Empowering Latinas

I am impressed by the women I meet who have achieved great success and improved the world.
From Maria Shriver to Supreme Court Justice Sonia Sotomayor, I feel honored to know them.
But for every empowered woman I meet, I see many more with tremendous potential who don’t
have the opportunity to realize their dreams. As a ninth-generation Texan and proud Mexican
American, I’'m especially committed to improving outcomes for my fellow Latinas.

Latinas are incredibly entrepreneurial. The number of Latina-owned businesses has increased at
eight times the rate of men-owned businesses in recent years.' Yet in spite of their ambition and
drive, many Latinas are not achieving the American Dream. One in three of us drops out of high
school,” and 25 percent of Latinas live in poverty.’ Latina unemployment is high at 9 percent,”
and when they are in the workforce, Latinas earn less than 60 cents for every dollar a white man
earns for the same job.’

With more than 25 million Latinas in the United States® and projections putting us at 15 percent
of the total population by 2050, we must all pay attention to the fate of Latinas’ because the
economic future of our country depends on it.*

The good news is that we know what works. Education is the single most powerful tool to help
people pull themselves out of poverty and change their life trajectory. I founded the Eva
Longoria Foundation to help more Latinas do just that.

When I learned that 80 percent of Latina high school students aspire to attend college, but only
15 percent hold college degrees, I wanted to understand why. My foundation partnered with
UCLA’s Civil Rights Project on a study to identify factors that would increase high school
graduation and college enrollment rates for Latinas. The results were interesting but not
surprising.’

We found that interventions such as involvement in extracurricular activities, exposure to Latino
teachers and counselors, high-quality math instruction from a young age, and parent engagement
all significantly impact Latinas’ ultimate success, even against strong odds. Knowing that a
complete overhaul of our struggling education system is not imminent, it’s heartening to learn
that feasible interventions like these can make a life-changing difference. I’'m working on it, and
I’m not alone.

To give just one example of this kind of doable change: Research shows that parent involvement
plays a major role in helping kids graduate high school and attend college. So my foundation
supports a nine-week parent-engagement program, which teaches parents the basics of what their
kids need to make it to college. It educates them about class requirements, how and why to set up
meetings with teachers and counselors, how to assist with homework, and how and when to file
college applications and financial aid forms. The results: Students whose parents complete the
program have a 90 percent graduation rate, compared to the 62 percent rate of Los Angeles-area



students overall. A nine-week course like this one can open up a lifetime of possibilities for these
Latino families.

The good news is there are many programs like this, but they need our help. By giving our time,
financial resources, and advocacy, we can contribute in some way to improving educational
outcomes for Latinas.

No matter how large or small our contribution, we must do our part to help these students
succeed. Together, we can create a world that doesn’t need a Shriver report about “women on the
brink” because women—all of our women—will have the opportunities they need to gain access
to the American Dream.
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