy priorities, obscuring the broader institutional landscape that serves the 
vast majority of students.

This distortion reaches far beyond the halls of academia. It has real consequences for how we design, fund, and 
evaluate higher education as a whole. It reinforces a system that rewards exclusivity over inclusion, prestige over 
purpose, and research dollars over real-world impact. Current political scrutiny, government orders, and court 
cases that threaten freedom of scholarship and public support of higher education aim to erode these historical 
norms. Together, these trends are undermining one of the most powerful engines of collective prosperity the U.S. 
has ever built. 

This imbalance in discourse is not just a matter of media portrayal. It reflects deeper structural inequities in how 
we define excellence, value, and success in higher education. When we center our attention on exclusivity, we 
marginalize the institutions that are doing the hard, often invisible work of expanding opportunity, especially for 
students from communities that historically had less access to higher education. 

The truth is that the U.S. higher education system is not a monolith. It is a vast, complex, and dynamic system, 
unique in the world in that it services the mass, not just elite, population. For generations, it has provided the 
foundation for developing the nation’s skilled workforce and stands out as a leading reason the U.S. economy has 
led the world in innovation and growth for decades. 
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Reframing the Narrative of Higher Education as a 
System for Prosperity
To reclaim higher education’s role as an institution that provides an open door to opportunity, we must reframe 
how we assess its value and success. The new Student Access and Earnings Classification from the Carnegie 
Classifications, with its identification of Opportunity Colleges and Universities (OCUs), is a critical step  
in this direction. It shifts the focus from inputs (selectivity, research funding, endowment size) to outcomes  
that matter—who is being served and how their lives are being transformed. This reframing moves toward 
institutionalizing access and opportunity by creating new incentives, new norms, and new forms of recognition for 
colleges and universities that prioritize mobility, student success, and community impact. It challenges us to ask 
different questions: who is being served, empowered, and transformed and under what circumstances? 

The vast majority of American students are not attending Ivy League schools, as demonstrated by the fact that Ivy 
League students accounted for fewer than 1 percent of total undergraduate enrollment in the fall of 2022 (Pardue 
2024). In fact, even when expanding the pool to all highly selective four-year institutions—those admitting 25 
percent or fewer—these campuses still only enroll about 6 percent of all undergraduate students (Arum et al. 
2023). So, where are most American students enrolled? Among those attending four-year universities, 56 percent 
are enrolled in institutions that admit at least three-quarters of their applicants (Arum et al. 2023). Across the 
full undergraduate landscape, approximately 30 percent are enrolled in two-year colleges (NCES 2023). These 
patterns underscore that broad-access institutions are not peripheral but central to the nation’s economic future 
and societal well-being. Many of these institutions are also Minority-Serving Institutions (MSIs), which graduate 
disproportionately high shares and numbers of STEM graduates from low-income, first-generation, and racially 
minoritized communities in the U.S. (NASEM 2019). 

Rendering these institutions invisible in the discourse on higher education has consequences. It allows critics to 
paint higher education as elitist, out of touch, and irrelevant to the lives of ordinary Americans. It fuels skepticism 
about the value of college and undermines public support for institutions that are, in fact, deeply embedded in the 
fabric of their communities and tightly connected to the success and prosperity of the people they serve. 

Hispanic-Serving Institutions as Exemplars of 
Economic and Social Mobility 
For many years, the authors have studied and worked in Hispanic-Serving Institutions (HSIs)—those designated 
by the federal government as enrolling at least 25 percent full-time undergraduate Hispanic students—and 
experienced first-hand how they are paving student success pathways. Although operating with fewer institutional 
resources than other higher education institutions, research consistently shows that HSIs punch well above their 
weight in promoting economic and social mobility for their graduates. For instance, analyses from the Rutgers 
Center for Minority-Serving Institutions (2024) demonstrate that HSIs enroll higher proportions of low-income 
students and use fewer resources than Predominantly White Institutions yet achieve comparable upward mobility 
rates. Work by Aguilar-Smith (2024) further highlights the economic value of HSIs, with price-to-earnings 
premium analyses indicating that among all postsecondary institutions, 48 percent of institutions where students 
recoup educational costs of their attendance within one year are HSIs. Furthermore, 77 percent of HSIs enable 
students to recover costs within five years. 

HSIs are far more likely to be OCUs than other postsecondary institutions. Among all postsecondary institutions, 
HSIs are more than three times as likely as other institutions to be classified as OCUs. Four in ten OCUs that are 
four-year institutions are HSIs. Meanwhile, among institutions that are not HSIs, only one in 10 meet the criteria 
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for classification as OCUs. This growing body of evidence suggests that HSIs are compelling models for designing 
environments that produce meaningful economic opportunity, even when resources are limited, offering valuable 
lessons for how higher education can better serve broad student populations. 

National data shows that HSIs play a critical role in forging STEM pathways. In 2018, nearly half (49 percent) of 
all Hispanic science and engineering bachelor’s degree recipients earned their degrees from HSIs (NCSES 2021). 
This impact extends into graduate education, with about 40 percent of Hispanic doctorate recipients in computer 
and information science having completed their bachelor’s degree at an HSI (NCSES 2021), underscoring the 
outsized role these institutions play in preparing the nation’s STEM talent in high-demand fields like computing. 

Learning from HSIs: Lessons from Two Decades 
of HSI Innovation in Computing 
Our research has allowed us to witness the promise and potential of HSIs. We had the privilege of conducting 
studies on how the Computing Alliance of Hispanic-Serving Institutions (CAHSI, n.d.), a large network of HSIs, 
broadens participation in computing fields. The network at the center of our research is unique; for over 20 years, 
its personnel have been committed to raising computing attainment at HSIs, investing considerable resources in 
doing so and partnering across its institutions to share effective strategies. Since 2000, network departments have 
not only graduated relatively high numbers and shares of Hispanic computing bachelor’s degree recipients but 
have also increased their computing degree conferrals at a faster rate than the national aggregate for long-standing 
computer science and computer engineering departments—based on IPEDS comparisons from 2002–2017 (Villa 
et al. 2019). Computing fields, while lucrative in their labor market demand and earning potential, historically 
have been among the least accessible majors for students from underserved communities, due to factors such as 
inadequate availability of advanced level math instruction and computer courses in under-resourced high schools. 

Through our research on how HSIs serve students who otherwise might not be able to pursue higher education, 
we have seen how institutions build bridges between education and work and between aspiration and opportunity. 
These institutions operate with different institutional logics than the exclusionary, elitist logics all too often 
portrayed by the media and politicians. These differing logics do not direct them to chase prestige and rankings; 
instead, they chase relevance and impact on the students that make up their institutions. They don’t sort students; 
they support them. They design systems that are student-centered, contextually responsive, and engaged in the 
community. They build bridges and multiple on-ramps—not barriers—to student success. 

Our research shows that these institutions tailor their strategies to meet students where they are—academically, 
socially, financially, and emotionally. They leverage partnerships, align resources, and create ecosystems of support 
that extend far beyond the classroom—to cocurricular clubs, paid leadership opportunities to build community 
with their peers, national computing conferences, and professional socialization and internships with industry 
professionals. And these HSIs don’t do this work for accolades but because they believe in the transformative 
power of higher education on the lives of students and the ripple effect on generations to follow.
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Opportunity-Centered Logics in Creating 
Climates of Student Success	
One key takeaway from this research has been that these HSIs operate with what Núñez (2024) calls opportuni-
ty-centered logics as guiding assumptions to promote economic and social mobility. These findings are based on 
a qualitative multiple case study (Yin 2018) of four computer science departments that belong to the national 
network of HSIs. 

The departments in this study were all housed in broadly accessible public HSIs and were selected for maximum 
variation, representing various geographic regions in the nation (i.e., north, southwest, and west). Núñez joined 
the network in 2018 to investigate how network departments’ organizational behavior supports the computing 
success of Latinx and other minoritized students. In 2020, Núñez and her team conducted data collection at 
these sites, which resulted in over 100 interviews with executive and mid-level administrators, faculty, staff, and 
students; 69 observations of courses, professional clubs, faculty meetings, and network meetings; and extensive 
document analysis. 

Leveraging this extensive dataset, Núñez and colleagues have published multiple pieces that speak to organi-
zational behavior conducive to broad student success through examining culture, actions, and mindsets (see 
Núñez et al. 2021; Núñez 2022, 2023, 2024; Rivera & Núñez 2022; Rivera et al. 2024). At the root of these 
organizational behaviors were opportunity-centered institutional logics centered on inclusivity, talent development, 
and community responsiveness (Núñez, 2024). Administrators, faculty, and staff at these HSIs approached their 
work contrary to popular perceptions that all higher education institutions are laser-focused on logics of exclusion, 
competition, and prestige clinging. They operated from the perspective that the value of higher education lies not 
in its exclusivity but in its capacity to expand access, aspiration, and possibility. Below, we detail key findings and 
lessons on how opportunity-centered mindsets and behaviors can lead to broad and durable student success.

Inclusivity: Opening Doors, Not Narrowing Pathways
Top-level leaders at these institutions challenged dominant, elitist norms that say—in the words of one executive 
administrator—“access and excellence are mutually exclusive.” This norm was reflected in computing departments’ 
accessibility to their students. Given that it is one of the most financially lucrative fields for college graduates and 
overall national demand to pursue computing fields is high, many departments around the country have a process 
to select students that is separate from the overall college admissions process. Due to what is in essence an exclu-
sionary second admissions process, many college students who want to pursue computing fields cannot pursue 
their major of choice. By contrast, all of the HSI computing departments that the research team visited enrolled all 
students interested in the major—a true policy of inclusivity, even if this meant that their enrollments were high. 

To further encourage students to pursue computing, faculty at these HSIs redesigned the introductory computer 
science course to remove math prerequisites, enabling students without prior exposure to computing to enter 
the major. One institution allowed students to begin the major while still enrolled in developmental English, 
challenging traditional sequencing that would have delayed or derailed their progress. In the words of one faculty 
member, “If the student can do the math and perform in my classes, what does it matter that they are still learning 
English?”

Further reinforcing a norm of inclusivity, faculty and administrators emphasized that teaching assistants (TAs) 
should act as “gateways, not filters,” and some departments trained TAs specifically in inclusive pedagogy. One 
instructor even brought food to every exam, recognizing that hunger was a barrier to performance for many 
students. Another institution developed an app to discreetly notify students of available donated food, reducing 
stigma. These examples illustrate how inclusivity is not just a value—it is operationalized in course design, advis-
ing, and strategies that support the whole student.
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Talent Development: Believing in Students’ Potential
Institutional personnel at these HSIs emphasized the importance of their own collective roles to support student 
development. Faculty across the four HSIs rejected deficit-based assumptions about students from underserved 
backgrounds. One administrator said, “Never confuse our students with where they come from.” Another faculty 
member noted, “If I don’t do the research, there are a million other people who could. But if I fail to give advice 
to the student, there aren’t a million others who will.” Many effective research faculty emphasized that teaching 
students and seeing students grow was the most meaningful part of their work. 

Departments created zero-credit research methods courses open to all STEM students regardless of GPA and 
emphasized passion and commitment over grades when selecting students for research opportunities. Faculty 
described their work as an ethical responsibility—akin to a doctor’s oath—to support students’ growth and 
mobility. Faculty, administrators, and staff emphasized that it was a collective responsibility of theirs to develop, 
learn, and implement approaches to cultivate student success, reflecting a prioritization of their own talent 
development as well. 

Community Responsiveness: Affirming Students’ Backgrounds, 
Building Belonging
Community responsiveness, which includes understanding students’ and families’ cultural backgrounds, was 
evident in both formal and informal practices. Because many of the students spoke Spanish, faculty incorporated 
Spanish into instruction and assignments, and some learned Spanish to better connect with students. One instruc-
tor encouraged students to record their papers aloud in Spanish before translating them into English and then into 
technical writing, honoring their linguistic journey.

Departments hosted Día de los Muertos celebrations, created culturally affirming clubs, and supported students 
in navigating family dynamics around travel for internships or conferences. One faculty member even called a 
student’s mother to ensure the student returned to school after a financial setback—an act of care that helped 
the student persist and eventually thrive. These practices challenge the norms of STEM that overlook students’ 
backgrounds and affiliations with their family and local community and affirm that community and academic 
excellence are not mutually exclusive.

These HSIs—all broadly accessible and non-flagship public institutions—serve large numbers of Hispanic, 
low-income, and first-generation students in computer science, one of the least diverse and most lucrative STEM 
fields. Their norms and practices offer concrete examples of how institutional logics can be reoriented toward 
wider access, responsiveness, and the impact they can have on social mobility. 
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From Recognition to Transformation
It is long past time to reframe the story of U.S. higher education from exclusion to opportunity. The institutions 
that truly serve the majority of students—and not just the elite few—are not peripheral; they are central to our 
collective future. The new Student Access and Earnings Classification and its identification of Opportunity 
Colleges and Universities offers a powerful lever to recognize and elevate institutions that expand possibilities 
for students from diverse socioeconomic, regional, and cultural backgrounds. But to do so most effectively, we 
must understand the institutional logics that guide organizational behavior at these institutions. As organizational 
scholars Kegan and Lahey (2009) have argued, institutions often resist transformation not because they lack 
ideas but because they are bound by habits of mind—by attitudes and behaviors that are difficult to unlearn. To 
embrace an opportunity-centered framework, colleges must adopt new approaches—of service, of stewardship, of 
shared responsibility—that are exemplified in institutional logics such as those identified in this research: inclusiv-
ity, talent development, and community responsiveness.  

The new Student Access and Earnings Classification is an opportunity to reorient our attention. It invites us to 
look beyond media publicity, political scrutiny, research dollars, selectivity, and rankings and instead ask: Who 
is being served? Whose lives are being changed? What kind of society are we building? It means cultivating new 
logics—of inclusivity, collaboration, and public purpose and, quite frankly, a more socially responsible approach to 
accountability. And it means aligning behaviors with these logics: investing in student support, linking resources 
to opportunity, and measuring success by lives changed instead of rankings climbed. This approach is transforma-
tive—to lift future generations and raise the overall health of our society. 

The new Carnegie Classification can do more than recognize institutions that promote mobility—it can redefine 
what counts as excellence. By incorporating metrics and narratives that reflect opportunity-centered logics, the 
classification can:

•	 Incentivize institutions to adopt inclusive, student-centered practices

•	 Challenge the dominance of prestige-based rankings

•	 Elevate the work of institutions that have long served as engines of mobility but have gone unrecognized

This is not just a technical shift. It is a systemic one. It requires us to reimagine what we value, who we listen to, 
and how we define success. It calls us to honor the lived experiences of students and educators who are navigating 
and reshaping systems from the inside out. The new Student Access and Earnings Classification is not just a tool— 
it is a statement. It says: We see you. We value you. And we believe that higher education can—and must—be a 
force for collective uplift and tangible transformation.
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