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Abstract of Dissertation 
 

Undocumented Latino Student Activists’ Funds of Knowledge: 
Transforming Social Movements 

There are approximately 28,000 to 55,000 undocumented enrolled in 

postsecondary institutions in the United States (Passel, 2003).  In order to achieve their 

educational ambitions despite the structural social, socioeconomic, political, and 

legislative barriers facing them, undocumented students utilize various resources they 

have at their disposal.  Minoritized populations, specifically undocumented Latino 

students, have employed individual and collective agency in overcoming structural 

racism and barriers enacted to maintain the status quo.   This study of eight 

undocumented Latino student activists in Virginia and Washington reveals the various 

forms of resources available undocumented Latino student activists and documents how 

these students utilize them to navigate the barriers they encounter, shape the 

undocumented student social movement, and achieve their educational aspirations.  This 

study seeks to uncover what resources undocumented Latino student activists have at 

their disposal and how the usage of said resources impacts policy formation on an 

institutional, state and national level.   

The study seeks to uncover whether undocumented students utilize their available 

funds of knowledge to achieve their educational goals and navigate through the barriers 

they encounter.  The study finds that undocumented Latino student activists utilize their 

funds of knowledge in agriculture, business, construction, mechanics, music, and religion 

to develop strategies to navigate through educational, financial, institutional, and 

intrapersonal barriers they encountered. This application of funds of knowledge and 



 x 
 

community cultural wealth to student activism moves the debate from a deficiency 

narrative that has long permeated higher education research to an agency narrative.  

This study provides valuable insight into the increase of undocumented Latino 

students’ participation in activism and how one can best aid undocumented Latino 

student activists.  Through the thematic narrative analysis, the lived history and stories of 

undocumented Latino student activists from Washington and Virginia are woven together 

to unveil individual and collective routes to educational attainment and activism on 

behalf of undocumented students.  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Each year, nearly 80,000 undocumented immigrants turn eighteen, with 

approximately 65,000 of them graduating from American high schools (Espinoza, 2009).  

The 65,000 undocumented students who graduate high school each year are just a small 

fraction of the 1.7 million undocumented children living in the United States (Passel, 

2003, 2005).  Currently, only 7,000 to 13,000 undocumented students enroll in colleges 

nationally each year (Passel, 2003).  The majority of these undocumented immigrant 

students are Latino (78 percent), specifically Mexican (56 percent) (Passel, 2006).  This 

population is only expected to grow in the coming decades.  Many of these students were 

brought to the United States by their parents who sought relief from political, economic, 

and social hardships endured in their home countries.  They fought for the freedom to 

protect and raise their families and provide a better future for their children (Pallares & 

Flores-Gonzalez, 2010).  They sought the American Dream, of social mobility for 

themselves and their children.   

Undocumented students and their families arrive unwelcomed into the United 

States and are blamed for American social ills - the health care crisis, the failing social 

security system, rising unemployment, rising crimes rates and lower educational 

standards (Chavez, 2008, Huber, 2008).  Undocumented students are often labeled as 

criminals in the only country they have ever known even though they have committed no 

crimes.  They have attended and graduated from American schools, been acculturated 

into their communities, and have been active and engaged community members.  

Undocumented students dream of receiving a college education to provide not only for 
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themselves, but also their families; yet, they continuously face nativist and racist barriers 

that impede their success (Chavez, 2008; Nicholls, 2013; Perez, 2009).  Nativist 

sentiments have percolated to the forefront of American public policy, as policymakers 

and citizens have sought ways to restrict access to services for all undocumented 

immigrants, especially after the passage of the Immigration Reform and Control Act 

(IRCA) of 1986 that granted amnesty to undocumented immigrants (Banks, 2013).  The 

influx of undocumented immigration after the implementation of IRCA resulted in the 

passage of more restrictive policies targeting undocumented immigrants (Connolly, 

2005).  The passage of the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act 

(IIRIRA) of 1996 and the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation 

Act of 1996 (PRWORA) are two examples of governmental service restrictions enacted 

via legislation.  At the fore of this debate is the restriction of access to public higher 

education for undocumented immigrant students, a rallying cry of supporters of Donald 

Trump.  

Statement of Problem 

The education of undocumented immigrant students has long been contested in 

the political and legal system since the founding of America.  As a nation of immigrants, 

there have been clashes between “natives” and foreigners, especially as immigration 

increased in the early 20th century (Huber, et al., 2008; Lippard, 2011).  A nativist 

sentiment (Connolly, 2005) swept through America throughout the 20th century, leaving 

the inclusion of immigrants into society at the whim of policymakers.  The Chinese 

Exclusion Act of 1882 and the Bracero Program of the mid-20th century are a few 

examples of the policies instituted by the majority population at the expense of 
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undocumented immigrants.  Federal immigration policies have instituted structural 

barriers undocumented immigrants must overcome in order to achieve basic functions as 

well as long-term goals such as higher education.  The recent nativist sentiment enabled 

the election of Donald J. Trump as president. 

Clashes in the legislative and judicial branches have often left immigrants on the 

losing side of public policy (Connolly, 2005).  The Supreme Court availed immigrants 

with certain constitutional rights throughout the 20th century as protections against the 

nativist sentiments (Olivas, 2005, 2010).  The largest expansion of rights for 

undocumented immigrant students occurred in 1982, when the U.S. Supreme Court 

affirmed the constitutional right of a primary and secondary education for undocumented 

immigrant students in Plyler v. Doe (1982).  Those rights were never codified and the 

ideological makeup of the court and Congress ensured that at different points throughout 

the century, immigrants would seek new allies.  The same holds true for education 

benefits. 

 Immigrant rights were extended throughout the latter half of the 20th century 

when political interests of the majority aligned with minoritized populations1 interests, 

granting rights to the various underrepresented and discriminated classes, including 

women, Blacks, Latinos, and homosexuals (Bell, 1980; Olivas, 2005).  Derrick Bell 

(1980) has identified this practice of allowing minoritized populations to benefit from 

society’s institutions only at the convenience of the majority society as “interest-

convergence”.  Bell argued that the Brown v. Board of Education decision was a result of 

                                                 
1 The term minoritized populations refers to a people who have been ascribed the characteristics of a 
minority (Shields, Bishop, & Mazawi, 2005).  To be minoritized, one need not be in the minority, but only 
treated as if one’s position and perspective are less worth.  Minoritized populations tend to be silenced, 
marginalized, or excluded.  
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“interest-convergence”, where the “interest of blacks in achieving racial equality will be 

accommodated only when it converges with the interests of whites” (Bell, 1980, p. 523).  

This far-reaching argument held that while moral interests about racial inequality were a 

component of the decision, other values were also at play, including values to “whites in 

policymaking positions able to see the economic and political advances at home and 

abroad that would follow abandonment of segregation” (Bell, 1980, p. 524).  The 

extensions of immigrant rights, as well as the rights for other minoritized populations, are 

examples of interest-convergence.  While immigrants and other minoritized populations 

have differing histories, their political, social, and economic interests have been 

accommodated at the discretion of the majority population, creating a shared lived 

experience. 

During the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s, undocumented immigrants were afforded 

protections under the law that they had not been granted previously; however, the 

extension of rights to these individuals were soon slowed during the conservative 

revolution that swept the nation in the 1980s and 1990s.  A new conservative ideology 

permeated the American landscape (Chavez, 2008; Olivas, 2005, 2010), shaping 

discourses regarding immigration.  During the latter half of the 20th century, Latino 

immigration experienced dramatic increases.  Given increased immigration patterns of 

Latinos, conservatives attempted to limit governmental services and began referring to 

undocumented Latino immigrants as illegal immigrants, sparking a fury of xenophobic, 

nativist discourses.  Undocumented Latino immigrants’ basic human rights and their 

future opportunities were abridged, especially in regards to education.  Undocumented 

Latino immigrants were relegated to a second-class population, with no protections under 
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the law given their immigration status.  The institution of restrictive immigration policies 

curtailing governmental services, such as in-state tuition, has created structural barriers 

undocumented Latino immigrants continuously confront.   

The Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRIRA) of 

1996 and the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 

(PRWORA) have severely limited the opportunities for undocumented Latino 

immigrants, including students who wish to pursue postsecondary education.  To better 

assist undocumented immigrant students in their pursuit of higher education goals, 

federal legislators have proposed the enactment of the Development, Relief, and 

Education for Alien Minors (DREAM) Act that would remove restrictions that currently 

prohibit states from providing undocumented immigrant students with in-state resident 

tuition benefits.  The federal government’s failure to enact this reform has provided 

policy windows for state legislators to enact state versions of the DREAM Act.  Since 

2001, nineteen states have enacted some form of a state DREAM Act, providing 

undocumented immigrant students with the opportunity to attend higher education at in-

state rates.  Several states and/or institutions have afforded recipients of President 

Obama’s Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program with in-state resident 

tuition benefits. 

While states have enacted versions of the DREAM Act, undocumented immigrant 

students must still navigate an environment fraught with systemic structural barriers.  

These systemic structural barriers, such as racist nativism, deportation, lack of access to 

lawful employment, and legislative policies restricting access to governmental services, 

shape the experiences of undocumented Latino immigrants; however, undocumented 
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Latino immigrants have mobilized against these structural barriers in order to achieve 

their educational aspirations (Nicholls, 2013; Perez, 2009).   

Purpose of Study 

The resources and strategies utilized by undocumented Latino immigrant 

students’ present routes to individual academic success despite the structural 

impediments they face.  This study seeks to uncover the ways in which the experiences of 

Virginian and Washingtonian undocumented Latino student activists inform the resources 

and strategies utilized to achieve their educational goals and mobilize for the passage of 

various legislative efforts to benefit them, including the Virginia Development, Relief, 

and Education for Alien Minors (DREAM) Act and the Washington Real Hope Act.  This 

study attempts to discern whether “critical navigation skills” are informed by students’ 

funds of knowledge and other resources.  In this dissertation, I examine the largely untold 

story of undocumented Latino student activists from Virginia and Washington who 

continue to mobilize for social justice policies in the face of real threats, legal restrictions, 

and vitriolic anti-immigration discourse.  A secondary focus of this study is the 

mobilization efforts of undocumented Latino student activists in Virginia and 

Washington advocating for the legislative passage of Virginia’s DREAM Act and 

Washington’s Real Hope Act.  A final purpose of this study is to determine what effect, if 

any, undocumented student activists have had on legislative priorities, such as state 

DREAM Acts. 

A 2006 analysis of potential DREAM Act beneficiaries suggested that slightly 

more than 2.1 million youth in the United States could be eligible to apply for legal status 

(Batalova & McHugh, 2010).  However, the analysis was based primarily on the bill’s 
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required criteria and historical trends, meaning roughly 38% or 825,000 potential 

beneficiaries would likely obtain permanent legal status through the DREAM Act’s 

education and military routes (Batalova & McHugh, 2010).  While all undocumented 

immigrant youth may benefit from the federal DREAM Act, special emphasis was given 

to Latino students in my study because Latinos have frequently been the target of 

exclusionary policies that affect their social arenas, access to higher education, and 

democratic participation (Chávez, 2008; De Genova, 2004).  There are approximately an 

estimated 22,000 undocumented immigrant youth in Virginia and 42,500 undocumented 

immigrant youth in Washington (College Spark, 2010), with Latinos making up a 

majority of the undocumented youth, which will continue to grow in the coming decades. 

This dissertation presents several potential contributions to the policy and 

academic fields.  This dissertation seeks to uncover how the experiences of Virginian and 

Washingtonian undocumented Latino student activists inform the resources and strategies 

utilized in their pursuit of their educational goals.  Additionally, this dissertation seeks to 

uncover and identify ways that undocumented Latinos student activists engage the policy 

formation process, influence the debate surrounding the policy, and advocate for the 

passage of the Virginia DREAM Act and the Washington Real Hope Act.  The most 

substantive contribution of the dissertation is the advancement of differing forms of 

grassroots student activism beyond protests.  Undocumented Latino student activists have 

incorporated new methods of activism into their social movement, thereby creating a new 

model of student activism for undocumented students, as well as adding new strategies to 

social movements in general.   
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Finally, this dissertation may have theoretical implications as it expands the funds 

of knowledge framework beyond elementary and secondary education or higher 

education access.  The application of the funds of knowledge framework to the college 

access decision-making of Latino students is a recent progression of the theory (Kiyama, 

2010, 2011; Rios-Aguilar, Kiyama, Gravitt, & Moll, 2011).  This dissertation expands 

upon that progression and applies it to social movement actions of undocumented Latino 

students.  The funds of knowledge framework may be able to explain what resources 

Latinos have utilized, as well as explain the actions and motivations of student activists in 

pursuit of their educational goals. 

I focus this study on undocumented Latino student activists in Virginia and 

Washington for several reasons.  First, undocumented Latinos in Virginia have not been 

studied previously, and limited research exists on undocumented Latinos in Washington.  

While the focus of the study is on undocumented Latino student activists, it is difficult to 

determine an accurate total undocumented Latino population in a given state.  As such, 

foreign-born Latinos are used as a proxy, as has traditionally been done in other surveys 

of undocumented Latinos.  Virginia has approximately 210,000 unauthorized immigrants 

(Pew Hispanic Center, 2011).  It is difficult to differentiate what ethnicity these 

unauthorized immigrants are and therefore foreign-born Latinos are utilized as a proxy.  

Virginia has 324,162 foreign-born Latinos, representing 32.08% of all foreign-born 

immigrants and 3.89% of total state population (Pew Hispanic Center, 2014).  According 

to College Spark Washington, Washington has approximately 250,000 undocumented 

immigrants (College Spark, 2011).  Washington has 279,251 foreign-born Latinos, 
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representing 30.04% of all foreign-born immigrants and 3.95% of total state population 

(Pew Hispanic Center, 2014).  

Secondly, both states have a unique political background.  Virginia is unique, as 

policy windows have been open at different times for the successful implementation of 

this policy.  Virginia has shifted on the political spectrum over the last decade, presenting 

new opportunities available to activists, as more moderates and liberals have flooded the 

Northern Virginia suburbs and the Tidewater area.  They have created new political 

coalitions to address issues of immigration, education, social policy, and economics.  

Traditionally considered a conservative state for nearly four decades after the passage of 

the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Virginia has recently shifted ideologically to a more 

moderate and, at times, liberal populace.  Virginia is near other states that have 

implemented in-state resident tuition benefit policies; yet, policy diffusion in the 

legislature has not taken place. Washington, on the other hand, has offered undocumented 

students in-state resident tuition benefits since 2003; however, it took over 11 years to 

pass the Real Hope Act to offer state financial aid for undocumented students.  

Washington, a traditionally liberal state with a vast farming industry heavily dependent 

on migrant workers, has at times had difficulty grasping how to best serve this 

population.  Various coalitions have had to work together across political parties to 

ensure successful policy implementation.  

Thirdly, Virginia and Washington have a large public university system.  Student 

activists have played an integral role in institutional governance at the varying 

institutions.  It is unknown how many undocumented Latino students attend public higher 

education institutions in Virginia and Washington; however, Latino populations have 
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played a large role in the make-up of enrollees in higher education.  Washington has a 

few Hispanic Serving Institutions and Latinos represent the largest growth in attendance 

at postsecondary institutions. 

Fourthly, undocumented Latino student activists were selected as they represent a 

small proportion of student bodies at higher education institutions in Virginia and 

Washington and are more likely to have experienced racist nativism.  As a result, they are 

more likely to have developed “critical navigation skills” to persist in the university 

environment (Solorzano & Villalpando, 1998).  These “critical navigation skills” may be 

informed by the students’ funds of knowledge and other resources.  This study attempts 

to discern whether these “critical navigation skills” are indeed informed by students’ 

funds of knowledge and other resources.  Finally, given the persistent and mounting 

existence of undocumented youth in the public sphere in support of the DREAM Act, I 

seek to bring an understanding to the nature of their activism. Rather than existing “in the 

shadows” (Chávez, 1997), undocumented youth have become increasingly vocal and 

public about their demands for social and legal inclusion.  Student activists have 

succeeded in implementing various policies on statewide levels.  There has been limited 

research on the effect undocumented student activists have had on legislative priorities, 

such as state DREAM Acts.   

Theoretical Framework 

 This study is guided by three theories that form the overall theoretical framework: 

Structuration Theory, Critical Race Theory/LatCrit, and Social Movement Theory.  

Utilizing a constructionist epistemological foundation, each individual theory is essential 

to understanding the experiences of undocumented Latino student activists.  When these 
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theories blend together, they create an innermost part which presents a lens through 

which individual undocumented Latino student activists experience the world.  Figure 1 

shows the interconnectivity of the theoretical frameworks.   

FIGURE 1 

 

Structuration theory refers to the interconnectivity between structures and 

individual and collective agency to alter those structures.  Structuration theory affirms the 

power of human agency to transform existing structures through individual and collective 

power.  Building on the theory of structures and individual and collective agency is 

Critical Race Theory/LatCrit.  While LatCrit is a branch of Critical Race Theory, having 

its own distinct tenets, there are similarities as both attempts to illuminate and 

acknowledge the intercentricity of race and racism as forms of subordination in the 

creation of structures, as race and racism are endemic to and permanent in U.S. society 

(Yosso, Smith, Ceja, & Solorzano, 2009).  LatCrit broadens the understanding of 

oppression and subordination by incorporating the intersection of race, class, and gender 

Undocumented Latino 
Student Activists Experience 
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with the unique forms of subordination within the Latina/o community based on 

immigration status, language, phenotype, and ethnicity, amongst others.  Critical Race 

Theory/LatCrit advocate for social change and the deconstruction of the structural 

barriers experienced by minoritized populations and specifically Latinas/os.  Social 

movement theory builds on LatCrit’s advocacy of social change and the deconstruction of 

structural barriers by focusing on individual and collective agency to achieve the ultimate 

goal of a social movement.  Social movement theory attempts to understand why 

mobilization occurs and what those forms of mobilization are. 

Within these primary theories are interrelated concepts that guide the overall 

study: racist nativism, funds of knowledge, and community cultural wealth.  These 

concepts strengthen the theoretical framework of the study.  Racist nativism (Perez 

Huber, 2009) refers to the xenophobic bigoted sentiments that many Latinas/os 

experience on an everyday basis.  Racist nativism sentiments are meant to privilege white 

natives while oppressing non-natives or individuals deemed foreign.  Racist nativist 

discourses create opportunities for governmental actors to enact restrictive policies that 

limit access to governmental services and shape the treatment of undocumented Latino 

students, thereby creating additional obstacles faced by undocumented Latinos.  Racist 

nativism is one the structural barriers undocumented Latinos attempt to bend through 

their social activism.  Funds of knowledge (Kiyama, 2009; Moll, et. al, 1992) refers to the 

knowledge, skills, and resources present in Latino homes that can be utilized to 

incorporate students’ and families’ experiences into the classroom.  Community cultural 

wealth (Yosso, 2005) refers to the knowledge, skills, abilities and contacts Communities 

of Color possess and utilize to survive and resist racism and other forms of subordination 
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they encounter.  This study utilizes the concept of funds of knowledge and community 

cultural wealth as sources of individual and collective agency to alter the structures 

encountered by undocumented Latino student activists. 

Research Problem 

The undocumented Latino immigrant population will continue to grow and 

additional undocumented Latino immigrant students will seek avenues to achieve their 

educational goals in pursuit of the American Dream.  While opposition to the DREAM 

movement has been encapsulated by a racist nativism climate in which “many Americans 

believe that undocumented immigrants compete unfairly for jobs, depress wages, receive 

public benefits that they do not deserve, adversely affect the country’s identity, and 

endanger national security” (Drachman, 2008, p. 99), undocumented Latino student 

activists mobilize into action against repressive structures and advocate for social justice, 

similar to their Latino citizen brothers and sisters during the expansion of education 

rights in the 1960s and 1970s.  While these students mobilize in favor of the DREAM 

Act, their success levels vary.  According to Solórzano and Delgado Bernal, Latino 

students utilize transformational resistance and are highly critical of the oppressive 

regime and structural barriers they encounter (Solórzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001).  This 

dissertation seeks to uncover whether transformational resistance is a strategy utilized by 

undocumented Latino student activists.   

The research problem that this study seeks to address is both the lack of research 

in understanding how the experiences of undocumented Latino student activists inform 

which resources and strategies utilized to achieve their educational aspirations.  The 

study also seeks to address the lack of research on the impact undocumented Latino 
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student activists have on the policy formation process and the passage of a state DREAM 

Act.  The findings of this study may extend the understanding of the funds of knowledge 

and other resources undocumented Latino students utilize in higher education to help 

them persist despite structural barriers and provide policy recommendations for 

institutions and state policy-makers to better support and meets the needs of this student 

population in higher education.  The findings of the study will also contribute to the 

identification and understanding of social movement tools and resources utilized by 

undocumented Latino student activists. 

Research Questions 

This study seeks to answer the following research questions: 

1. How have the experiences of Virginian and Washingtonian undocumented Latino 

student activists informed which strategies and resources utilized to overcome the 

barriers they encounter in their pursuit of their higher education goals? 

a. What structural barriers have Virginian and Washingtonian undocumented 

Latino student activists encountered in the pursuit of their higher education 

goals? 

b. What are the resources available to Virginian and Washingtonian 

undocumented Latino student activists to achieve their higher education 

goals? 

c. To what extent are funds of knowledge utilized by Virginian and 

Washingtonian undocumented Latino student activists? 

d. In what ways do Virginian and Washingtonian undocumented Latino student 

activists utilize funds of knowledge? 
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2. How have racist nativism discourses impacted the strategies employed by Virginian 

and Washingtonian undocumented Latino student activists in pursuit of their higher 

education goals? 

3. In what ways have Virginian and Washingtonian undocumented student activists 

impacted the policy formation of federal and state level DREAM Acts? 

a. What forms of activism do Virginian and Washingtonian undocumented 

Latino student activists utilize to achieve the passage of federal and state 

DREAM Acts? 

Methodological Overview 

 The study utilizes thematic narrative inquiry to analyze the lived experiences of 

the identified undocumented Latino student activist participants.  Narrative inquiry rests 

on the assumption that we as human beings make sense of random experience by the 

imposition of story structures on them (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).  Narrative inquiry 

attempts to capture the whole story by studying problems as forms of storytelling 

involving characters with both personal and social stories.  Narrative inquiry requires an 

analytic examination of the underlying insights and assumptions that the shared story (or 

stories) illustrates.  The end result of narrative inquiry is the creation of a story that 

encapsulates the experiences of the program participants and exposes the themes present 

throughout the participants stories.  What distinguishes narrative inquiry from other types 

of qualitative research is the relationship between one’s life events to social events within 

a defined time, place, and social culture (Hatch & Wisniewski, 1995).  Narrative inquiry 

connects “the lives and stories of individuals to the understanding of larger human and 

social phenomena” (Hatch & Wisniewski, 1995, p. 113).  
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The experiences of Virginian and Washingtonian undocumented Latino student 

activists are collected through interviews, or field texts (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; 

Clandinin, 2013).  The field texts consist of the stories these undocumented Latino 

student activists to aid in better understanding how their experiences inform which 

resources and strategies they utilize to bend structures they encounter in order to achieve 

their educational aspirations.  A researcher dialogical journal was kept to aid in the 

interpretation of the participant views and the researcher views of the information within 

the interviews.  Informed by narrative analysis and inquiry, the study makes use of the 

idea that there are multiple interrelationships found from the underlying discourses that 

emerge from the narratives.   

Utilizing Connelly and Clandinin’s (1990) concepts of broadening, burrowing, 

and restorying, the study analyzes the lived experience narratives of the participants to 

classify instances as belonging to a particular category or concept by identifying 

commonalities in the data.  From the analysis of the researcher dialogical journal and the 

lived experience narratives (data) of the undocumented Latino student activist 

participants, collected and composed as field texts, narrative sketches (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 2000; Clandinin, 2013) are developed and presented.  Following the 

construction of the narrative sketches, themes emerged and are reconstructed into 

thematic analysis of the participant lived experience narratives that hold across the data 

with the ultimate goal of understanding how the experiences of Virginian and 

Washingtonian undocumented Latino student activists inform the selection of the 

resources and strategies utilized to achieve their educational goals. 

Terms and Definitions 
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While some of the terms may be self-explanatory, the definitions below are 

offered to provide a clear understanding of the origins, contexts, and meanings of the 

terms central to my study. These terms include undocumented Latino youth and student 

activists. 

Undocumented Latino youth 

The terms undocumented and unauthorized have been used interchangeably to 

define the noncitizen whose pathway to citizenship is often impeded through immigration 

laws. UCLA’s Center for Labor Research and Education (2007) provided a useful 

definition of the term undocumented immigrant, referring to “foreign nationals who: (1) 

entered the United States without authorization, or (2) entered legally but remained in the 

United States without authorization” (p. 3).  I employ the phrase undocumented Latino 

youth to specifically refer to youth who may benefit from state and federal DREAM Acts 

and generally have the characteristics required and defined by the U.S. Congress or 

states. 

Undocumented Latino youth are often called Generation 1.5, the generation stuck 

between parents born and raised outside the United States and their younger siblings who 

were born and raised inside the United States (Portes & Rumbaut, 1996). This 

characteristic is important to note because undocumented Latino youth who may benefit 

from the DREAM Act were not born in the United States but have been raised here, some 

since infancy.  Most of these student activists speak English and may have not lived in 

any other country, thus they may only be familiar with the way of life in the United 

States. 

Student Activists 
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This study focuses primarily on self-identified undocumented Latino student 

activists who are engaged in political activism and specifically targeted participants who 

have shown consistent civic and political engagement for immigrant higher education 

rights.  Student activists may employ internal or external resistance to oppressive higher 

education structures, utilize oppositional behavior as a critique to social oppression, and 

are motivated by an interest in social justice (Vélez et al, 2008).  Direct or indirect 

activism are methods available to them in their quest to dismantle oppressive structures 

and advocate for social justice policies such as state DREAM Acts.   

Significance of the Study 

The nascent study of undocumented immigrant students and their inability to 

access and persist at postsecondary institutions given current federal and state policies is 

beginning to take shape.  Scholars are becoming increasingly interested in addressing the 

needs of undocumented immigrant college students, as well as advancing policy 

alternatives.  This study focuses on a relatively understudied segment of the 

undocumented Latino population, student activists. This study discusses the importance 

of research on this understudied population and the resources they utilize to mobilize and 

bend oppressive structures.    

Academic interest in undocumented students generally has centered on the issue 

of higher education access and experiences (Frum, 2007; Oliverez, 2006; Yates, 2004), 

on psychological and sociological impacts (Morales, Herrera, & Murry, 2009; 

Yoshikawa, Godfrey, & Rivera, 2008), persistence and youth experience (Flores, 2008; 

Pérez, Espinoza, Ramos, Coronado, & Cortes, 2009; Portes & Rumbaut, 1996), policy 

implications (Drachman, 2008; Rodriguez & Cruz, 2009), and better support structures 
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for undocumented student populations (Pérez Huber & Malagon, 2007).  This study seeks 

to augment research on undocumented Latino youth while also bringing to the forefront 

student-led mobilizing efforts.  

Those who have researched student advocacy thus far have focused their attention 

on Latino youth demonstrations against restrictive federal legislation (Gonzales, 2008a, 

2008b; Pérez Huber & Malagon, 2007; Vélez et al., 2008) and for California’s DREAM 

Act (Abrego, 2008; Seif, 2004).  Limited research has been conducted on the student 

advocacy of other state’s DREAM initiatives, nor has there been a wealth of research 

conducted on the varying methods of activism employed by student activists (Muñoz, 

2015).  I explore the extent to which undocumented Latino student activists utilize their 

experiences to inform their social movement actions.  Furthermore, research on student 

advocacy has been focused on activists’ rhetoric and the communication strategies 

employed (Anguiano, 2011).  This study seeks to add to the burgeoning field of student 

advocacy research by focusing on the motivations of activists and the tools exercised to 

achieve social justice and social change.  From a policy perspective, this study adds to the 

scholarship of what forms of advocacy supporters utilize to secure the passage of 

legislation.  This study also potentially adds to policy formation processes in the 

Commonwealth of Virginia and the State of Washington.  Research has not yet been 

conducted on this topic in Virginia, nor the role undocumented Latino immigrant students 

assume in developing those policies.  Washington is similar to Virginia, as there has been 

limited research on undocumented populations, specifically undocumented Latino student 

activists. 

By bringing in the theoretical assumptions of LatCrit to aid in the understanding 
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of the funds of knowledge and activist practices of these students, I am able to increase 

the ways Latino social movements can draw upon it to connect to and help mobilize 

additional support for other activist groups.  LatCrit theory no longer focuses solely on 

the legal system; it acknowledges that People of Color continue to face systemic 

discrimination based on the inequities perpetuated by racist nativism in all fields, 

including education.  LatCrit is particularly useful for the study of social movements 

because it has been extended beyond the legal system and towards the politics of 

individuals seeking to alter racist, oppressive establishments.  Scholars have drawn from 

LatCrit to bring attention to the community cultural wealth and undocumented Latino 

youths’ funds of knowledge and the agency they possess that permits resistance to 

oppression (Huber, 2009; Yosso, 2005).  

The study of funds of knowledge has traditionally been utilized in elementary and 

secondary education research (Gonzalez, et al., 1995; Moll & Diaz, 1987; Moll, et al., 

1992) and only recently has been applied to higher education (Kiyama, 2010, 2011; Rios-

Aguilar, Kiyama, Gravitt, & Moll, 2011).  In higher education, funds of knowledge has 

been used to examine to college-going culture Latino families develop as well as to 

explain Latino students’ access to higher education.  There has been no research 

conducted to examine how undocumented Latino students utilize funds of knowledge to 

persist in higher education institutions.  Furthermore, research has yet to be conducted on 

how undocumented Latino student activists utilize funds of knowledge in their student 

advocacy and leadership development.  The knowledge, skills, and abilities developed by 

their families and social networks play a large role in their advocacy methods and the 

tools utilized.  Moreover, this study calls for the usage of both the conceptual frameworks 
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of funds of knowledge and community cultural wealth as they provide a much more in-

depth analysis of the lived histories of undocumented Latino students.  While each of 

these conceptual frameworks have been utilized in various studies, this study specifically 

calls for the usage of both as each individually lacks the necessary context to fully 

understand how these students navigate and dismantle the barriers they encounter in 

pursuit of their educational goals. 

Finally, given the current nativist political climate, there are broader political 

implications to this study.  At a time when immigration holds the position as one of the 

fiercest ongoing debates and racist nativism played a significant role in the election of 

Donald J. Trump as president, this study depicts a substitute perspective to the leading 

national discourse.  Examining activism from student activists’ perspectives is a timely 

and relevant societal topic that allows the public, policy makers, and educators to 

consider a multilayered understanding on this topic.  I seek to enhance the understanding 

of the experiences of undocumented Latino student activists and the resource and 

strategies they utilize as a vehicle to resist, negotiate, and bend structural barriers.  
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CHAPTER II 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS 
 

 This study draws upon various bodies of literature that inform my investigation of 

how the experiences of Virginian and Washingtonian undocumented Latino student 

activists inform which resources and strategies they utilize in pursuit of their educational 

goals.  Throughout this chapter, I examine the literature in order to display the tools 

available to undocumented Latino immigrant students that create a route to academic 

success through the exercise of individual agency despite the inherent structural barriers 

they face.   

The literature review is broken into four main sections that will inform the overall 

study.  The first section will be on the theoretical frameworks that guide the research.  

The theoretical frameworks that guide the study are Structuration Theory, Critical Race 

Theory/LatCrit, and Social Movement Theory.  These theoretical frameworks lead the 

study into a critical examination of the lived experiences of undocumented Latino student 

activists in their navigation of institutionalized racist and nativist structures.  The 

theoretical framework of the study creates the opportunity to understand undocumented 

Latino student activists as individual and collective agents who seek to reorder the 

structural barriers inherent in American society. 

The second section is a review of the historical racialization of undocumented 

Latino immigrants.  Through the passage of nativist and racist federal immigration 

legislation- (systemic structural barriers), undocumented Latino immigrants’ 

opportunities have been restricted.  Undocumented Latino student activists’ experiences 

are informed by their historical treatment.  The experiences of undocumented Latino 



 23 
 

student activists are also informed by various judicial decisions, which have opened 

doors to academic success.  The racialization of undocumented Latino immigrants 

significantly contributes to the experiences of undocumented Latino student activists. 

The next section focuses on the obstacles facing undocumented Latino immigrant 

students in pursuit of their educational goals, as these obstacles represent structural 

barriers they must overcome, thereby creating opportunities for individual and collective 

agency.  In order to fully understand the experiences of undocumented Latino student 

activists, it is important to understand the constant structural barriers faced by 

undocumented Latino student activists in pursuit of their educational goals.  This section 

will review literature focused on the social and socioeconomic barriers facing this 

population, including structural racism that inhibits Latinos from achieving their 

academic, political, social, and economic rights.  The largest social barrier facing 

undocumented Latino student activists is racist nativism.  This section will discuss the 

concept of racist nativism, including exploring its foundations in social science research.  

The discussion of structural barriers continues towards literature on political and 

legislative impediments to undocumented Latino immigrant students, including federal 

and state approaches to policy formation regarding undocumented Latino immigrant 

students and their educational aspirations, as well as the dispersion and diffusion of those 

policies.   

The discussion will review the history of the federal DREAM Act and the various 

state policies aimed at granting in-state resident tuition benefits to undocumented 

immigrant students.  In order to understand the role Virginian undocumented Latino 

student activists play in the policy formation of Virginia’s DREAM Act, it is important to 
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understand the history of state policies, including a discussion of the history of Virginia’s 

DREAM Act.  To date, Virginia has not passed in-state resident tuition benefits for 

undocumented immigrant students.  On the other hand, Washington was one of the first 

states to pass in-state resident tuition benefits for undocumented students in 2003.  It took 

over a decade for the state to pass state financial aid for undocumented students.  This 

section will review the impact of these state policies and discuss how the implementation 

of in-state resident tuition benefit policies provides a route to individual agency in their 

pursuit of educational goals.  At times, policies have obstructed undocumented Latino 

immigrant students’ pursuit of higher education, while others have dismantled hurdles 

facing them.   

Shifting course, the final discussion focuses on the resources and strategies 

available to undocumented Latino student activists.  This section will discuss literature on 

funds of knowledge and other familial and community resources available to 

undocumented Latino immigrant students, focusing specifically on the social and cultural 

capital available among immigrant students.   Finally, this section reviews literature on 

the various forms of student activism and its effectiveness.  Activism, and individual 

action, is a resource utilized to bend the organized structures inhibiting individuals from 

achieving their objective.  This literature review will demonstrate that undocumented 

Latino student activists have a plethora of capital and social resources at their disposal to 

achieve their educational aspirations. 

Theoretical Framework 

There are three guiding theories that form the theoretical framework to this 

dissertation: structuration theory, critical race theory/LatCrit, and social movement 
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theory.  Each of these theories offer a unique perspective into the lived experiences of 

undocumented Latino immigrant student activists.  This section will review literature on 

these theoretical foundations that are critical to overall theoretical framework of the 

dissertation. 

Structuration theory examines the interplay of structures and individual and 

collective agency (Giddens, 1982, 1984; Hays, 1984; Smith & Turner, 1986).  

Structuration theory provides the undergirding framework to examine the structures 

encountered by undocumented Latino student activists and their ability to dismantle or 

navigate through those structures to achieve their educational goals.  Critical race theory 

and LatCrit examine the role structural racism and nativism play, in this instance, in the 

lived experiences of undocumented Latino student activists (Yosso, Smith, Ceja, & 

Solorzano, 2009).  Critical race theory and LatCrit allow for the study to have a social 

justice orientation.  The final theory that underlines the theoretical framework is social 

movement theory.  Social movement theory examines the motivations behind social 

mobilization, the various forms of social mobilization, and the results behind those 

actions (Della Porta & Diani, 2006; Goodwin & Jasper, 2009).  Social movement theory 

frames undocumented Latino student activists as individual and collective actors who 

utilize resources and strategies available to them to bend or not bend the structural 

barriers, such as racist nativism, they encounter.  When these theories blend together, 

they create an innermost part that presents a lens through which individual undocumented 

Latino student activists experience the world. 

Structuration Theory 
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 The interconnectivity between structures and agency is the central focus of 

structuration theory.  Structuration theory is premised on the belief that individual and 

collective agency can be utilized to transform existing structures (Giddens, 1982, 1984; 

Valadez, 2008).  This study utilizes the concept of undocumented Latino student 

activists’ individual and collective agency to alter the structural barriers they encounter in 

pursuit of their educational goals.  Without the ability to alter structural barriers, 

undocumented Latino student activists would be unable to achieve their educational 

aspirations.   

Structures are the creation of human beings and would not exist without humans 

willing or unwilling, conscious or unconscious, participation (Giddens, 1982, 1984).  

Structures are the very basis of human power, as they are at the same time enabling and 

constraining.  Giddens refers to this dichotomy as the duality of structures (Giddens, 

1982, 1984; Hays, 1984; Smith & Turner, 1986).  Structures limit human beings, but they 

also provide the tools for creative and transformative action, thereby making human 

freedom possible.  Structures create the very rules of society that all human beings abide 

by.  “Without rules, there is no grounding for, and not direction to, one’s personality, and 

therefore no possibility for conscious, purposive action” (Hays, 1994, p. 61).   

 Structures are temporary in nature, as they are based on societal norms and social 

systems.  Structures and social systems have the ability to be altered by social actors.  

Social systems are reproduced social practices that are not structures themselves, yet they 

have structures as a central component of them.  Traditionally, structures in social 

systems have been considered sets of “generative rules and resources which social agents 

draw upon and instantiate in practice” (Livesay, 1989, p. 265).  Social structures are 
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semi-durable systems that transcend individuals.  “Social structures are both the medium 

and the outcome of human social action: although they regularly operate above the heads 

of individual human actors, they would not exist without the willing or unwilling 

participation of those same actors” (Hays, 1994, p. 65).  Individual human actors create 

social structures while also having the ability to alter them. Institutional racist nativism, 

immigration legislation, and socioeconomic status are examples of social structures that 

undocumented Latino student activists encounter and impede their ability to achieve their 

educational aspirations. 

 Coupled with the concept of temporal, man-made structures, is the concept of 

individual agency.   

Agency explains the creation, recreation, and transformation of social structures at 

the same time as it is limited within the bounds of structural constraint; and the 

capacity of agents to affect social structures varies with the accessibility, power, 

and durability of the structure in question. (Hays, 1998, p. 65)   

Agency often focuses on the human social choices that affect the pattern of social 

structures in some empirically observable way.  Hays labels this concept of agency as 

“structurally transformative agency”.  Agency is achieved through individuals exercising 

resistance through knowledge and action.  “Agents base their decisions on their 

knowledge of existing structural and cultural arrangements of the organization” (Valadez, 

2008, p. 844).  Humans, however cognizant, are not necessarily “capable of rationally 

justifying or even comprehending his or her understandings” (Bertilsson, 1984, p. 344) of 

the social structure.  Agency allows for actors to free themselves from oppression and 
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domination, as they alter the very social structures that enable and strengthen the systems 

of oppression and domination. 

 Agency is often thought of as free will; however, Baez (2000) argues agency is 

comprised of “actions that are possible within the context of disciplinary power” (p. 385).  

Baez borrowed from Gramsci’s (1971) notion of “critical agency” as “purposeful, 

deliberate, or designed action that resists hegemonic practices which ensure and justify 

social domination of some individuals by others” (Baez, 2000, p. 385). Blauner (1972) 

claims that racial oppression is institutionalized in processes that maintain domination- 

control of white over nonwhites- as these processes are built into the major institutions.  

These institutions either exclude or restrict the participation of racial groups by 

procedures that have become conventional, part of the bureaucratic system of rules and 

regulations.   

Baez debates a different understanding of social structures, particularly those that 

negatively affect minoritized populations, as he argued that these social structures are 

malleable and are susceptible to human agency that can subvert the power of these 

structures.  His argument, utilizing Butler’s and Foucalt’s concepts of power (temporal 

and disciplinary bases, respectively), is for the redefinition of critical agency as struggles 

between agency and structure or the struggle between power and its resistance.  This 

concept of critical agency, or “resistance-actions that are possible within existing social 

structures and institutions” occurs from the ground up and focuses on resisting oppressive 

institutional structures (Baez, 2002, p. 166). 

 Valadez (2008) utilizes structuration theory to analyze how immigrant students 

make decisions about their postsecondary options while considering the role that schools, 
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society, and culture play in the process.  Valadez argues that structures are internal and 

are shaped by the knowledge of individual actors.  “Structures, therefore, do not force an 

outcome, but serve the purpose of guiding individual decisions” (p. 838).  By utilizing 

Gidden’s structuration theory, Valadez is able to examine how students draw from 

existing rules and resources to establish the criteria and rationales they need to guide their 

activity and justify their decisions.  Valadez maintains that neither structure nor agency is 

the sole determining factor for life’s trajectories.  In this respect, structuration theory 

recognizes the “power of human agency for negotiating the rules governing human life 

and opens up the possibility for agents (who are capable of exhibiting and using power) 

to transform existing structures” (p. 855).     

 This study incorporates structuration theory as part of the overall theoretical 

framework as it moves the conversation of undocumented immigrant students from a 

deficit narrative to a narrative filled with critical individual and collective agency, the 

ability to transform the oppressive institutional structures and barriers they encounter in 

their pursuit of their educational goals.  Undocumented immigrant students have the 

ability to transform the structures, such as legislation, institutional racist nativism, and 

their socioeconomic status, that encapsulate their lives through their willing or unwilling, 

conscious or unconscious knowledge and actions.  Structuration theory reframes the 

debate regarding undocumented immigrant students from one geared towards navigating 

the structures they encounter to one where they utilize resources and strategies to enact 

their own critical agency to transform those very structures. 

Critical Race Theory/Latino Critical Theory (LatCrit) 
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 Critical race theory and LatCrit form the crux of the theoretical framework of the 

study as they provide the ability to understand the lived experiences of undocumented 

Latino student activists.  Critical race theory informs the study by examining the 

structural barriers encountered by racially minoritized populations.  LatCrit extends upon 

the foundations of critical race theory by specifically examining the lived experiences of 

Latinos and their experiences of navigating the specific structural barriers unique to 

Latinos that intersect with race, such as language, culture, and immigration status (Yosso, 

Smith, Ceja, & Solorzano, 2009).  It is difficult to divorce these two theories and 

prioritize one over the other as the foundations of critical race theory inform LatCrit.  

LatCrit also provides the foundation of the methodology utilized in this study.  Narrative 

analysis and the sharing of the lived stories of Latinos are commonly associated 

methodologies of LatCrit (Galindo, 2012).  Critical race theory/LatCrit allows for the 

advocacy of social justice and social change in education by specifically studying 

undocumented Latino student activists’ ability to alter structural racist nativism that 

inhibits their overall educational aspirations. 

Critical Race Theory.  Critical race theory, with its origins in the legal profession, seeks 

to develop new strategies and theories to combat all forms of racism that have percolated 

to the surface of everyday life for minoritized populations.  Critical race theory began as 

a reaction to critical legal studies as some scholars, including Derrick Bell, were deeply 

critical of civil right scholars’ commitment to colorblindness.   Scholars questioned the 

motives behind seminal judicial decisions and civil rights scholars’ focus on intentional 

discrimination rather than a broader focus on the conditions of racial inequality and this 

impact on the overall wellbeing of minoritized populations.  Critical race theory has 
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subsequently been applied to education research.  It is within the context of education 

research that we examine critical race theory as a theoretical foundation. 

 Yosso, Smith, Ceja, and Solórzano (2009) review the central tenets of critical race 

theory: 1) the intercentricity of race and racism, as critical race theory (CRT) is based on 

the premise that race and racism are endemic to and permanent in U.S. society and racism 

intersects with forms of subordination based on gender, class, sexuality, language, 

culture, immigration status, phenotype, accent and surname; 2) challenge of dominant 

ideology as CRT challenges the claim of objectivity, meritocracy, color blindness, race 

neutrality, and equal opportunity as these camouflage self-interest, power, and privilege 

of dominant groups; 3) commitment to social justice as CRT exposes the interest 

convergence of civil rights gains; 4) centrality of experiential knowledge as CRT 

legitimizes and appreciates the lived experiential knowledge of People of Color; and 5) 

interdisciplinary perspective as CRT extends beyond traditional disciplinary boundaries 

to analyze race and racism within historical and contemporary contexts.  These tenets 

“explicitly focus on how the social construct of race shapes university structures, 

practices, and discourses from the perspectives of those injured by and fighting against 

institutional racism (Yosso, Smith, Ceja, & Soloranzo, 2009, p. 663).   The authors’ CRT 

lens exposes some of the ways racism on college and university campuses has become 

more subtle but no less pervasive as compared with the racially tumultuous 1960s. 

Patton, McEwen, Rendon and Howard-Hamilton (2007) state that a critical race 

perspective acknowledges racism is a “normal and common aspect that shapes society.  

Race is deeply embedded in social, cultural, and political structures, thus making it 

difficult to recognize and address.  Furthermore, race is socially constructed, with 
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historical interpretations that marginalize People of Color” (p. 43).  The authors affirm 

that color-blind racism and racial indifference must constantly be challenged, which can 

be accomplished through the affirmation and validation of personal stories and histories 

of People of Color.  Further, Apple (2009) argues that race is not a biological entity but is 

instead a historically produced and mediated “social construct filled with and generated 

out of structures and identities of exclusion and inclusion” (p. 651-2).  He contends that 

one cannot adequately understand the democracy in the United States, its history, or its 

current functions without placing the “dynamics of racial exploitation and domination 

and their accompanying logics and power relations at the heart of ones analysis” (Apple, 

2009, p. 652). 

Critical race theory has been utilized to understand the Chicana/o educational 

pipeline (Covarrubias, 2011), the experiences of Chicana/o scholars (Solórzano, 2010), 

diversity policies (Iverson, 2007), student development theories (Patton, McEwen, 

Rendon, & Howard-Hamilton, 2007), race neutrality in higher education (Morfin, Perez, 

Parker, Lynn, & Arrona, 2006), racial parties (Garcia, Johnston, Garibay, Herrera, & 

Giraldo, 2011) the experiences of undocumented students (Huber, 2010) and how to 

frame discussions of race in the classroom (Chaisson, 2004), amongst others.  There has 

been limited CRT scholarship conducted on the experiences student activists traversing 

the structural barriers to their educational goals.  My research represents a unique 

opportunity to extend CRT with LatCrit to the study of social movements and funds of 

knowledge.  This study seeks to discover the individual and collective agency of 

undocumented Latino student activists who seek to alter the oppressive structural barriers 

of racist nativism, immigration legislation, and higher education practices. 
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Harper (2012) reviews over 250 higher education articles on the topic of race and 

racism and found that few articles specifically cited racism as a cause of the social 

phenomena studied.  Those that did cite racism as a cause of the social phenomena 

understudy utilized critical race theory as a theoretical foundation and highlighted the 

myriad ways that structural racism adversely affects minoritized populations in higher 

education.  Harper argues that higher education scholars must acknowledge racism in 

their quest for racial justice.  Without the acknowledgement of racism as universal and 

endemic to U.S. social institutions, such as college and universities, the aims of 

narrowing racial gaps, diversifying college campuses, and creating environments that do 

not marginalize minoritized populations will not be achieved.  Employing a critical race 

theory foundation as a higher education scholar allows for one to not only acknowledge 

the structural racism inherent in American society, but to also give credence to the lived 

experiences of those that are studied.  While Harper acknowledges higher education 

scholars attempt to research and mitigate adverse environments for minoritized 

populations, he argues it is important for researchers to acknowledge the centrality of 

racism in the lived experiences of study participants.   

My research highlights the centrality racism plays in the lived experiences of 

undocumented Latino student activists and does not shy away from racism or a 

discussion of race; yet, as Harper argued, it will not play the sole explanatory factor in 

their experiences.  I seek to first acknowledge the role racism and its harmful effects in 

postsecondary education play in these students’ experiences, but also seek to uncover the 

funds of knowledge and other resources they utilize to navigate through the structural 

barriers they encounter.  In order to advocate for social justice and social change within 



 34 
 

higher education, one has to acknowledge and examine the role structural racism plays in 

the overall experiences of People of Color.  This study utilizes critical race theory to 

examine the lived experiences of undocumented Latino student activists who experience 

oppressive structural barriers, such as racist nativism, immigration legislation, and the 

limited educational access higher education systems have implemented through 

admissions and classification policies. 

LatCrit.  LatCrit expands upon the tenets of Critical Race Theory by moving towards a 

more inclusive understanding of oppression and subordination of People of Color. Huber 

(2010) argued, “LatCrit uses an overarching framework that examines the intersection of 

race, class, and gender, while also acknowledging the unique forms of subordination 

within the Latina/o community based on immigration status, language, phenotype, and 

ethnicity” (p. 843).  LatCrit incorporates the following four functions: “(1) the production 

of knowledge; (2) the advancement of transformation; (3) the expansion and connection 

of struggle(s); and (4) the cultivation of community and coalition” (Fernandez, 2002, p. 

47).  LatCrit theorists have committed themselves and the theory to an anti-essentialism 

and anti-subordination agenda (Aoki & Johnson, 2008).   

LatCrit places the diaspora of Latinos at its center in order to reveal and 

understand how Latinos experience the world.  LatCrit focuses on the dilemmas and 

injustices that Latinos face, such as linguistic discrimination, raids by the Immigration 

and Naturalization Service (now Immigration and Customs Enforcement), and 

membership in multiple racial or ethnic and national categories (Daniels, 2011).  LatCrit 

addresses issues often ignored by critical race theorists such as language, immigration, 

ethnicity, culture, identity, phenotype and sexuality (Solórzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001). 
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LatCrit strives to fulfill significant voids in Critical Race Theory.  It seeks to 

promote an anti-subordination agenda and promote the study of Latina/o civil rights 

issues and how they intersect with, and differ from, the experiences of other subordinated 

groups.  LatCrit supplements Critical Race Theory.  LatCrit focuses on issues central to 

the Latino experience: the study of language rights, immigration, and citizenship issues.  

Without the study of these issues, Latina/o subordination cannot be fully understood. 

Challenging the black-white paradigm created by Critical Race Theory, LatCrit 

scholars advocate for a new definition of race, subordination, and oppression that 

includes other races and elements that contribute to the subordination.  In an attempt to 

move beyond this racial paradigm, Trucios-Haynes (2001) argues the legal construction 

“of Latinas/os as an indeterminate racial group is problematic” as it permits 

discrimination to remain unremedied and permits the manipulation of the Latina/o image 

to exploit racial fears.  He argues, “LatCrit theory must assess the multidimensionality of 

the Latino/a identity to understand how White supremacy impacts the Latina/o 

community, and they ways in which Latinas/os may reinforce White supremacy” (p. 4).    

Further, scholars argue that LatCrit has its roots in a long tradition of Chicana/o 

activism and scholarship (Johnson & Martínez, 1998).  “Activism generated Chicana/o 

studies.  Activism created LatCrit Theory.  Due to the hard work of activists, a critical 

mass of Latina/o legal scholars has been established…LatCrit has emphasized the need 

for connection between theory and practice” (p. 1152).  Social change, a central tenet of 

LatCrit, cannot only come in the courtroom, but must also be generated from scholarship 

and activism within the academy.   
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At the crux of LatCrit is the attention of to the intersection of the various forms of 

oppression and subordination experienced by Latinos.  It seeks to include a multiplicity 

of Latino ethnic groups to develop a holistic analysis of Latina/o subordination in the 

country.  LatCrit addresses the intersectionality of racism, sexism, classism, and other 

forms of oppression by focusing on the multidimensional identities of Latinas/os 

(Delgado Bernal, 2002; Montoya & Valdes, 2008).  Utilizing LatCrit as a theoretical 

framework allows me to study the intercentricity of race, gender, immigration status, 

language ability and ethnicity in the lived experiences of undocumented Latino student 

activists to advocate for social change. 

LatCrit places the lived experiences of Latinos at its center, advocating for new 

methodological, epistemological, and ontological research approaches.  LatCrit often 

utilizes the power of storytelling, counterstories and testimonios to reveal the many 

realities of Latinos. LatCrit allows me to undo traditional epistemological and 

methodological narratives, promoting instead the importance of the lived experiences of 

undocumented Latino student activists. 

My research highlights the intersectional roles race, sex, class, immigration status, 

and language play in the lived experiences of undocumented Latino student activists.  A 

LatCrit theoretical foundation provides me with the opportunity to advocate for social 

change and social justice.  Latinos, including undocumented Latinos, face unique forms 

of subordination, such as racist nativism, and a LatCrit theoretical frame allows me to 

uncloak the manners that undocumented Latinos persevere in the face of structural 

subjugation.  

Social Movement Theory 
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Social movement theory attempts to explain why social mobilization occurs, the 

various forms of mobilization, any political, social, cultural, and economic consequences 

of mobilization, and the results of social mobilization (Della Porta & Diani, 2006; 

Goodwin & Jasper, 2009).  Social movement theory seeks to provide useable knowledge 

for those seeking social change and social justice.  It is concerned with “producing more 

than just good case studies and histories of social movements.  Instead, it seeks to draw 

out useful information from a variety of contexts and translate it into a form that is more 

readily applicable by movements in new situations” (Bevington & Dixon, 2005, p. 189). 

Social movement theory is utilized to explain how undocumented Latino students form a 

collective identity as student activists, to identify forms of collective action 

undocumented Latino student activists utilize, to understand the consequences of their 

mobilization, and to highlight the results of their mobilization to provide other 

undocumented Latino student activists with the tools necessary to achieve educational 

goals and social change. 

 Social movement theory has been debated throughout the social sciences (Della 

Porta & Diani, 2006; Goodwin & Jasper, 2009; Snow & Soule, 2010; Torres & 

Kastiaficas; 1999; et al.).  Despite divergent beliefs about social movements, there is 

general agreement that social movements involve a “collective, organized, sustained and 

non-institutional challenge to authorities, power holders, or cultural beliefs and practices” 

(Goodwin & Jasper, 2009, p. 2). Social movements “signify a response to a particular 

exigency that then prompts action for change at a social level” (Anguiano, 2011, p. 32). 

Social movements can be understood as organized yet informal social groups that 

challenge traditional discourse and institutions with an ultimate goal of (social) change.  



 38 
 

The study of social movements has traditionally been conducted on the various forms of 

rhetorical action, both verbal and nonverbal, that social movement actors utilize to 

achieve their goals; however, there are other components that warrant our attention: the 

collective identity development and social movement outcomes. 

Elaborating on these three main components of social movements, Simons (1970) 

maintains that social movements have a requirement to fulfill certain rhetorical functions 

in order to remain relevant and create a path towards sustained success.  Accordingly, 

they must (1) attract, maintain, and mold followers into an organized unit; (2) secure 

adoption of their product by the larger structure; and (3) react to resistance by the larger 

structure.  These obligations represent the space that social movements and 

communication share and present the opening for research of social movement rhetoric. 

Hahn and Gonchar (1989) explore the relationship between social movement and 

communication by examining “how beliefs come to be shared, how those beliefs are 

manifested in activities, and how those activities make demands upon society and are 

affected by societal conditions and trends” (p. 47).   

The rhetoric of social movements has been studied since the early 1950s, when 

rhetorical theorists began assigning rhetorical activities as a component of the movements 

themselves.  “The new forms of protest rhetoric included verbal and nonverbal 

communication such as marches, chants, and nonviolent disobedience, and they presented 

an opportunity to analyze the new forms of social movement actions” (Anguiano, 2011, 

p. 32).  There has been an extensive amount of research conducted regarding the 

rhetorical activities utilized by social movements (Dominquez, 2009; Rhoads, 1998, 

2009; McCarthy, 2012); however, there has not been research conducted on the resources 
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and strategies that inform the rhetorical activities utilized by activists.  The section on 

activism below details the literature on the forms of rhetorical activities activists have 

employed in social movements.  The outcomes of movements have also been extensively 

studied (Quaye, 2007; Rhoads, 1998, 2009; Ropers-Hamilton, Carwile, & Barnett, 2005); 

however, there has been no analysis on the role funds of knowledge and other resources 

play in the outcomes of social movements.  By eliciting undocumented Latino student 

activists’ experiences, I am able to draw conclusions on how their experiences inform 

which resources and strategies they utilize to overcome barriers they encounter in their 

pursuit of their educational goals, as well as understand their desire to achieve social 

justice by navigating the constraining structures they encounter.   

This study has three theoretical foundations: structuration theory, critical race 

theory/LatCrit, and social movement theory.  Structuration theory examines the structures 

encountered by undocumented Latino student activists and their ability to bend or not 

bend those structures to achieve their educational goals.  Critical race theory and LatCrit 

allows the researcher to examine the role structural racism and nativism play in the lived 

experiences of undocumented Latino student activists (Yosso, Smith, Ceja, & Solorzano, 

2009).  Social movement theory inspects the motivations behind social mobilization, the 

various forms of social mobilization, and the results behind those actions (Della Porta & 

Diani, 2006; Goodwin & Jasper, 2009).   

Racialization2 of Undocumented Latino Immigrants 

                                                 
2 Racialization is a term that signifies the extension of dehumanizing and racial meanings to a previously 
racially unclassified relationship, practice, or group (Maldonado, 2009; Omi & Winant, 1986).  When 
racialization occurs, a group of people are seen as a race when they had not been seen as a race before.  
Prior to the increased xenophobic actions of the latter parts of the 20th century, Latinos were not necessarily 
treated as a separate race.  The negative connotations of alien, foreign, and undocumented soon were 
attached to the Latino race, leading the majority race (Whites) to racialize and stigmatize Latinos as a 
separate racial category when one previously had not existed.  
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The experiences of undocumented Latino student activists are shaped by the 

racialization of undocumented Latino immigrants.  To best understand the experiences of 

undocumented Latino student activists, it is important to recognize the systemic 

racialization they are subjected to.   Nativism and racism have played and continue to 

play a large role in the treatment of undocumented immigrants.  Undocumented 

immigrants experience racist nativism, or  

the assigning of values to real or imagined differences, in order to justify the 

superiority of the native, who is to be perceived white, over that of the non-native, 

who is perceived to be People and Immigrants of Color, and thereby defend the 

rights of whites, or the natives, to dominance (Huber et al, 2008, p. 43)  

on a consistent basis. When reviewing the cultural, social, and political contexts of 

undocumented immigrants and their treatment in the United States, it is important to 

develop a firm historical understanding as xenophobia still saturates American societal 

values.  This has been demonstrated by the recent passage of anti-immigration bills in 

Arizona, Georgia, and Alabama (Hurley & Russell, 2011) and the proposals of President 

Donald J. Trump.  While non-Latino immigrants (e.g. Asian, Irish, Italian, Jewish, and 

Polish immigrants) have been racialized at one time, this paper focuses on the 

racialization of undocumented Latino immigrants.  It is important to note most non-white 

immigrants, as well as ethnic white immigrants, have all faced American nativism. 

The current debate surrounding immigration reform in the United States House of 

Representatives, including the passage of the federal DREAM Act, is steeped with 

vitriolic anti-immigrant statements.  Nativism permeates the halls of Congress as 

Republican members of Congress, such as Congressman Steve King’s (R-IA) attempt to 
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link undocumented Latino immigrants to drug mules, thieves, and terrorists (Wing, 

2013).  Nativism has also hit the presidential campaign and with the election of Donald J. 

Trump as president, the highest forms of government.  President Donald J. Trump staked 

his campaign on racist nativism, continuously demonizing undocumented Latinos as the 

specific reason for societal ills.  He called for the mass deportation of undocumented 

immigrants and has proposed to build a wall and make Mexico pay for it.  The 

contemporary experiences of undocumented Latino student activists cannot be divorced 

from past treatment.  Undocumented Latino immigrants have experienced a history of 

racialization through the passage of restrictive and nativist immigration laws and judicial 

decisions (Johnson, 1997).  The structural barriers Virginian and Washingtonian 

undocumented Latino student activists encounter are a result of the racialization of 

undocumented Latino immigrants.  To best understand the current structural obstacles 

experienced by undocumented Latino student activists, one must first review the 

historical federal legislative and judicial decisions that underlie the experiences of 

undocumented Latino immigrants. 

Historical Federal Legislation 

Utilizing a political and cultural lens, it is not difficult to see that nativist and 

racist sentiments permeate immigration history, which contributes to the current 

immigration tensions and anti-immigrant mentality (Connolly, 2005).  The United States 

has regulated the immigration patterns of incoming settlers in an attempt to mold the 

American ethos.  History has shown that various groups of people have been racialized as 

foreign, not belonging to the white cultural ideal of America.  This section investigates 

how various groups of immigrants, specifically undocumented Latino immigrants, have 
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been racialized and consequently barred from full involvement in American society 

through selected immigration laws.   

Framing undocumented Latinos as illegal and foreign in their former (or native) 

homeland plays a central role in the mounting antagonism toward People of Color and 

immigrants.  Current immigration policy is tied to nativist anxieties that the cultural 

identity of the United States is threatened by a Latino “invasion,” fueling beliefs that 

Latinos are intent to change the very fabric of the American ethos (Chavez, 2008).  

Virginia has reacted to this “invasion” by implementing local immigration laws that 

target undocumented Latino immigrants, such as Prince William County’s institution of 

immigration enforcement ordinances in 2007.  Washington has targeted the services 

undocumented immigrants receive to cover budget deficits after the Great Recession.  To 

best understand the racialization of undocumented Latinos, a brief review of the historical 

federal legislation impacting Latinos and undocumented Latino immigrants is needed. 

The history of undocumented Latinos begins with the U.S.- Mexican war of 1848.  

After the end of this bloody and vicious war that resulted in the U.S. annexation of the 

Southwest territories from Mexico, the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo was signed and it 

permitted American citizenship to Mexicans living in the areas of present-day Arizona, 

California, Nevada, New Mexico, Utah and other Southwest states (Gonzalez, 2011).  

The arrangement to grant citizenship to Mexicans was often not honored by whites.  

Citizenship, and rights associated with citizenship, would apply only those deemed 

acceptable: light-skinned Mexicans who learned the English language and assimilated to 

“white” American culture (Rosales, 1997).  The implementation of the Treaty of 
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Guadalupe Hidalgo exhibits the racialization of Mexicans in the Southwest who were 

denied civil and human rights because of their racially inferior classification. 

The first legislative restriction on immigration was established in 1875, as 

increased Irish, Italian, Jewish, Russian, and other southeastern European migration 

occurred.  As more “undesirable” migrants began arriving, U.S. governmental agencies 

became invested in the eugenics movement that was sweeping Europe at that time.  

Ethnic immigrants were deemed “feeble-minded” and deported back to their home 

countries (Connolly, 2005).  The infamous Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 set the tone 

for the following half-century, when “many Americans viewed the Chinese as 

‘biologically and inherently inferior’” (Connolly, 2005, p. 198).  Prior to the passage of 

this law, American businesses, especially the railroads, exploited Chinese labor.  

Following the passage of the law, Chinese laborers were prohibited entry into the U.S.  

Chinese who were in the United States were required to obtain a certificate of residence 

within one year or be deported.   

The goal of the Immigration Act of 1924, or the Johnson-Reed Act, was to 

preserve the racial and ethnic composition of the United States and was a response to 

increased immigration from non-white and southeastern European immigrants.  The law 

created quotas and restricted immigration to only those eligible for citizenship, which 

excluded any non-white person.  The law also created the U.S. Border Patrol and created 

other restrictions for entry.  These new immigration restrictions and requirements to 

sustain those restrictions led to the beginning of “illegal” immigration in the U.S. and the 

illegalization of unauthorized entrants.  Once mired in the effects of the Great 

Depression, the U.S. government sought to repatriate and deport undocumented Mexican 



 44 
 

immigrants.  Repatriation efforts were focused on single Mexican men and young 

Mexican families, which led to the forceful removal and exclusion of Mexicans 

regardless of legal status (Huber, 2009).  During the 1930s, over 500,000 native 

Mexicans and U.S.-born Mexicans were deported back to Mexico (Rosales, 1997).   

Following the repatriation efforts, with the Japanese interned after the bombing of 

Pearl Harbor and Mexican men leaving the fields and factories to become soldiers during 

World War II, the U.S. needed additional labor.  To fill the labor gap, the U.S. convinced 

Mexico to enter into a labor pact to recruit braceros to supply cheap labor.  The Bracero 

Program allowed undocumented Mexicans to work in U.S. agriculture businesses 

temporarily and then return to Mexico.  Although governmental regulation and oversight 

were part of the agreement, the U.S. backed out of their responsibilities, leading to the 

exploitation of Mexican workers by lowering minimum wages and overcharging for 

housing and food (Gonzalez, 2011).  The children of braceros were unable to attend 

schools and were often forced into labor to assist their families. 

During the 1950s and 1960s, Operation Wetback was implemented and aimed for 

the mass deportation of the influx of Mexican undocumented workers entering the U.S. 

under the Bracero Program.  Over one million Mexicans were deported from the U.S. 

(Gonzalez, 2011). The Bracero program continued until 1964 when economic recession 

hit.  Mexican workers were deported and were prohibited from receiving the wages they 

had earned.  The Immigration Act of 1965 ended the raced-based immigration restrictions 

from the 1920s even though it maintained quotas.  These unrealistic quotas contributed to 

those deemed “illegal” immigrants, especially Mexican immigrants whose high demand 

to enter the U.S. could not be met. 
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The social and political events of the 1960s liberalized immigration policies for the next 

two decades, until the more restrictive Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986- a 

multipronged attack on undocumented migration.   

Following the conservative revolution of the 1980s and 1990s, American political 

powers began to apply nativist and racist policies, exemplified by the passage of the 

Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) of 1986, the Illegal Immigration Reform 

and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRIRA) of 1996, and the Personal Responsibility and 

Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 (PRWORA).  While IRCA granted 

amnesty to 2.7 million undocumented workers in the U.S. and instituted policies to curb 

undocumented immigration, it also militarized the border, which cost over $2 billion a 

year to maintain during the 1990s.  The militarization of the border effectively codified 

the belief that Latinos were illegal and needing to be contained.  Amnesty was granted to 

specific nationalities that benefited the interests of political leaders; however, mass 

deportations and worker exploitation soon followed.  Following California’s lead to limit 

undocumented immigrants access to state and local governmental services after the 

successful passage of Proposition 187, the U.S. Congress passed IIRIRA and PWRORA, 

which aimed to limit undocumented immigrant access to federal benefits. 

PRWORA prohibits the extension of federal and state benefits to undocumented 

immigrants, unless the state meets statutory loopholes that allow for the extension of 

certain state benefits.  Among other policies, IIRIRA places restrictions on state provision 

of educational benefits to unauthorized students as it prohibits states from providing in-

state resident tuition benefits to undocumented immigrants if those same benefits are not 
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provided to all American citizens (Barron, 2011; Bruno, 2010), thereby limiting access to 

postsecondary institutions.  

Section 505 of the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act 

of 1996 specifically mandates: 

Unauthorized aliens, “shall not be eligible on the basis of residence within a State 

(or a political subdivision) for any postsecondary education benefit unless a 

citizen or national of the United States is eligible for such a benefit … without 

regard to whether the citizen or national is such a resident.” (Feder, 2006, p.1) 

This ambiguous statement has left state policymakers balancing how to provide 

educational benefits to a group of its constituents and the federal government’s nativist 

policies.   

Since 1996, there has not been a comprehensive bill to address the growing needs 

of undocumented immigrants, primarily given the belief that undocumented immigrants 

and their families have committed crimes by crossing the border illegally, without 

acknowledgement of immigrants’ motivations: relief from the political, economic, and 

social hardships from their home countries and the desire to protect and provide for their 

families.  Recent attempts to pass federal comprehensive immigration reform to lift the 

11 million undocumented immigrants out of the shadows have ended with vitriolic 

statements, nativist hysteria, and vigilante actions (Chavez, 2008).  President Obama 

introduced the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals in 2012 as a direct-result of this 

inaction.  This program is a “form of prosecutorial discretion provides a work permit and 

relief from removal for two year to certain eligible undocumented youth” (IRLC DACA 

Fact Sheet, 2013).  President Obama attempted to extend this program to cover additional 
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immigrants, to lengthen the program, and to defer deportation of undocumented parents 

of citizen children; however, this was blocked by the courts.  A further discussion of 

DACA + and DAPA will occur in the next section. 

States have turned to immigration enforcement and enacting immigration policies 

in the wake of federal inaction, including policies related to higher education.  

Undocumented immigrants have mobilized around issues of education and employment 

and have sought the implementation of policies that remove structural barriers and 

institutional racism (Berta-Avila, Tijerina Revilla, & Lopez Figueroa, 2011).  As will be 

discussed further in the section on history of state policies, states have responded to 

undocumented immigrant activism, and the vacuum created by IIRIRA and PWRORA, to 

enact in-state resident tuition benefit policies for undocumented immigrant students. 

The 2016 presidential election brought immigration to the forefront of the 

national debate.  Republican candidate, and subsequent winner, Donald J. Trump staked 

his campaign on deporting the 11 million undocumented immigrants.  President Donald J. 

Trump stoked the flames of nativism across the country and pledged to target 

undocumented immigrants upon his election.  He called for the building of a wall on the 

southern border and has stated that this wall will be paid for by Mexico.  His nativism 

campaign has exposed an undercurrent of nativism across the country and has positioned 

the Republican Party as openly hostile to Latinos and other immigrants.  Hillary Clinton, 

the Democratic nominee, pledged to introduce comprehensive immigration reform in her 

first 100 days.  The subsequent election has resulted in the creation of a Muslim Ban, the 

targeting of undocumented individuals by ICE even if they have DACA, as well as the 

priority creation of a wall on the southern border. 
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Historical Federal Litigation 

Congress’ inability to pass a comprehensive immigration reform bill and their 

inability to address the educational needs of undocumented immigrant students has left a 

policy void, leaving undocumented immigrants in a state of paralysis; however, the U.S. 

Supreme Court has provided some clarity in regards to educational benefits for 

undocumented immigrant students (Olivas, 2004, 2010).  In 1982, the U.S. Supreme 

Court struck down a 1975 Texas law that sought to deny undocumented immigrant 

children a free elementary and secondary public education by charging them tuition to 

attend state schools (Flores, 2010). The case, Plyler v. Doe (1982), provided access to 

elementary and secondary education; however, it did not address undocumented students’ 

access to postsecondary institutions (Olivas, 2004, 2005, 2009, 2010).  Through his 

various analyses, Olivas believes that the decision always stood for its resolution of the 

matter at hand: whether Texas could enact laws denying undocumented children free 

access to its own public schools.  Olivas (2005) argues “understanding Plyler’s 

provenance ultimately sheds light on how important legal cases become recurring fugues, 

with themes that build and influence subsequent decisions and sometimes the polity at 

large” (198). 

 The Supreme Court, with Justice Brennan authoring the majority 5-4 decision, 

characterized the Texas argument for charging tuition to undocumented immigrant 

students as  

nothing more than an assertion that illegal entry, without more, prevents a person 

from becoming a resident for purposes of enrolling his children in the public 

schools’…Justice Brennan employed an equal protection analysis to find that a 
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State could not enact a discriminatory classification ‘merely by defining a 

disfavored group as non-resident. (Olivas, 2005, p. 208)   

Justice Brennan wrote that undocumented immigrants were entitled to equal protection 

under the law.  While Brennan reaffirmed the Rodriguez v. San Antonio Independent 

School District (1973) decision that public education is not a guaranteed constitutional 

right, he argued that education is a fundamental role in maintaining the fabric of our 

society.  The decision in Plyler has led to various arguments about undocumented 

immigrant students’ right to a postsecondary education; however, the federal government 

has codified its denial of that right in subsequent federal legislation, such as the IIRIRA 

Act. 

In Toll v. Moreno (1982) the Supreme Court argued that Maryland’s in-state 

resident tuition benefit policy that prohibited G-43 nonimmigrant aliens from receiving 

in-state resident tuition benefits was unconstitutional as it violated the Supremacy Clause 

in the U.S Constitution; however, the court stopped short on consideration of whether the 

policy violated the Due Process or Equal Protection Clauses.  As the federal government 

is the sole regulator of immigration policies and aliens in the United States, the Supreme 

Court argued, “state regulation not congressionally sanctioned that discriminates against 

aliens lawfully admitted to the country is impermissible if it imposes additional burdens 

not contemplated by Congress” (458 U.S. 1).  The Supreme Court delineated the powers 

to regulate immigration, as well as classify immigrant status, to the federal government, 

even when it comes to the provision of educational benefits.   

                                                 
3 G-4 nonimmigrant aliens are officers or employees, and their families, of international organizations, such 
as the World Bank or the International Monetary Fund. 
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Shifting course to state DREAM Acts, the only federal legal challenge to the 

creation of new eligibility requirements for in-state resident tuition (ISRT) benefits for 

undocumented students happened in Kansas.  Nonresident students filed suit in U.S. 

District Court against Governor Sebelius, claiming Kansas’ eligibility requirements for 

ISRT benefits for undocumented students violate PRWORA, IIRIRA, and the Equal 

Protection Clause of the U.S. Constitution.  In Day v. Sebelius (2005), the U.S. District 

Court found that the plaintiffs lacked standing on all seven counts as they were not 

residents of the state, and would not therefore benefit from the statute, and have no 

private claim for action.  The U.S. Court of Appeals upheld this decision.  The U.S. 

Supreme Court declined to hear this case.  There has been limited federal judicial 

intervention into the constitutionality of in-state resident tuition benefits beyond this case, 

resulting in the continued expansion of state policies aimed to provide higher education 

access to undocumented immigrant students. 

In U.S. vs. Texas (2016), the Supreme Court attempted to address President 

Obama’s immigration executive orders known as Expanded Deferred Action for 

Childhood Arrivals and Deferred Action for Parents of Americans.  These programs, set 

to take effect in 2014, have been called an unconstitutional overreach of executive 

authority by opponents and were blocked from implementation by a federal judge in 

Texas, which was subsequently upheld by the 5th Circuit Court of Appeals.  When the 

Supreme Court issued a decision in summer 2016 on whether a stay of implementation 

should be removed, an evenly split court voted four-four on the case and left the stay in 

effect across the country.  The fates of thousands of undocumented youth and 

undocumented parents of citizen Americans who would benefit from the expansion of 
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DACA and DAPA now await a full hearing and court process, which could take many 

years or must wait until a full Supreme Court is set in place if the executive branch 

decides to once again appeal the case. 

Structural Barriers Facing Undocumented Latino Student Activists 

 Shifting from the discussion of the study’s theoretical framework, the following 

section discusses the structural barriers undocumented Latino student activists encounter.  

Undocumented Latino student activists face a litany of structural barriers that potentially 

threaten their pursuit of educational goals.  These structural barriers present obstacles to 

undocumented Latino student activists; however, as the final section will demonstrate, 

these students have a repository of resources and strategies at their disposal to navigate 

through and alter these structural barriers.  This section details the most significant 

structural barriers encountered by undocumented Latino student activists: racist nativism, 

social and socioeconomic barriers, and legislative impediments. 

The Roots of Racist Nativism 

As a nation of immigrants, there have been clashes between “natives” and 

foreigners throughout the history of the United States (Huber et al, 2008; Lippard, 2011).  

Xenophobic sentiments have saturated the American political pysche, resulting in the 

continued oppression and subjugation of immigrants, specifically Immigrants of Color.  

Fearful of the “other”, policymakers and the public at large have instituted racialized and 

nativist policies that denigrate Immigrants of Color and subscribe these immigrants to 

limitless forms of subordination.  The fear of the “other” continues to percolate in current 

American rhetoric, legislation, and social values and has permeated the American 

landscape since its inception, through exclusionary legislation, discriminatory and 
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inhumane treatment of non-white populations, and vitriolic rhetoric.  In order to 

understand this fear of the “other”, researchers have developed the concept of racist 

nativism (Higham, 1955; Huber, 2009; Huber et al, 2008; Sanchez, 1997).  

Higham (1955) first introduced the concept of racial nativism when he identified 

three types of American nativism.  The first two types focused on the religion and 

political differences brought by newly arriving immigrants from Europe that supposedly 

challenged the core ideals of America, including Catholicism and Communism.  The 

third category was racial nativism.  Higham argues that nativism found an ally with the 

scientific notions of evolution and biology that formed racist ideologies in the 20th 

century.  In fact, “the racist principles that sparked eugenics movements in Europe and 

the United States provided the simplest means to establish friend from foe, native from 

foreigner: skin color” (Higham, 1955, p. 384).  The eugenics movements and the onset of 

racial nativism caused any foreigner to be racialized.  Nativism consists of more than 

personal grudges or individual anxieties. It is a body of interconnected ideas about 

American government and society, about the past and future of the US, and about who 

counts as an American (Knobel, 1996). 

A racialized group’s cultural traits have often been attacked as foreign and ‘un-

American’.  Mexican-origin Latinos in the Southwest experience the intersection of 

racism and nativism as they have faced discriminatory policies and have been targeted by 

restrictionist policies, such as Arizona’s Proposition 200 (Galindo & Vigil, 2006), which 

forced recipients of state aid to provide proof of their citizenship.  Nativist sentiments 

have permeated contemporary legislation in Arizona as well, such as the immigration law 

Arizona SB 1070 that authorizes local officials to question immigration status of anyone 
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suspected of being undocumented, which some claim can lead to racial profiling.  The 

speeches and actions of President Donald J. Trump have fanned the flames of nativism 

throughout the country.  Scholars argue that the current discourse regarding 

undocumented Latino immigrants is that they are viewed as the greatest threat to the 

American national identity by nativists, as Mexican immigrants are perceived to be 

unwilling to acculturate into the American ethos (Chavez, 2008; Galindo & Vigil, 2006).  

They are perceived to be unwilling to acculturate by maintaining their native language 

and culture, similar to immigrants at the end of the 19th and the early 20th century.  These 

‘foreigners’, scholars have argued, have the potential to divide the nation into two 

separate identities (Galindo & Vigil, 2006).  The racialization of immigrants would make 

them perpetual outsiders and provide racists and nativists a diverse set of targets. 

 Sanchez (1997) applies Higham’s framework and defines three different 

sentiments expressed through racialized nativism.  The first sentiment conveys an 

“extreme antipathy towards non-English languages and a fear that linguistic differences 

will undermine the American nation” (Sanchez, 1997, p. 1020).  The second sentiment 

emphasizes the special privileges new immigrant minorities can receive because they are 

racialized minorities in a country that provides racial preferences, such as affirmative 

action, which encourages the racialized minority immigrant group to maintain their 

social, cultural, and historical identity rather than assimilating into the American culture.  

The third sentiment highlights that racialized immigrants, both documented and 

undocumented, drain all public resources and jobs away from native citizens. Ngai (2004) 

further provides an explanation of the successive ways in which the racialized Mexican 

identity became the iconic illegal alien, subsisting within a dysfunctional relationship that 
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wanted immigrants to fill labor needs although still unwelcomed by citizenry that 

branded those same immigrants as undesirable. 

 Huber et al. (2008) went further in helping understand how nativism and racism 

are tightly coupled in the 21st century.  This new “racist nativism” is defined as  

The assigning of values to real or imagined differences, in order to justify the 

superiority of the native, who is to be perceived white, over that of the non-native, 

who is perceived to be People and Immigrants of Color, and thereby defend the 

rights of whites, or the natives, to dominance. (Huber et al., 2008, p. 43)   

Huber et al.’s racist nativism framework goes further than Higham’s racial nativism, as 

Huber et al. develops a link between racialization and racism, anti-immigrant attitudes, 

and the “implicit manifestation of this ideology within institutional practices to protect 

white privilege and oppress immigrant minorities” (Lippard, 2011, p. 600).  Huber et al.’s 

concept of racist nativism is created to help understand better the current experiences of 

Latinas/os, specifically furthering LatCrit to accurately describe the experiences of 

undocumented Latinas/os.   

Discussing the roots of racist nativism, Huber (2011) posits that xenophobia has 

been an “underlying theme of public discourse around immigration in the United States.  

Xenophobia has targeted various immigrant groups throughout US history from 

southeastern European immigrants during the turn of the twentieth century, to Latina/o 

immigrants (particularly undocumented immigrants) today” (p. 379).  Huber explores 

how racist nativism discourses adversely affected Latinas/os, especially in the 

educational system.  Defining discourse as “the institutionalized ways we perceive, 

understand, and make sense of the world around us” (p. 382), she argues nativism 
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discourses become institutionalized when “they are used to justify the social, political, 

and economic subordination of Latinas/os, and undocumented immigrants in particular” 

(p. 383).   She continues, “these discourses portray Latina/o undocumented immigrants as 

‘criminals’ and a burden on government resources, justifying a perceived ‘non-native’ 

status of this group” (p. 380).  These discourses explain how People of Color and 

Immigrants of Color experience “the systemic, everyday forms of racists nativism that 

are subtle, layered, and cumulative verbal and non-verbal assaults… that are committed 

automatically or unconsciously” (p. 388).  Understanding how these discourses affect the 

experiences of undocumented Latino student activists is important as it allows the 

research to be cognizant of the institutionalization of racist nativism. 

 In tandem with the notion of racist nativism explored by these scholars, Chavez 

(2008) explores the “Latino Threat Narrative”.  Chavez argues that according to 

assumptions in this narrative, Latinos are unwilling or incapable of integrating into the 

American ethos.  Instead, they are characterized as an invading force that seeks to 

reconquer land that was formerly theirs and “destroying the American way of life” 

(Chavez, 2008).  Chavez claims that the Latino Threat Narrative is pervasive throughout 

the political and social components of American society, even if they are not overt to the 

public.  Chavez explores the Latino Threat Narrative and the racist, xenophobic actions 

taken by scholars, pundits, militants, and politicians alike, which aimed to reduce the 

opportunities available to undocumented Latino immigrants (as well as Latino citizens) 

under the guise of maintaining American social order and preventing a Latino invasion.  

In the face of this alleged invasion, individual states have taken up immigration issues on 

their own, enacting anti-immigrant legislation intended to deny undocumented 
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immigrants basic rights such as public benefits, driver's licenses, and in-state tuition 

(Reich & Barth, 2007, 2010; Yoshikawa, Godfrey, & Rivera, 2008), ultimately 

demonstrating continuing nativist attitudes against immigrants. 

Throughout his text, Chavez argues that undocumented Latino immigrants were 

subject to racist, nativist actions deemed at denying these individuals of their basic 

human rights.  U.S.-citizen Latinos are often lumped together with undocumented 

immigrants, including undocumented Latino immigrants, into the racist nativist actions of 

American citizens, which often result in discriminatory practices and their denial of 

constitutional rights.  Chavez argues racist nativist actions and hyperbole undertaken by 

the dominant class has denied Latinos of their cultural and social citizenship.  By 

reviewing the actions taken by the Minutemen militia in Arizona, as well as the counter 

protests by undocumented Latino immigrants throughout the spring and summer of 2006 

aimed at securing comprehensive, national immigration reform, Chavez demonstrated 

that these activists aimed to achieve their rights not only as global citizens, but also as 

citizens of the United States.  The agency these undocumented Latino immigrant activists 

employed demonstrated their desire to be affirmatively recognized and afforded basic 

human and American rights. 

Huber (2008), Chavez (2008), Higham (1955) and others have utilized a racist 

nativism lens to explore how institutionalized racist, nativist beliefs adversely affect “the 

other”, in this case Latinos.  This includes the creation of anti-“other” legislation, such as 

California’s Proposition 187, which excluded undocumented immigrants from receiving 

governmental benefits, including higher education benefits and Proposition 209, which 

ended affirmative action in higher education.  The vitriolic, xenophobic rhetoric 
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surrounding immigration reform, including the DREAM Act, is fueled by racist nativism 

thereby creating additional structural obstacles undocumented immigrant student activist 

must overcome (Chavez, 2008).  Furthermore, racist nativism has led to the creation of 

discriminatory legislation targeting the “other” such as Arizona’s SB 1070.  Racist 

nativism permeates much of the current rhetoric regarding immigration, immigration 

reform, and the DREAM Act, as exampled by President Donald J. Trump, who has 

argued for the mass deportation of all undocumented immigrants and called for the 

creation of a wall on the southern border to be paid for by Mexico.  Undocumented 

Latino immigrants confront these sentiments on a daily basis and must develop tools of 

personal agency to combat them. 

Racist nativism expands the current critical race theory and LatCrit paradigm 

between race, gender, and class, shifting it towards an intersection between race, class, 

gender, immigration status, and language.  In order to understand the experiences of 

undocumented Latino student activists, racist nativism must be acknowledged as the 

largest structural barrier towards achieving their educational goals.   

Social and Socioeconomic Barriers 

The federal government’s failure to pass comprehensive immigration reform has 

decreased access to a postsecondary education for undocumented immigrant students 

across the country.  While there are inherent political and legislative obstacles facing 

undocumented Latino immigrant students, there are also social and socioeconomic 

barriers in their path. Undocumented Latino immigrant students stop-out of the 

educational system given lack of choices upon completion of high school, live in constant 

fear of deportation, do not have access to employment upon completion of their 
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educational studies, and face limited options for financing their postsecondary ambitions 

(Abrego & Gonzales, 2010; Flores, 2010b).  Moreover, “poverty, low-resource schools, 

limited high school curricula, parents’ low levels of educational attainment, and structural 

racism throughout the educational system are among the many factors that negatively 

affect Latino students’ educational trajectories and hinder their college completion” 

(Abrego & Gonzales, 2010, p. 144). Specifically, undocumented Latino immigrant 

students face social and socioeconomic barriers that inhibit their ability to achieve their 

higher education ambitions. 

Some students must figure out how to travel to and from school given their 

inability to obtain a driver’s license.  This inhibits their ability to take necessary courses, 

as well as hinders their ability to work.  Many undocumented immigrant students must 

work to be able to afford tuition; however, there are limited employment options, all of 

which are illegal.  As most undocumented immigrant students are from lower 

socioeconomic backgrounds, their families are not able to aid with financial assistance 

nor have the knowledge to navigate the educational finance system (Diaz-Strong, Gomez, 

Luna-Duarte, & Meiners, 2011).  Furthermore, “the school experience of undocumented 

students is contingent upon favorable interactions with university bureaucrats” (Abrego 

& Gonzales, 2009, p. 150), as piloting the nuances of higher education processes is a 

foreign language in itself. 

Scholars argue that there are socioemotional barriers facing undocumented Latino 

immigrant students.  Environmental factors such as poverty, violence, lack of resources, 

and discrimination affect a large percentage of low-income minority children (Kozol, 

1991, 1995, 2005).  These individuals must also contend with extra layers of systemic 
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barriers that prevent them from enjoying the financial and social benefits available for 

legalized individuals and American citizens (Perez et al., 2010).  Perez, et al. (2010) 

argue that undocumented Latino immigrant students face a sense of shame, 

discrimination, rejection, and hopelessness.  The authors interviewed undocumented 

immigrant students to study their socioemotional and academic needs.  They suggest, “at 

a very young age, undocumented immigrant children learn about discrimination, fear, and 

hatred” (Perez et al., 2010, p. 39).  The nativistic attitudes of American society and the 

negative portrayal of undocumented residents in the media distort their opportunities for a 

healthy identity development.  The authors also argue that undocumented Latino 

immigrant students have to contend with a triple minority status: ethnic origin, lack of 

documentation, and economic disadvantages.  

Undocumented students face additional barriers by virtue of their socioeconomic 

and residency status.  As most Latino and other undocumented students are from lower 

socioeconomic backgrounds, their initial elementary and secondary educational 

opportunities are already limited given lack of resources (Goldrick-Rab & Mazzeo, 

2005).  Undocumented Latino immigrant students face external pressures such as gangs 

and violence that limit their educational opportunities (Abrego & Gonzales, 2010).  

Moreover, undocumented Latino students’ parents have limited education experience and 

therefore unable to assist their children.  Additionally, undocumented Latino students 

face a lack of legal employment upon graduation from postsecondary institutions, which 

deters students from pursuing higher education.  

Affordability issues negatively affect undocumented Latino students’ access to 

postsecondary institutions.  “An important factor behind their college access problems is 
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the fact that they may not qualify for in-state tuition, which usually is much lower than 

out-of-state tuition rates” (Dougherty, Nienhusser & Vega, 2010, p. 124).  The DREAM 

Act addresses this issue, as it provides states with the opportunity to offer undocumented 

immigrant students with in-state resident tuition benefits.  Studies have suggested that 

Latinos are most price-sensitive to college costs than other demographics (Alfonso, 

2004).  Higher tuition costs price undocumented Latino students out of higher education 

even before they begin the college entrance process.   “Perhaps the most troubling 

structural barrier for academically high-achieving undocumented students as they near 

the end of high school is their inability to qualify for federal or state financial aid due to 

their immigration status” (Abrego & Gonzales, 2010, p. 148).  

There are other financial barriers that undocumented immigrant students face.  

Undocumented Latino immigrant students typically provide financially for their families 

and are therefore limited in the amount of courses they are able to take and what 

institution they can attend (Diaz-Strong, Gomez, Luna-Duarte, & Meiners, 2011; Flores, 

2010b).  Given that a vast majority of undocumented immigrant students live in poverty, 

their families are unable to contribute to their educational endeavors as they tend to work 

in low wage employment opportunities.  Furthermore, the basic struggle for food, shelter 

and healthcare are exacerbated by undocumented immigrant students’ financial situation.  

When compounded with policy barriers, these financial obstacles can be too much to 

bear, even for the brightest students. 

Huber (2010) has examined experiences unique to the Latina/o community such 

as immigration status, language, ethnicity, and culture. Huber finds the ways racist 

nativism, class and gender have manifested in the educational trajectories of the 
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undocumented Chicana college student.  Huber argues that the effort of revealing racism 

in education is a conscious move toward social and racial justice and empowerment 

among Communities of Color.  Without these definitions, which can often be 

misidentified and ill defined, one cannot fully understand the testimonios and experiences 

of the sample group.  Huber (2010) argues, “understanding the context of each woman’s 

life was critical in making sense of the ways they experienced multiple forms of 

oppression in education” (p. 85).  The women in study expressed feelings of 

discouragement, fear, and isolation throughout their trajectories and that racist nativist 

perceptions held by those in power, including their peers, were emotionally painful.  The 

women’s experiences illuminated the layered meanings of race, immigration status, class 

and gender in discourse, both public and private, around immigration and the social 

constructions of undocumented immigrants living in the U.S. 

One would be remiss to not discuss the largest social and socioeconomic barrier 

facing undocumented Latino immigrants: structural racism.  As previously reviewed, 

critical race theory is predicated on the central belief that there is structural racism 

inherent in American society, including its history, culture, politics, economics, and 

education.  Racism affects every decision and lived experience of minoritized populations 

(Trucios-Haynes, 2001).  For undocumented Latino immigrants, they face racist nativism 

on a consistent basis that negatively affects their lives.  The basic actions that majority 

populations take for granted, such as driving or going to school, are full of potential 

landmines for undocumented Latino immigrants.  Structural racism adversely affects 

where this population is most likely to live, what type of job they are most likely to 

secure, the amount of resources available to them, what type of education they will 
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receive, and what interactions they will have with majority populations.  The nativist 

sentiments that permeate American society and culture adversely affect undocumented 

Latino immigrants, as they are perceived to be foreign while representing a clear and 

present threat to the American way of life.  Hearing President Donald J. Trump on 

various media platforms demonizing undocumented populations take a toll on 

undocumented populations.  The fear of the unknown and the abhorrence for anything 

resembling “darkness” encapsulate the lived experiences of undocumented Latino 

immigrants. 

Legislative Obstacles to Academic Success 

While social and socioeconomic barriers present impediments to success, the 

legislative obstacles are at the crux of what undocumented Latino student activists 

attempt to alter by mobilizing around the passage of the DREAM Act.  The failure at the 

federal level to extend any form of educational benefits to undocumented immigrant 

students had led to policy windows and opportunities for state policymakers.  Many states 

have interpreted legislative language in PWRORA and IIRIRA by excluding 

undocumented immigrants from receiving in-state tuition and state financial aid, while 

others have developed innovative workarounds to allow undocumented students to 

receive in-state tuition by basing tuition rates on a multitude of factors.  This section will 

review literature on state approaches to undocumented immigrant Latino college students 

and how state policymakers enacted policies to provide, or not provide, educational 

benefits to these students.   

This section will firstly review the federal DREAM Act and Congress’ inability to 

pass this piece of legislation.  The section will then review the history of state DREAM 
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Acts, passed in response to the federal government’s inaction.  Following the discussion 

on state DREAM Acts will be a review of the history of Virginia and Washington’s 

DREAM Act, respectively.  Despite the attempts of undocumented Latino student 

activists and allies, Virginia has failed to pass an in-state resident tuition benefit policy 

for undocumented immigrant students.  Washington was one of the first states to pass in-

state resident tuition benefits for undocumented students.  The state has also passed the 

Real Hope Act, allowing undocumented students to receive state financial aid.   

The discussion will then delve into Nicholson-Crotty’s (2009) study on diffusion 

of public policies, as it is an important component of state policy formation.  Policy 

diffusion may play an important role in the motivations of undocumented Latino student 

activists.  The passage of in-state resident tuition benefits in a state adjacent to their home 

state may provide motivation to mobilize around the passage of similar benefits in their 

own states.  The extant literature focuses on policy dispersion and implementation; 

however, it does not focus on student activist roles in the policy formation or the impact 

student activists have had on policy implementation.  This presents an opening for this 

study, as it seeks to examine the motivations behind and the tools undocumented Latino 

student activists utilize to navigate through and dismantle structural barriers. 

History of DREAM Act.  The federal government has attempted to resolve 

inconsistencies in federal immigration policy and its effect on higher education for 

undocumented immigrants by proposing the Development, Relief and Education for 

Alien Minors (DREAM) Act.  The DREAM Act provides a path to citizenship for select 

undocumented immigrant students in three phases, culminating in naturalization after a 

minimum of thirteen years.  By providing undocumented immigrant students a pathway 
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for citizenship, the federal government would boost access to and affordability for a 

postsecondary education.  States would not be prohibited from providing undocumented 

immigrant students with in-state tuition.  

The DREAM Act contains a pathway to citizenship for undocumented immigrant 

students, separated into three distinct phases.  The first phase, unconditional 

nonimmigrant status, is available exclusively to individuals who were under the age of 

sixteen when they entered the United States and have been physically present in the U.S. 

for a continuous period of at least five years.  The individual must have been admitted to 

an institution of higher education in the U.S. and have earned a high school diploma or a 

GED (Barron, 2011).  The individual must also have maintained good moral character 

throughout this phase to be eligible for the next phase to be lawfully admitted for 

permanent residence.  The DREAM Act requires that applicants for permanent residence 

have acquired a degree from a postsecondary institution or completed at least two years 

towards a bachelor’s degree, or served two years in the U.S. Armed Forces.  After three 

years, the applicant can apply for naturalization, the final step in the process. 

The DREAM Act has been introduced in the U.S. Congress each session since 

2001.  Initially, the DREAM Act garnered bipartisan support, as it was first introduced by 

Orrin Hatch (R-UT) and Richard Durbin (D-IL); however, it has lost that initial bipartisan 

support.  The DREAM Act was incorporated into two bipartisan comprehensive 

immigration reform efforts, which ultimately failed (Barron, 2011; Espinoza, 2009).  In 

2010, the DREAM Act passed the U.S. House of Representatives; however, it failed to 

pass the Senate’s filibuster, falling five votes short of the cloture motion (Barron, 2011).  

Olivas (2004, 2010) has documented the failings of the federal government and the 
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DREAM Act, at times attributing it to a loss of a policy window.  Many have argued for a 

comprehensive immigration reform bill that would incorporate an educational 

component.  Michael Olivas (2010) stated, “at the federal level, where immigration 

resides, the basics of the system are complex, the policy issues so politicized and so 

intertwined, and the different coalitions are so evanescent that the policy cannot feed all 

the smaller parts through the legislative scheme and process one component at a time” (p. 

1806-7).   

Through the arguments of supporters and detractors, one can find the pros and 

cons of the DREAM Act.  Supporters acknowledge the economic benefits the 

undocumented immigrant students would provide, as well as detail the economic impact 

of implementing the law on federal and state coffers.  The legalization of undocumented 

immigrants would usher in long-term solvency for Social Security and Medicare (Kugler, 

Lynch & Oakford, 2013).  These individuals would add millions in new tax revenue for 

the states and federal government.  To achieve the passage of comprehensive 

immigration reform, supporters may need to offer concessions.  Further restrictions on 

eligibility and benefits could be considered as a bargaining chip towards gaining support 

or passing the DREAM Act as part of a comprehensive immigration reform compromise.  

The current political climate regarding immigration, as demonstrated by the House 

Republican majority’s unwillingness to enact immigration reform, would most likely 

preclude this from occurring.   

Opponents of ISRT benefits for undocumented students have often argued that the 

states have created their own immigration regulation system, violated the spirit and 

language of IIRIRA and PRWORA, and infringed on the rights of American citizens.  
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Opponents have often cited the specific language of IIRIRA as their main argument 

against ISRT benefits for undocumented students, as the law prohibits the extension of 

ISRT benefits on the basis of residence to undocumented students if American citizens 

are also not provided the same benefit.  Additional concerns of opponents are the general 

notions of amnesty for illegal immigrants and the rewarding of illegal behavior.  These 

arguments, especially those of punishing illegal immigration, “ring hollow when applied 

to children who had no control over the decision to come to the United States illegally, 

and often did not even know they were without legal status until they tried to go to 

college or join the military” (Barron, 2011, p. 639). Regardless of the arguments in favor 

or against in-state resident tuition benefit policies, and given federal inaction, states have 

recognized the necessity to address this issue. 

History of State Policies.  Given the federal government’s inability to implement 

comprehensive immigration reform or provide states with the ability to provide 

educational benefits to undocumented immigrant students, states continue to develop 

innovative policy solutions.  States have found workarounds to the IIRIRA’s Section 505 

prohibition of educational benefits for undocumented immigrants if those benefits are not 

available to all Americans.  These workarounds have created a hodgepodge of state 

policies, which inhibit undocumented immigrant students from knowing exactly what 

each state policy is.  There are fifteen states that allow undocumented students to receive 

in-state resident tuition benefits and three states that allow undocumented students to 

receive in-state resident tuition benefits at selected institutions, while three states 

specifically prohibit it and one state specifically bans the admission of undocumented 

immigrants at some or all public colleges (Hurley & Russell, 2011; Kaushal, 2008; 
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National Immigration Law Center, 2013). Table 1 lists all states that have implement in-

state resident tuition benefits for undocumented or DACAmented immigrant students at 

some or all public state institutions. 

TABLE 1- STATE DREAM ACTS*. 

STATE YEAR 
PASSED 

STATE 
FINANCIAL 
AID 

BILL 
NUMBER/POLICY 

Arizona^ 2015  Arizona Board of Regents 
California 2001 Yes AB 540 
Colorado 2013  SB 13-033 
Connecticut 2011  HB 6390 
Florida 2014  HB 851 
Hawaii 2013 Yes Section 6-9 University of 

Hawaii Board of Regent 
Policies 

Illinois 2003 Yes HB 60 
Kansas 2004  HB 2145 
Maryland 2011  SB 167 
Massachusetts^ 2012  Governor decision 
Michigan 2013  UM Board of Regents 
Minnesota 2013 Yes SF 1236 
Nebraska 2006  LB 239 
New Mexico 2005 Yes SB 582 
New York 2002  SB 7784 
Ohio^ 2013  Ohio Board of Regents 

Decision 3333-1-10 
Oklahoma 2003 Yes SB 596 
Oregon 2013 Yes HB 2787 
Rhode Island 2011  Residency Policy S-5.0 

Board of Governors for 
Higher Education Policy 
Manual 

Texas 2001 Yes HB 1403 
Utah 2002  HB 144 
Virginia^ 2014  Attorney General Decision 
Washington 2003 Yes HB 1079 

         *Adapted from National Immigration Law Center, 2016 
              ^DACA recipients can receive in-state tuition 
 
There have been limited legal challenges to in-state resident tuition benefits in 

state courts, with the majority coming in California.  The first known legal challenge to 
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the prohibition of in-state resident tuition benefits for undocumented immigrant students 

occurred in 1985 when Leticia A., on behalf of undocumented college students in 

California, brought suit against the Board of Regents of the University of California to 

change the UC and CSE policies on determining student residency.  In Leticia v. Board of 

Regents of the University of California (1985), the plaintiff argued that the University of 

California institutions should utilize the same criteria to consider residency status for 

undocumented students as they did for U.S. citizens.  The Superior Court of Alameda 

ruled in favor of Leticia A. to allow undocumented students in California to pay resident 

fees and allowed residents to be eligible for state financial aid programs.  In 1990, a 

University of California admissions officer refused to grant resident fee status to admitted 

UC undocumented students.  The official filed suit against the University of California 

system and won an injunction, called the Bradford Order, after the plaintiff.  The ruling in 

Regents of University of California v. Superior Court (1990) had long-term consequences 

for undocumented immigrant students throughout the state. 

After the passage of California in-state resident tuition (ISRT) benefits for 

undocumented students in 2004, nonresident plaintiffs filed suit.  Nonresident plaintiffs 

claimed that California’s eligibility requirements for ISRT benefits for undocumented 

students violated PRWORA, IIRIRA, the privileges and immunities clause of the 

Fourteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, and the Equal Protection Clause of the 

California Constitution.  The trial court dismissed the action and plaintiffs appealed.  The 

Court of Appeal reversed the judgment and argued that the eligibility requirements 

violated PRWORA, IIRIRA, and the privileges and immunities clause of the Fourteenth 

Amendment.  The California Supreme Court, in Martinez v. Regents of the University of 



 69 
 

California (2010), found in favor of the Board of Regents, arguing that the eligibility 

requirements did not violate PRWORA, IIRIRA, and the privileges and immunities 

clause of the Fourteenth Amendment.  The court also reviewed the implied preemption of 

federal immigration laws and whether federal immigration laws superseded California’s 

eligibility requirements, finding that Congress did not “impliedly prohibit what it 

expressly permitted” (241 P.3d 855 Cal. 2010).  Congress did not explicitly prohibit 

states from forming their own eligibility requirements for ISRT benefits for 

undocumented students, thereby leaving an opening for states to create their own policies. 

History of Virginia DREAM Act.  The first action taken in Virginia regarding the 

higher education access of undocumented immigrant students was the issuance of an 

Attorney General memorandum in 2002 that argued undocumented immigrant students 

should not have access to public universities or colleges at all given their status.  The 

memorandum also argued that officials should report suspected undocumented immigrant 

students to the Immigration and Naturalization Services as unlawful residents in the 

United States (Equal Education Access v. Merten, 2004).  While not carrying the official 

weight of the law, the memorandum was viewed by higher education officials as the 

official policy of the Commonwealth of Virginia. The memorandum created unfavorable, 

hostile environments for undocumented immigrant students graduating Virginia high 

schools, severely limiting their educational opportunities. 

Taking a cue from Texas, Utah, and California and to address the Attorney 

General’s memorandum, Virginia legislators introduced the first in-state resident benefit 

policy for undocumented immigrant students (HB 1610) in the Virginia legislature in 

2003.  This bill was tabled in the Education committee where it died.  In 2004, HB 838 
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was introduced, which would have again granted in-state resident tuition benefits to 

undocumented immigrant students; however, it was tabled again in the Education 

committee, leaving the fate of undocumented immigrant students’ higher education 

access in legislative limbo.  SB 1204 was introduced in 2007, which prohibited the 

granting of in-state resident tuition benefits for undocumented immigrant students.  The 

bill worked its way through the legislative process; however, it failed to achieve passage 

in the Democratic controlled Senate.  In 2013, SB 1233 and SB 1090 were introduced 

simultaneously to grant in-state resident tuition benefits for students who eligible for 

“Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals” under Secretary of Homeland Security’s Janet 

Napolitano’s memorandum (2012) that allowed governmental agencies to practice 

prosecutorial discretion for undocumented immigrant students.  SB 1233 was 

incorporated in SB 1090; however, they did not reach passage out of committee, with a 

vote of 7-8 in the Senate Education committee.   

HB 2159 had bi-partisan support and secured passage in the higher education 

subcommittee; however, it did not secure passage out of the House Education committee.  

This was the most successful legislative session for in-state resident tuition benefits for 

undocumented immigrants students (Spencer, 2013).  The rhetoric has shifted in the 

Virginia legislature from prohibiting undocumented immigrant students from attending 

public colleges and universities to granting in-state resident tuition benefits.  In 2014, 

Attorney General Mark Herring issued a memorandum to the State Council of Higher 

Education in Virginia (SCHEV) stating that students who are lawfully present and who 

are recipients of the DACA program are entitled to in-state resident tuition benefits.  As 
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of December 2013, 8,100 students had applied for and received DACA and would 

therefore be eligible to receive in-state resident tuition benefits (Herring, 2014). 

History of Washington’s DREAM Act and the Real Hope Act.  Washington was one 

of the first states to implement in-state resident tuition benefits for undocumented 

students.  In January of 2003, state lawmakers introduced HB 1079 that would expand the 

definition of a resident student at a higher education institution.  Several coalition 

organizations across the political spectrum all spoke in favor in the House Bill, including 

the influential Latino Education Achievement Project.  There was no testimony in 

opposition to the bill.  The bill passed out of the House Higher Education and Workforce 

Education Committee by voice vote and passed the House of Representatives by a vote of 

75-20.  After several amendments were approved, the Senate unanimously approved the 

bill in April 2003.  Governor Gary Locke signed the bill on May 12, 2003, with a partial 

veto removing language that would have limited the bill to students who were in the state 

legally, thereby allowing undocumented students to receive the benefit. 

In 2011, following the Great Recession and the Tea Party wave of 2010, SB 5828 

was introduced to remove the benefit of in-state resident tuition for undocumented 

students.  The bill was referred to Senate committee and died in committee.  In 2014, HB 

1817 was introduced to extend in-state resident tuition eligibility and state financial aid to 

DACA recipients; however, it too died in committee.  The bill would codify in law who 

was eligible for in-state resident tuition and who could receive state financial aid.  This 

bill was a precursor to SB 6523, otherwise known as the Washington DREAM Act or the 

Real Hope Act.  SB 6523 was introduced in January 2014 by a group of bipartisan 

senators who wanted to ensure students could afford to pay for tuition regardless of their 
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immigration status.  The bill was introduced and passed unanimously in the Senate on the 

same day.  The House of Representatives passed the bill by a vote of 75-22 in February 

2014.  On February 26, 2014, Governor Jay Inslee signed the Real Hope Act into law, 

making undocumented students eligible for a wide-array of state financial aid, including 

need-based grants and loans. 

Public Policy Formation and Diffusion. Nicholson-Crotty (2009) discusses different 

theories related to diffusion of public policies among governments.  This study focused 

on the policy as the unit of analysis and begins with the assumption that policy learning, 

or the lack thereof, is a political process driven by the electoral motivations of 

lawmakers.  His study argues that the characteristics of a policy help to determine that 

process and, thus, the pattern of diffusion among potential adopters.  Nicholson-Crotty 

reviews Walker’s theory (1965) which first suggested that states are more likely to 

emulate neighbors or regionally proximal states and regional diffusion.  He points out 

that other scholars have argued that states may emulate governments with which they 

share ideological predispositions regardless of geographic proximity while some scholars 

have suggested that supra-state organizations and commonalities in professional 

organization membership among state officials facilitates learning.  He also suggests that 

scholars have demonstrated a linkage between policy entrepreneurs and the learning 

process. 

Nicholson-Crotty (2009) argues that “a significant portion of the literature on 

diffusion describes, or assumes, a process where very few states are willing to adopt a 

new policy in the first few years of diffusion because they have not yet had time to learn 

about the consequences of that decision” (Nicholson-Crotty, 2009, p. 194).  This most 



 73 
 

likely is true given that most individuals and institutions are risk averse, especially 

considering most lawmakers are primarily concerned with reelection.  Nicholson-Crotty 

argues that the characteristics of public policies help to determine the political choices of 

lawmakers debating them.  He posits that the salience and complexity of a policy are the 

key attributes that condition the politics of learning and diffusion among governments.  

He reasons that salience increases the incentives for lawmakers to become publicly 

involved with an issue because it creates citizen demands for political action.  

Dougherty, Nienhusser, and Vega (2010) authored a study whose purpose was to 

explore the forces that have shaped the varying responses of states to undocumented 

immigrant students and in-state tuition benefits.  The authors explored the forces that 

have shaped the varying responses of states to undocumented immigrant students and in-

state tuition benefits by conducting case studies of two states- Arizona and Texas- that 

responded very differently to the passage of in-state resident tuition benefits for 

undocumented immigrant students.  The authors analyze the politics of in-state tuition 

benefits in Arizona and Texas by relying on two key theories of policy formation: the 

advocacy coalition framework and policy entrepreneurship theory. They focused their 

analysis on Texas and Arizona because their (Arizona and Texas) differences and 

similarities helped them (the authors) unearth less obvious factors that shape the state 

politics of immigration policy and state policymaking generally. 

The authors review the legislative histories of both states policies regarding in-

state tuition and applied the policymaking theories to each state individually in order to 

provide context and understanding as to why each specific policy was enacted.  Texas 

was a pioneer in providing undocumented immigrant students with in-state tuition 
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benefits while Arizona was a pioneer in forcibly prohibiting undocumented immigrants 

from receiving any form of state benefits, including in-state tuition. In Texas, the 

supporters of in-state tuition were well organized with very strong support from the 

Latino community, contrasted with Arizona, where the opponents of in-state tuition faced 

a loosely-aligned coalition of supporters.  The supporters of enhanced immigration 

control policies, such as the Minutemen and the Republican Party of Arizona, played a 

large role in the success of the policy to exclude undocumented immigrant students from 

receiving in-state tuition.   

Dougherty, Nienhusser, and Vega (2010) state “advocacy theory points to the 

importance of fundamental socio-cultural values of a polity in structuring the formation 

and operation of advocacy coalitions” (p. 147).  Texas’ culture was much more 

accommodating of Latinos and Latino immigration than Arizona’s culture.  Finally, the 

basic constitutional arrangements played a large role in the passage of these policies.  

Texas does not allow citizen initiative referenda unlike Arizona.  The advocacy coalition 

that passed Texas’ policy of in-state tuition benefits for undocumented immigrants played 

the legislative game under the radar and secured the support of influential policymakers, 

including the Republican governors (Bush and Perry) and the business community.  

While the opponents of in-state tuition in Arizona were highly organized, the supporters 

of in-state tuition were loosely organized.  This allowed the opponents to circumvent the 

traditional policymaking system and override the governor’s veto through a referendum. 

Reich and Barth (2010) reviewed state policy debates regarding immigration, 

more specifically, in-state resident tuition benefits for undocumented immigrant students.  

They argued that the outcomes of these policy debates are largely explained by the 
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manner the policy is presented and debated within state legislatures.  Applying this 

framework to two states, Kansas and Arkansas, the authors found that the different 

outcomes of in-state resident tuition benefit legislation can be traced to the manner in 

which policy deliberations differed.  Specifically, in Kansas, the policy deliberations 

focused on “proto-citizens” while in Arkansas, deliberations focused on the state’s 

jurisdictional authority to enact this type of policy.   

By framing the legislative debate in morality terms and identifying the benefits of 

the policy as “proto-citizens,” supporters of legislation in Kansas were able to achieve the 

passage of the legislation, even in the face of strident opposition from anti-immigration 

groups.  Equal access to educational opportunities was the main argument of supporters 

to appeal across party lines.  Two distinct issue frames were utilized “the first frame 

emphasized the importance to society (especially business) of publicly funded education 

in creating an educated citizenry; and the second emphasized the unfairness and 

concomitant political hazards of rewarding unlawful behavior” (pp. 429-30).   In 

Arkansas, the theme of equal access did not lead the debate; instead, it was led by a focus 

on the constitutionality and legality of such types of laws.  The policy debates mattered in 

the successful passage of these policies.   

When discussing policy formation and policy dispersion, it is important to study 

the focus of the debate, as that often determines the legislative outcomes.  What role 

advocates, such as undocumented Latino student activists, play in shaping the policy 

formation and policy debate is critical to legislative success.  This study looks at the role 

undocumented Latino student activists in Virginia have played in securing the passage of 

in-state resident tuition benefits in their states. The extant literature has discussed policy 



 76 
 

formation and policy dispersion; however, there has been limited discussion of the role 

student activists have played in the formation and dispersion.  This study aims to discover 

the roles undocumented Latino student activists have played in policy formation and 

policy dispersion.   

Resources and Strategies Leading to Collective Agency  

With an understanding of the structural barriers confronting undocumented Latino 

student activists, a discussion of the resources and strategies employed by undocumented 

Latino student activists is needed.   Resources and strategies inform the motivations and 

actions of undocumented Latino student activists.  The motivations and actions of 

undocumented Latino student activists leads to critical agency aimed at bending and 

dismantling oppressive structural barriers.  The bending and dismantling of oppressive 

structural barriers informs undocumented Latino student activists’ resources and 

strategies.   This section aims to explore resources and strategies available to 

undocumented Latino student activists. 

Resources 

Moving from a deficiency narrative that has long permeated higher education 

research (Bensimon & Bishop, 2012) to an agency narrative, it is important to understand 

and acknowledge the agency minoritized populations have employed in overcoming 

structural racism and barriers enacted to maintain the status quo.  In order to achieve their 

educational ambitions despite the structural social, socioeconomic, political, and 

legislative barriers facing them, undocumented Latino immigrant students have utilized 

various resources.  This section will discuss the resources available to undocumented 

Latino immigrant students. There has been significant research conducted on the benefits 
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of and barriers to education attainment of immigrants, including Latino immigrants 

(Alatorre Alva, 1991; Baum & Flores, 2011; Caplan, Choi, & Whitemore 1991; Eccles, 

1983; Fletcher & Steinberg, 1994; Fuligini, 1997; et al.).  The literature describes a 

genuine desire among immigrant populations to receive an education, as well as overall 

academic achievement and success when provided the opportunity.  The literature 

describes the various resources available to immigrant youth to achieve these educational 

goals, including funds of knowledge and community cultural wealth. 

Funds of knowledge.  Funds of knowledge refer to the “historically accumulated and 

culturally developed bodies of knowledge and skills essential for household or individual 

functioning and well-being.  It broadly encompasses language practices, social practices, 

and various other bodies of knowledge found within home cultures and influenced by life 

experiences” (Moll et al., 1992, p. 133).  Funds of knowledge can include families’ 

knowledge and skills regarding animal husbandry, agriculture, business, construction, 

economics, household management, medicine, religion, and repair.  A funds of 

knowledge conceptual model has yet to be utilized to study how undocumented 

immigrant student activists navigate through and dismantle the structural barriers they 

face to achieve their educational goals.  Traditionally set within the K-12 sphere, funds of 

knowledge conceptual frames have recently moved into the higher education field to 

study the college-going ideologies of Mexican-American families (Kiyama, 2010, 2011).   

In a precursor to funds of knowledge in the K-12 sphere, Moll and Diaz (1987) 

argued that existing instructional conditions constrain what both students and teachers are 

able to accomplish and sought to apply local knowledge to alter instructional procedures 

in ways that are more productive.  They argued that students’ language and culture 
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should be viewed as a positive resource, instead of a negative barrier.  If teachers were 

able to utilize local knowledge, students could capitalize on their social, linguistic, and 

intellectual resources.  Utilizing what the authors called the “participants’ cultural 

resources (e.g. the children’s and adults’ bilingualism), information about the children or 

their communities, and guided by our theoretical perspective, we reorganized instruction 

in ways that we could claim were more advantageous for teachers and students” (Moll & 

Diaz, 1987, p. 300).  The authors argued “the strategic application of cultural resources in 

instruction is one important way of obtaining change in academic performance and of 

demonstrating that there is nothing about the children’s language, culture, or intellectual 

capacities that should handicap their schooling” (p. 300).  

Moll et al. (1992) developed a conceptual frame for utilizing funds of knowledge 

to link the knowledge, skills, and resources of Mexican communities and homes and the 

traditional classroom to build additional educational success for students.  Their approach 

also involved studying how household members use their funds of knowledge to cope 

with changing social and economic circumstances.  Funds of knowledge emphasize 

“strategic knowledge and related activities essential in households’ functioning, 

development and well-being.  It is specific funds of knowledge pertaining to the social, 

economic, and productive activities of people in a local region…that we seek to 

incorporate strategically into classrooms” (p. 139). 

Social networks were also a key repository for the development and exchange of 

funds of knowledge.  “We are particularly interested in how families develop social 

networks that interconnect them with their environments (most importantly other 
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households) and how these social relationships facilitate the development and exchange 

of resources, including funds of knowledge” (Gonzalez, et. al., 1995, p. 447).   

Kiyama, one the first scholars to utilize funds of knowledge in the study of higher 

education, has argued that families are crucial in the development of a college-going 

culture in the home, including Mexican-American.  Kiyama argued against a deficit view 

of education values, which comes from the concept of “familial deficits” (Valencia & 

Black, 2002), which argues that Latinos “do not hold education in high value, thus 

leading to inadequate familial socialization for academic competence and contributing to 

school failure for their children” (Kiyama, 2010, p. 331).  Too often, college transition 

models suggest “something is wrong with students (and their families) simply because 

they are perceived to not have the characteristics, the capital, and the resources needed to 

participate and to succeed in college” (Rios-Aguilar & Marquez, 2012, p. 3).  Kiyama 

argued that when funds of knowledge are examined through the “lens of college culture 

and access, this framework can be quite useful in understanding the development of 

families’ educational ideologies and aspirations” (p. 332).   

The educational ideologies and aspirations developed and researched by scholars 

are a direct result of Latino’s funds of knowledge.  Families set high academic 

expectations for their children, as they understand education leads to future success.  

Parents instill values of hard work, respect, pride, and faith as resources to achieve 

success.  Kiyama combined the theoretical framework of funds of knowledge with the 

frameworks of social and cultural capital.  Cultural capital is summarized as “high status 

cultural signals used in cultural and social selection and is used to analyze how culture 

and education contribute to social reproduction” (Lamont & Lareau, 1988, p. 153).  
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“Cultural capital is used to address (a) various cultural forms, competencies, and 

knowledge that certain individuals possess and (b) the systemic perpetuation of power 

and privilege” (Kiyama, 2010, p. 335). Social capital is described as the “aggregate of 

resources that are linked to the possession of a network or membership within a group 

that provides its members with collectively owned capital” (p. 335); it is the result of 

people intentionally building relationships for benefits provided at a future time.   

A key component of social capital and funds of knowledge is reciprocity and the 

free exchange of resources amongst a social network.  Families and students utilize their 

social networks channel information and resources from one member to another.  These 

social networks are built on trust and served as information channels.  “Building social 

capital among networks of educators, families, and communities provides positive 

outcomes.  These outcomes are realized in the form of increased parental support and 

improved understanding of children’s needs” (p. 344).  Academic cultural symbols are 

also utilized by Latino families as part of their cultural capital and funds of knowledge.  

Families that have affinity for college sports, for example, build a college-going ideology 

amongst their students. 

Funds of knowledge present in Mexican-American homes facilitate a college-

going culture in Mexican-American homes.  Kiyama (2011) revealed how daily 

educational practices, extended family networks, and preexisting college knowledge 

contribute to the development of positive college ideologies.  Kiyama’s research has 

indicated that funds of knowledge can play an integral role in college transition models 

and educational/occupational aspirations. 
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Recently, a funds of knowledge framework has been coupled with social and 

cultural capital theories to present a more holistic understanding and explanation of the 

resources that are available to Latino immigrant families.  Rios-Aguilar, Kiyama, Gravitt, 

and Moll (2011) argued scholarship has not examined “if and how household’s (not only 

parents’) funds of knowledge can be converted into concrete forms of capital that can be 

educationally significant for under-represented students’ academic pursuits” (p. 174) nor 

has it examined “how and under which conditions the resources embedded in households 

can be converted and activated to yield (or not) educational profits” (p. 175).  This 

represents a significant opening for my research. 

This framework allows the undocumented Latino student activist to be the center 

of the analysis, as they promote their own agency to create individualized routes of 

success.  My dissertation utilizes the funds of knowledge approach coupled with a capital 

perspective, as it is important to look at the social and cultural contexts of the resources 

available to them, especially social and cultural contexts of power.  Utilizing structuration 

theory, critical race theory/LatCrit and social movement theory provides me with the 

ability to study the funds of knowledge and other capital resources available to 

undocumented Latino student activists in spite of the barriers they face.  This perspective 

challenges the dominant discourse on undocumented Latino student educational 

aspirations, ideologies, and attainment.  Studying the funds of knowledge available to 

undocumented Latino student activists may identify the ways that these students create 

opportunities for collective agency. 

Other resources.  The educational attitudes of immigrant populations, including Latinos, 

demonstrate an eagerness to obtain an education even in the face of adversity. Alvatorre 
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Alva (1991) argues that a “number of sociocultural variables place Mexican-American 

students at risk of academic underachievement, including the low educational and 

occupational attainment of parents, family income and composition, ethnic minority 

status, and the amount of learning materials in the home” (p. 18); however, a supportive 

network of teachers, friends and family, coupled with a positive view of their intellectual 

ability and a strong sense of responsibility for their academic future led to increased 

levels of educational attainment and academic success.  

Ethnographies and other qualitative studies have suggested that regardless of the 

barriers immigrant students face, many immigrant families are strongly supportive of 

educational attainment (Caplan, Choi, & Whitemore, 1991; Fuglini, 1997; Gibson, 1991; 

Gibson & Bhachu, 1991; Suarez-Orozco, 1989; Waters, 1994).  Many parents encourage 

their children to overcome the difficulties they may face in school because the 

educational opportunities are superior to those available in their home countries (Matute-

Bianchi, 1991; Ogbu, 1991).  “Some students from immigrant families seem to obtain 

similar encouragement and support for their educational endeavors from their friends” 

(Fuglini, 1997, p. 352).   Many of these students invest great energy into academic 

endeavors, as these students appear to have an assortment of values and attitudes that 

places great importance on the role of education in advancing their future in the United 

States.  Other authors have cited parents, institutional agents, peer influence and support, 

campus support programs, and civic engagement as playing a significant role in 

undocumented Latino immigrant students coping with their illegal status (Huber, 2009; 

Nichols, 2013; Perez, et al., 2010). 
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Andrew Fuglini (1997) conducted a study that was designed to determine whether 

the achievement of students from immigrant families was “simply the result of a cohort-

selection effect (e.g., recent immigrants being of higher or lower socioeconomic status 

than later generations) or whether it is due to other more psychosocial factors such as 

personal motivation and parental encouragement” (Fuglini, 1997, p. 352).  The study had 

two main goals: 1) determine the impact of family background, parental attitudes, peer 

support and student attitude and behavior on academic achievement and 2) understand the 

differences in educational adjustment among immigrant students themselves.  The study 

showed that immigrant students adjusted to school remarkably well and received 

significantly higher grades than their peers.  Academic achievement among immigrant 

students was correlated to a strong emphasis on education, which was shared by students, 

as well as parents and peers.  Furthermore, the study revealed that motivation and effort 

among first and second-generation immigrant students enabled them to overcome 

language limitations.  The study also revealed first-generation Latino students received 

lower math scores than third-generation Latino students, which Fuglini attributed to 

immigrant Latino students having parents with lower levels of education than native-born 

Latinos.  Finally, the study demonstrated that immigrant students believed that parents 

would not be satisfied with average grades and that parents wanted them to continue their 

schooling beyond high school. The findings of the study supported Fuglini’s hypothesis 

that immigrant students’ educational adjustment is affected by personal motivation, 

parental encouragement, peer support, and family background. 

Research has commonly found that immigrants tend to have higher levels of 

postsecondary educational attainment than natives (Hagy & Staniec, 2001; Vernez, 
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Abrahamse, & Quigley, 1997).  Researchers have argued that this “immigrant advantage” 

is a result of positive selection, as immigrants from all countries tend to have higher 

levels of human capital and motivation than is typical in their countries of origin, with 

immigrants who experienced greater difficulty immigrating exhibited greater levels of 

positive selection (Chiswick, 1999; Hirschman, 2001; Kao & Tienda, 1995).  Another 

argument for educational achievement among immigrant students is “immigrant 

optimism,” or the concept that immigrants have psychological resources to overcome 

negative socioeconomic circumstances. Baum and Flores (2009) argue that “although 

immigrants vary widely by country of origin, they tend to share characteristics that 

improve their chances for success, and immigrant status per se does not appear to prevent 

people from accessing higher education” (p. 178). 

Utilizing a cultural wealth framework developed by Yosso (2005), Huber (2009) 

highlighted the rich forms of capital existing within these families and communities that 

have allowed them to survive, resist and navigate higher education while simultaneously 

challenging racist nativist discourse.  According to Yosso, the six forms of capital are (1) 

aspirational capital: ability to maintain hopes and dreams for the future despite real and 

perceived barriers; (2) linguistic capital: skills learned through language and the ability to 

communicate through visual art, music, and poetry; (3) familial capital: the forms of 

knowledge nurtured among family that “carry a sense of community history, memory, 

and cultural intuition” (Yosso, 2005, p. 79); (4) social capital: the “networks of people 

and community resources” (p. 79) that can help students navigate through social 

institutions; (5) navigational capital: a form of capital inclusive of social networks and 

the resiliency students develop to persist through institutional barriers; and (6) resistant 
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capital: “those knowledges and skills fostered through oppositional behavior that 

challenges inequality” (p. 80) guided by a motivation to transform oppressive institutions 

and structures.  Huber (2009) argues, “People of Color have historically built on 

generations of resources to survive, adapt, thrive, and resist within racist institutions and 

social structures” (p. 711).  Using community cultural wealth allows a researcher to 

challenge racist nativism and reframe immigration discourse in a more humane way that 

cognizes universal human rights.   

Enriquez (2011) sought to uncover the concrete ways in which social capital was 

used to successfully navigate K-12 educational institutions and pursue a higher education.  

Her research indicated “these under resourced individuals patch together the resources 

provided by their social networks in order to meet their objectives of college attendance” 

(Enriquez, 2011, p. 477). Undocumented Latina/o students form “supportive social 

networks that resemble those of their documented and citizen peers” (p. 483).  Existent 

literature predicts institutional structures will limit their access to institutional actors; 

however, she found “they were able to obtain emotional, financial, and informational 

resources from various social actors, primarily their family members, teachers, and peers” 

(p. 484).  For Latina/o families, cultural deficiency models are often used to blame 

families for the low achievement levels of Latina/o youth (Gonzalez, 1998; Solorzano & 

Yosso, 2001).  Enriquez argues undocumented Latina/o students stitched together a 

network of resources that aid them in their educational goals.  These students then “paid 

it forward” to other undocumented Latina/o students, resulting in a broad “family” 

network. 
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The literature shows that undocumented Latino student activist have a wide 

repository of capital resources at their disposal to bend the structures they confront in 

order to achieve their educational goals.  Funds of knowledge, or the skills, abilities, and 

ideas available to Latino households, provide student activists with a wide array of 

information at their fingertips to overcome these obstacles.  The social networks that have 

been built by Latino families, as well as other undocumented Latino student activists, 

provide these students with a web of support.  Educational attitudes and family support 

contribute to these students’ academic achievement in spite of the barriers they face.  

Community cultural wealth and social capital also contribute to the arsenal of resources 

at their disposal.  Moving from a deficit focus on the barriers they face, this study aims to 

reveal what resources are available to undocumented Latino student activists and how 

they utilize these resources to achieve individual agency.  This study fills these gaps in 

the literature while extending the funds of knowledge framework to understand how 

undocumented Latino student activists shape their experiences navigating through and 

dismantling structures to achieve their educational goals.  

Strategies 

 Coupled with available resources are the available strategies undocumented 

Latino student activists utilize to achieve critical agency to bend or not bend oppressive 

structures. This section will review literature on the roles of student activism in higher 

education, paying particular attention to the role of Latino student activists.  Activism is 

defined as the “active participation of individuals in group behavior, for the purpose of 

creating change in attitudes, knowledge, behavior, and symbols.  The expected change 

can be directed toward individuals, groups or systems” (Chambers & Phelps, 1994, pp. 



 87 
 

45-6).  For the purposes of this study, I am looking specifically at undocumented Latino 

student activism to confront the structural barriers of racist nativism that permeate higher 

education as well as the structural barriers imposed by legislation.  These students 

attempt to create change at their institutions through verbal and nonverbal rhetoric, 

including protests, marches, rallies, and lobbying efforts.  Student activism has always 

been prevalent at postsecondary institutions; however, it is only a recent occurrence 

where student activists have worked in tandem with university administrators to achieve 

institutional-level change.  The first subsection will detail the role and history of student 

activists in higher education, while the final subsection will detail the role Latino student 

activism has had in shaping educational opportunities for Latinos. 

Higher Education Student Activism.  The first recorded American student rebellion 

occurred at Harvard University in the late 1700s, as students were concerned over the 

poor quality of butter served in the Commons (Chambers & Phelps, 1994).  Most student 

activism that took place during the nineteenth century revolved around services provided, 

activities available and requirements such as compulsory attendance at religious services.  

The focus was not on issues of national importance, nor was there concern for important 

social issues of that time period, such as slavery.  Rebellion did not follow a particular 

ideology.  Students focused attention on the in loco parentis doctrines and removal of 

unpopular college presidents. 

 At the turn of the century, broader social and political issues began to attract the 

attention of students.  Most of this activism focused on assisting newly-arrived 

immigrants and the urban poor, as well as the creation of anti-war groups aimed at 

attracting supporters to the Intercollegiate Socialist Society (ISS), which later became the 
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Students for a Democratic Society.  The 1920s brought an increase of criticism directed 

towards higher education, including a focus on academic freedom and the quality of 

education.  The 1930s saw peace strikes aimed at preventing US entry into WWII.  The 

Great Depression and anti-war fervent created a period of student activism of a scale and 

force previously unknown to American society.  WWII gave way to a new generation of 

students, especially veterans, who were uninterested in engaging in activist activities and 

were content with maintaining the status quo. 

 The 1960s, and the events of that decade, reordered the world and higher 

education.  Four themes characterize the activism of this decade: civil rights, civil 

liberties, the peace movement, and student life.  Students were involved in activism at 

high levels unforeseen in American history.  The shift of activism from international 

concerns to altering the social and cultural makeup of U.S. society marked this time 

period.  Students set their aim at upheaving institutional structures with an increasing 

focus on social justice and social change.  This time period also saw student activists 

engage in expanding student rights, such as improved grading systems and student input 

in teacher evaluations.   

 The activists’ gains of the 1960s were codified during the 1970s when student 

activism was radicalized and dissolving.  Women centers and ethnic student unions were 

created and granted permanent homes on campuses, as well as the expansion of gay and 

lesbian support services.  Student activists focused their attention at professional 

preparation during the 1980s, as well as institutional oversight mechanisms and 

opposition to apartheid.  Professional preparation revolved around access to mentors, 

career centers, and real-world scenarios in the classroom to better prepare students for the 
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workplace.  Activists in the 1990s become unified around concerns of multiculturalism in 

the classroom, as well as institutional decision-making (Rhoads, 1998; Rhoads, 2009).  

The late 1990s and 2000s, along with globalization, brought a new era of student 

activism, punctuated by ever-evolving issues and tactics, where activists could galvanize 

support across the globe.  These student activists have forged their own paths, taking a 

political rather than social role, taking on new causes such as environmentalism, workers’ 

rights, anti-sweatshops (Dominquez, 2009), and economic issues (McCarthy, 2012).  

Activism has also taken on a new direction, as students are not always interested in 

changing the institution as a whole, but rather seek small gains to improve the 

environment for themselves and potentially others that come after them.   

 Activists’ tactics have differed from their forefathers and mothers, as students no 

longer prioritize confrontation as a primary tool unless necessary, opting instead for a 

voice in the overall-decision making processes at institutions (Ropers-Hamilton, Carwile, 

& Barnett, 2005).  These new tactics now range from social network mobilization, 

electronic petitions, civic engagement, volunteerism, and student-initiated projects 

(Quaye, 2007).  Confrontation has taken a different route as well, as students utilize 

campus occupations, teach-ins, and debt strikes.  While the form of activism and the 

diversity of activist ideals have expanded somewhat, student activists still mobilize 

around social justice issues that necessitate change.  

Student activists still attempt to influence and change their environments through 

various verbal and nonverbal tactics; however, their tactics continually shift (Barnett, 

Ropers-Huilman, & Aaron, 2008).  Student activists utilize rational persuasion, coalition, 

and pressure tactics to influence the system.  Rational persuasion pertains to the 



 90 
 

utilization of logical arguments and factual evidence used to persuade another that a 

request is viable and likely to results in the attainment of task objectives; coalition 

involves seeking the aid or support of others to persuade; and pressure includes the use of 

demands, threats, or intimidation to gain compliance.  

Furthermore, as the minimal progress that has been made since the civil rights 

movements of the mid-twentieth century disillusions student activists (Quaye, 2007) they 

have created different organizational efforts.  Students become disillusioned, as they 

believe their activism has not lead to a change in societal structures, as the civil rights 

movement of the 1950s and 1960s achieved.  This change in organizational efforts, from 

widespread changes in societal structures to focusing on micro-issues, has caused 

scholars to reframe the very essence and definition of student activism.  Quaye argues 

that this change in organizational efforts should be categorized as “critical hope” or the 

belief that by challenging inequitable behaviors, college students can work to improve 

their circumstances and those of their current and future peers.  Scholars also view 

student activism as learning environments where students work collaboratively to 

accomplish their own goals (Kirshner, 2007), as a time of personal growth and as a 

developmental activity (Biddix, Somers, & Polman, 2009; Ginwright & Cammarota, 

2007), or as social responsibility (Hamilton & Flanagan, 2007).   Regardless of new 

definitions, activism continues to remain an extremely potent strategy for students to 

utilize in their pursuit of social change in higher education.   

Latino activism.  Latinos have had a long history of activism in education, aiming to 

alter the social and cultural conditions they confront that continue to perpetuate nativism, 

racism, and other forms of oppression.  Whether galvanized by opposition to decreased 
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funding for education, unequal educational opportunities for Latino students (Olivas, 

2004) or united for the creation of Chicano Studies programs (Rhoads, 2009), Latinos 

have mobilized around education issues since the beginning of the 20th century.  In order 

to understand the potential impact undocumented Latino student activists can have on 

oppressive structures inside and out of higher education, it is important to understand 

Latinos education activism throughout the last century. 

After the annexation of the American Southwest, Mexicanas/os resisted the 

invasion with arms, culture and words as they sought equality under the law.  Families 

began advocating for their rights through equal protection as allowed under the fullest 

extent of the law; however, their attempts and calls for action often fell on deaf ears.  

With the assistance of the Mexican American Legal Defense and Educational Fund 

(MALDEF) and the League of United Latin American Citizens (LULAC), Latinos fought 

against repressive legislation and practices.  In the 1930s Latino social movements took 

hold to challenge the racist, nativist structures limiting the social, political, educational, 

and economic rights of Latinos. 

The 1930s sparked an increase in Latino activism, inspired by the political 

environment and activity they experienced in their youths in their home countries.  

Primarily concerned with economic and social issues, Latino activists organized 

throughout the US in private clubs aimed at achieving parity in the workplace and in their 

communities, as well as worker empowerment.  Originally created by leftist or socialist 

activists, Latino activists soon embraced capitalism and the American way of life 

(Heidenreich, 2006); however, they challenged racism and other forms of subordination 

by organizing successful voter registration and poll-tax drives, supporting political 
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candidates, and aggressively attacking discriminatory laws and practices.  Their embrace 

of capitalism and the American Dream was brought on by a desire to be taken serious in 

American politics 

LULAC challenged segregation throughout the Southwest, resulting in the 

judicial precursor to Brown v. Board of Education (1954).  In Mendez v. Westminster 

School District of Orange County (1946), Latino activists challenged school district 

policy to segregate Latinos from white students based on language (and by proxy, race) 

and succeeded.  Invigorated by judicial activism in education, Latinos sought additional 

gains in education throughout the country.  This led to the 1968 East Los Angeles 

blowouts, where nearly 10,000 students, with parental and community support, staged 

walk outs throughout Los Angeles to protest the unequal conditions of their K-12 

education.  Around the same time, César Chávez and Dolores Huerta were leading Latino 

activists in the fields, protesting and striking against inhumane labor practices and unfair 

economic conditions for migrant workers.  In 1968, MALDEF was formed and 

participated in the defense of affirmative action policies, as well as the defense of K-12 

educational rights in San Antonio Independent School District v. Rodriguez (1973) and 

Plyler v. Doe (1982). 

Inspired by the blowouts, students carried out protests throughout the Southwest 

protesting educational conditions, which led to the First National Chicano Youth 

Liberation Conference in 1969.  This conference resulted in the name Chicano and El 

Plan Espiritual de Aztlán, which outlined general tenets of the Chicano Movement: 

cultural nationalism and self-determination, as well as restitution for past exploitation and 

the creation of an independent political party (Bender & Aoki, 2002).  The Chicano 



 93 
 

Council on Higher Education gathered students, faculty, administrators, and community 

members to the University of California, Santa Barbara, where a plan of action to 

increase Chicana/o participation in higher education was created.  “El Plan de Santa 

Bárbara demanded access to higher education, promoted cultural nationalism, self-

determination, and created El Movimiento Estudiantil Chicano de Aztlán, MEChA, as the 

official student organization of the movement” (Urrieta, 2004, pp. 3-4).  

The creation of MEChA and the founding of other like-minded Latino student 

organizations led to a flurry of activity on college campuses across the country (Urrieta, 

2004).  Students demanded more representation and recruitment of Latinos, as well as the 

creation of Chicana/o Studies Programs.  Students demanded quality bilingual education 

programs, a decrease in student dropouts, and dismissal of racist teachers working in 

predominantly Latina/o schools and college campuses.  A major victory for Latino 

education activism was the Bilingual Education Act of 1968 (Urrieta, 2004). 

Latino activists continued to pursue education reform through legislation and 

judicial rulings.  MALDEF and LULAC supported education reform and litigated 

education access cases aimed at increasing educational opportunities for undocumented 

immigrant students, including the litigation of Leticia A. v. Board of Regents (1984) 

(Seif, 2004).  In the 1980s and 1990s, student activists began staging protests over the 

creation of Chicano Studies Departments, including the 1993 hunger strike at UCLA to 

contest the failure of the schools’ creation of a Chicano Studies department.  Student 

activists contested California’s Proposition 187, which prohibited undocumented 

immigrants from receiving any form of social services, as well as California’s 

Proposition 207, which ended affirmative action in California. 
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After a series of setbacks, student activists have continued to mobilize around 

issues of educational access, social justice, and social change.  Of particular interest to 

this study, is Latino student activism around in-state resident tuition benefits and the 

DREAM Act.  Latino student activists have been at the forefront of this movement, 

whether in the classrooms, in the halls of government, or on the streets.  Furthermore, 

Latino student activists have transformed their “interests from being largely focused on 

passing the DREAM Act to increasingly using direct action to bring attention to broader 

issues of immigrant, civil and human rights” (Report, 2004, p. 13).  Latino student 

activists tend to be united around particular issues at any given period of time; however, 

their involvement remains fluid (Romo, 2004).   Latino student activists have mobilized 

when “issues of education, immigration, and political empowerment are part of the 

political discourse and agenda” (Gonzales, 2008, p. 227).   

Historically, Latino student activists have utilized a cadre of verbal and nonverbal 

rhetorical tactics aimed to achieve the goals of their movement.  Predominantly, these 

rhetorical tactics were modeled after the nonviolent works of Gandhi and Martin Luther 

King, Jr, and included strategies of boycotts, marches and personal disciplines such as 

fasts and worships (Bender & Aoki, 2002).  Rhetorical strategies also included 

nontraditional tactics, such as poetry, songs, and the issuance of plans (Sedano, 1980).  

The issuance of the plans during the 1960s was consistent with the desire to invoke 

Mexican heritage and celebrate revolutionary heroes while designed to facilitate the goals 

of the movement: social justice and cultural nationalism (Delgado, 1995).  

There were violent factions of the Latino movements during the 1960s and 1970s, 

including the Chicano Liberation Front, who bombed governmental targets in Los 
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Angeles in 1971, as well as the 1960s land grant movement and the Puerto Rican 

independence struggle.  In 1950, the Puerto Rican independence movement attempted to 

assassinate President Truman and in 1954 shot five Congressmen within the U.S. House 

of Representatives.  In the 1970s, a Puerto Rican nationalist group, FALN, committed 

several bombings in Chicago, New York, and Puerto Rico, which included the killings of 

four people.  These violent tactics led many in the media, judicial system, and public at 

large to believe Latinas/os were violent and that all Latina/o movements were militant.  

The violent actions have continued to lead to increased scrutiny of new Latino 

movements, such as the undocumented education movement. 

Moving beyond the 1960s and 1970s, the rhetorical strategies of Latino activists 

have continued to evolve.  Much like other student movements of the late twentieth and 

early twenty-first centuries, Latino student movements have utilized conciliatory tones to 

achieve the movement’s goals (Arriaza, 2004), as well as new art forms, such as theatre, 

workshops, and trainings (Quijada, 2008).  When tactics do not achieve the goals, student 

activists resort to more confrontational tactics, such as strikes, walkouts, and protests.  

Activists and their allies are subjected to threats, abuses, and systematic harassment 

(Arriaza, 2004).  

The undocumented Latino student activist movement is similar in making respects 

to the Chicano movements of the 1960s and 1970s; however, these students are barred 

from traditional forms of civic participation, such as voting, and must find new ways to 

maintain investments in social justice as active citizens who care and contribute to 

society beyond acts of resistance (Gonzales, 2008; Quijada, 2008).  Many students 

become frustrated by the limitations of their status and want to do something to remedy 
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their situation.  They find strength in numbers, providing them with additional courage to 

mobilize against repressive structures and impending legislation.  They utilize new forms 

of verbal and nonverbal rhetorical tactics, such as direct and indirect activism as well as 

transformational resistance, aimed at deconstructing oppressive structures (Solórzano & 

Delgado Bernal, 2001; Vélez et al., 2008).  

Undocumented Latino student activists utilize direct and indirect forms of student 

activism (Vélez et al., 2008).  “Direct activism consists of overt political acts of protest 

that often involve the physical body as a vehicle for protest, including walkouts, sit-ins, 

or wearing clothing with political slogans that present the movement” (Vélez et al., 2008, 

p. 16).  Indirect activism refers to political acts that express critical concern, but do not 

attempt to physically challenge public institutions and/or their actors. Direct activism also 

includes forms of traditional civic participation, such as lobbying legislators and 

testifying before a governmental committee.  These tactics of direct activism aim to alter 

public fear of the “other” and aim to remove oppressive structures that impede their 

educational goals.  Indirect activism does not equate to a lack of protest, as these tactics 

protest the treatment of, and sentiments toward, immigrants.  Indirect activism produces 

new forms of rhetorical verbal and nonverbal tactics, such as written biographies, video 

production, mentoring, and peer education. 

Undocumented student activism can often be misconstrued as apathetic, 

misguided, or self-defeating; however, Solórzano and Delgado Bernal (2001) argue that 

students traditionally have a desire to critique social oppression and are motivated by an 

interest in social justice, yet, they are unable to find the appropriate forms of 

mobilization.  Oppositional behavior is classified into four categories: (1) reactionary 
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behavior: students who act out in class and is not a form of resistance because the student 

lacks critique of social oppression and is not motivated for social justice; (2) self-

defeating resistance: students who drop-out of school and who have a critique of social 

oppression but are not motivated by an interest in social justice; (3) conformist resistance: 

students who are motivated by a need for social justice yet hold no critique of social 

oppression; and (4) transformational resistance: a student who holds some level of 

awareness and critique of their oppressive conditions and structures of domination and 

must be motivated by a sense of social justice (Solórzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001).   

There are two categories of transformational resistance: internal and external 

resistance.  “The behavior of internal transformational resistance appears to conform to 

institutional or cultural norms and expectations, however individuals are consciously 

engaged in a critique of oppression” (Solórzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001, p. 324).  

Students who exhibit internal transformational resistance are motivated by a desire to 

engage in social justice by meeting their educational goals in order to alter oppressive 

structures.  They may appear to conform to societal expectations, but the criteria for 

transformational resistance is met.  These types of students lobby for in-state resident 

tuition benefits, as that action conforms to institutional norms.  Individuals who exhibit 

external transformational resistance also hold both criteria of transformational resistance.  

In addition, “external transformational resistance involves a more conspicuous and overt 

type of behavior, and the behavior does not conform to institutional or cultural norms and 

expectations” (p. 325).  These students are on the front lines of protests, participate in sit-

ins and mock graduations, and march in the streets for equality. 
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Undocumented Latino student activists have a collection of verbal and nonverbal 

rhetorical tactics at their disposal to alter the oppressive structures that perpetuate their 

subordination in society.  The various forms of rhetorical tactics allow the student 

activists to choose which is the best fit for their own identity and how exposed they want 

to be.  Not all undocumented Latino student activists have a desire to be on the frontlines 

of the movement, opting instead for the rhetorical tactic of internal transformational 

resistance to combat oppressive structures that impede their educational goals.  This 

study aims to discover how undocumented Latino student activists utilize resources and 

strategies to deconstruct racist nativism and other forms of subordination while creating 

routes towards personal agency in pursuit of their educational goals. 

Conclusion 

 Undocumented students accumulate human capital by pursuing higher education; 

however, their legal status ultimately limits the benefits of increased human capital, as 

financial assistance and the right to work are unavailable to them.  Undocumented Latino 

student activism critically contributes to alter structures of racist nativism and negative 

immigration legislation, while validating the capacity of youth to challenge oppressive 

structures in society and enact the privileges, rights and responsibilities of citizenship 

(Vélez, et al, 2008).  Undocumented Latino student activists have had a long and storied 

history of critiquing social oppression and achieving social justice.  This study advocates 

for social change by illuminating policymakers and educational leaders on the lived 

experiences of undocumented Latino student activists.  By examining the lived 

experiences of undocumented Latino student activists, including their motivations and the 

actions they utilize to alter oppressive structural barriers, future activists and social 
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change advocates will be to build upon their repository of knowledge and assist in the 

dismantling of oppressive structural barriers. 

The study seeks to uncover how the experiences of Virginian and Washingtonian 

undocumented Latino student activists inform which resources and strategies are utilized 

to navigate through and dismantle the structures they face in pursuit of their educational 

goals.  Utilizing structuration theory, critical race theory/LatCrit, and social movement 

theory as the underpinnings of the theoretical framework, I am able to understand how 

racist nativism, socioeconomic, cultural, and legislative barriers obstruct the educational 

goals of undocumented Latino student activists.  Yet, they also provide the opportunity to 

shift the deficit narrative that often plagues discussions of undocumented Latino students 

by instead focusing the resources and strategies that create routes towards individual and 

collective agency, while simultaneously aiming to alter subordinating structures and 

achieving social justice.   
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Stories, parables, chronicles, and narratives are powerful means for destroying 
mindsets- the bundle of presuppositions, received wisdoms, and shared 
understandings against a background of which legal and political discourse takes 
place…Subordinated groups have always told stories.  Black slaves told, in song, 
letters, and verse, about their own pain and oppression.  They described the 
terrible wrongs they had experienced at the hands of whites, and mocked (behind 
whites’ backs) the veneer of gentility whites purchased at the cost of the slaves’ 
suffering.  Mexican-Americans in the Southwest composed corridos (ballads) and 
stories, passed on from generation to generation, of abuse at the hands of gringo 
justice, the Texas Rangers, and ruthless lawyers and developers who cheated them 
out of their lands…This proliferation of counterstories is not an accident or 
coincidence.  Oppressed groups have known instinctively that stories are an 
essential tool to their own survival and liberation. 

- Richard Delgado (1988) 

This dissertation seeks to document and understand how the experiences of 

undocumented Latino student activists in Virginia and Washington inform which 

resources and strategies utilized to overcome the barriers they encounter to achieve their 

higher education goals.  These eight students in Virginia and Washington attend higher 

education institutions and have been active in the movement to secure the passage of in-

state resident tuition benefits for undocumented students in Virginia and Washington.  

These students’ experiences are examined through the methodology of narrative inquiry 

(Clandinin, 2013; Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, 2000; Polkinghorne, 1995; Riessman, 

1993, 2008; Webster & Mertova, 2007) in an effort to document how they have 

overcome the barriers they encounter to achieve their higher education goals.  Through 

the collection of in-depth interviews and researcher dialogic journal writing, the study 

analyzes the narratives of these students, creating a vivid, rich description of their lived 

experiences.  Their collective individual experiences provide an unwavering glimpse into 

the lived experiences of undocumented Latino student activists’ ability to overcome 
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structural barriers by relying on the resources and strategies at their disposal.  These 

students’ stories and experiences may be powerful as a collective and demonstrate the 

strength of the undocumented immigrant education rights movement.   

Inextricably linked to the narrative inquiry methodology and the theoretical 

framework of critical race theory/LatCrit is activist research.  Activist research challenges 

inequality by empowering the powerless, exposes the inequities of the status quo, and 

promotes social changes that equalize the distribution of resources (Cancian, 1993).  

Activist research eschews the idea of an objective, disinterested researcher and instead, 

privileges the researchers’ transformative position in promoting social change (Anguiano, 

2011; Holland, Fox & Daro, 2008).  At the intersection of political action and scientific 

investigation lies activist research as it is informed by the needs of social movements and 

has an explicitly political commitment to transform inequities.  Activist research 

complements the theoretical foundations of structuration theory, critical race 

theory/LatCrit, and social movement theory by centralizing the dismantling of oppressive 

structures in conjunction with student activist participants (Anguiano, 2011).  One of the 

best methodologies to achieve the goals of activist research is narrative inquiry as 

narrative inquiry centralizes the lived experiences of participants and attempts to achieve 

social justice and social change through their stories (Fernández, 2002).  When thinking 

about my positionality as a researcher, I employ an activist research approach. 

This chapter will review the methodology of the dissertation.  First, this chapter 

will describe how past scholars have used narrative analysis as a methodology.  I will 

explain how I employ narrative inquiry as methodology in a LatCrit study and how the 

usage of narrative inquiry enhances the social movement theoretical foundation of the 
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study.  Second, I discuss the guiding dimensions of activist research and the overall 

study, as well as discuss techniques utilized to increase the trustworthiness of the 

research.  The third section will review the selection of Virginia and Washington as the 

site of examination.  The fourth section will discuss data collection, including sample 

selection.  The fifth section will review the data analysis and interpretation strategies 

utilized.  The final section will review the ethical precautions taken to guard program 

participants from potential risks associated with this study.  

Narrative Inquiry as a Methodology 

Through a critical constructivist epistemology, this dissertation utilizes narrative 

inquiry as its methodology.  Narrative inquiry is a considered a form of the larger 

storytelling methodology often utilized in LatCrit research (Delgado, 1989, 1995; Olivas, 

1990; Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, 2002).  Storytelling serves several methodological 

purposes.  

First it allows the participant to reflect on his or her lived experience…Second, 

narrative allows the marginalized participant to speak or make public his or her 

story…Third, storytelling or counter-storytelling also subverts the dominant story 

or the reality that is socially constructed by Whites…Finally, storytelling can also 

be transformative and empowering. (Fernández, 2002, p. 48)   

There are several forms of methodological storytelling, such as counter-stories, parables, 

testimonios, and chronicles.  Stories can shatter complacency and challenge the status 

quo, as well as build and enrich communities (Delgado, 1988).  Reconstructed stories can 

serve a deconstructive function as well and must be or must appear to be non-coercive to 

be effective.  As much of social reality is constructed, stories allow us to create the social 
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realities in which we live. Stories can lead to healing, liberation, and thrusting 

experiences out into the open (Delgado, 1988). 

Widely utilized in tandem with LatCrit, counter-stories “are narratives by 

disenfranchised people that function to reveal and interrogate dominant stories of racial 

privilege, or majoritarian stories, that circulate discursively as the natural order of things” 

(Aleman & Aleman, 2010, p. 7).  In attempts to counter deficit models, education critical 

race scholars focus on students’ and families’ lived experiences and, through guarded 

inspection of the data, stimulate action by composing counter-stories (Espino, 2012).  

Counter-stories “cast doubt on the validity of assumptions and myths especially ones held 

by those in power” (Delgado & Stefancic 2001, p. 144).  Counter-stories serve both 

creative and deconstructive functions.  Creatively, they are meant to build consensus, 

solidarity and community amongst members of disenfranchised groups and to nurture 

community cultural wealth, add to collective memory, and strengthen resources for 

resistance and survival (Aleman & Aleman, 2010).  Deconstructing the dominant 

discourse, disrupting the status quo, and exposing White privilege and complicity in 

replicating systems of oppression are part of the deconstructing purposes of counter-

stories.  They are meant to shatter complacency and attack deficit notions about people of 

color (Love, 2004; Yosso, 2006). To best demonstrate how have the experiences of 

Virginian and Washingtonian undocumented student activists informed which resources 

and strategies utilized to overcome the barriers they encounter in pursuit of their higher 

education goals, the methodology of narrative inquiry is needed.   

Narrative inquiry is the study of the ways human experience the world (Connelly 

& Clandinin, 1990, 2000).  In narrative inquiry, one utilizes either paradigmatic or 
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narrative modes of thought.  The paradigmatic mode of thought is to bring order to 

experience categorizing things, actions, and experiences.  Narrative knowledge, or 

narrative cognition, focuses on the particular and specific characteristics of each action 

by attending to the temporal context and complex interaction of the components that 

make each situation unique.  Those who utilize narrative knowledge configure the varied 

parts of a particular action into a unified whole where each element is interconnected to 

the central purpose of the original action, thereby creating a story.  These stories provide 

meaning and context to help humans understand the experiences of the individuals.   

 Connelly & Clandinin (1990, 2000) argue that narrative inquiry synthesizes 

events into an explanation of a particular situation, thereby creating a story.  All forms of 

representing the experiences of the participant are limited portraits as we interpret and 

provide our own meaning as researchers.  In narrative inquiry, there is a necessity to 

build relationships with the participants as those relationships strengthen the resulting 

story and become places for empowerment.  Researchers must make the participants feel 

cared for and have a voice to tell their story.  “In the process of beginning to live the 

shared story of narrative inquiry, the researcher needs to be aware of constructing a 

relationship in which both voices are heard” (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p. 4).  

Through the utilization of narrative inquiry, the researcher is able to empower the 

participant and their lived experience.  The mutually reinforcing relationship between 

research and participant facilitates the creation of social change research by constructing 

a collective agenda to ensure the correct information is portrayed. 

Connelly and Clandinin (2000) assert that there are five essential qualities of 

narrative inquiry and analysis.  The first quality is experience as narrative analysis is an 
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experiential inquiry.  Stake (1995) defines this as capturing and describing the 

complexity of the participant through real-life events with an emphasis on nuance and the 

sequentiality happenings in context.  The second quality is time. The context of time is 

not only important in presenting experiential data, but also in actually gathering 

participant stories.  The interpretability of the analysis is positively related to the time 

spent gathering these stories.  The third quality is the intensity of dialogue between 

researcher and participant.  Connelly and Clandinin argue that within the dialogue, past, 

present, and future contexts and relations should all be explored.  The fourth quality is 

collaboration between researcher and participant as collaboration enables both parties to 

engage in a reciprocal relationship.  The final quality Connelly and Clandinin argue is 

essential is researcher insight and reflexivity. The flexibility of narrative story telling (or 

analysis) allows the data to present itself in a myriad of ways to the reader. 

Riessman (2008) argues that an analysis can be made about what was said 

(thematically), the nature of the telling of the story (structural) or who the story is 

directed towards (dialogic/performance).  Riessman (2004) argues that this approach is 

“useful for theorizing across a number of cases- finding common thematic elements 

across research participants and the events they report” (p. 706).  A researcher does not 

focus on how something is said, but rather the content of the speech.  There is little focus 

on the interaction between the interviewer, transcriber, and analyst.  Riessman argues that 

local contexts of the participants are often eclipsed by the large number of cases and the 

development of themes throughout the narrative analysis, or a necessity to theorize across 

cases while maintaining the integrity of narrative account (2008). 
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The use of thematic narrative analysis as the main methodology couples well with 

the theoretical frameworks of structuration theory, critical race theory/LatCrit, and social 

movement theory as all can be guided by an anti-racist and social justice agenda.  There 

are several areas of overlap between elements that constitute the frameworks of 

structuration theory, critical race theory/LatCrit, and social movement theory.  

Specifically, narrative analysis validates experiential knowledge as it builds from lived 

experiences of People of Color to document and theorize oppression as well as document 

and theorize the tactics utilized to deconstruct oppressive structures.  Moreover, narrative 

analysis can reveal oppression and move scholarship towards the dismantling and 

transforming of oppressive conditions with a goal of ending injustice.  Finally, narrative 

analysis creates an environment that celebrates the power of human collectivity through 

the acknowledgement of the emancipatory elements that revel oppression which is rooted 

in the histories and memories of the larger community.  Narrative inquiry as a 

methodology, when coupled with the theoretical frameworks of structuration theory, 

critical race theory/LatCrit, and social movement theory creates the foundation for 

activist research, which this dissertation attempts to perform. 

Guiding Dimensions of an Activist Research Agenda 

The purpose of my dissertation research is to focus on how the experiences of 

undocumented Latino student activists inform which resources and strategies these 

students utilize to overcome barriers in order to achieve their academic goals.  An 

additional end goal of this dissertation is to promote additional undocumented Latino 

social movement advocacy on behalf of in-state resident tuition benefit policies and to 

achieve educational equity for undocumented students throughout the country.  By 
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employing an activist research agenda, I seek to dismantle oppressive legislative policies 

excluding undocumented Latino students from achieving their educational goals and 

building future Latino activists (Olivas, 2005; Reich & Barth, 2010).  I believe social 

scientists have a moral obligation to advocate for social change and justice whenever 

possible (Clandinin, 2013; Nicholls, 2013).  This dissertation fulfills my moral obligation 

and allows me to move the educational research field towards fulfilling its obligation to 

pursuing social justice by providing a voice to undocumented Latino student activists and 

highlighting their lived experiences in their efforts to pursue their educational goals and 

secure the passage of the Virginia DREAM Act, the Washington DREAM Act and the 

Real Hope Act.  When utilizing critical race theory and LatCrit as theoretical 

foundations, research must be conducted towards the end of changing the status quo.  

Inherent in utilizing critical race theory/LatCrit and social movement theory as theoretical 

foundations is an implicit activist agenda.  

To strengthen the overall study, one must directly address the trustworthiness 

(Clandinin, 2013; Lincoln & Guba, 1985) of the research.  Activist research can often be 

clouded by the judgments and biases of the researcher.  In order to overcome the potential 

threats to the rigor and the trustworthiness of the research, I have attempted to address 

them through the research exercises of reflexivity and positionality, allowing me to be 

able to distinguish the researcher, the participant, and the activist researcher.  By 

acknowledging the threats to trustworthiness, I am able to lay a strengthened foundation 

for this dissertation in the hopes that other researchers are able to reach similar 

conclusions with the same data and that the narratives of the activist participants are 

validated. 
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Positionality  

Activist research acknowledges that researchers bring biases to what they study.  

These biases do shape the questions we ask, the methodologies we deploy, and the 

interpretations we generate.  Rather than denying or suppressing these biases, 

mechanisms are created within the research design to reflect deeply and collectively with 

research participants on how these assumptions are being challenged by data emerging 

from the field.  Activist researchers participate in order to understand more deeply the 

processes of change, and as such, it is imperative for activist researchers to manage 

themselves intentionally so that they can balance between being engaged in and 

somewhat detachable from the change effort.  I have intentionally managed the data and 

myself in interactions with activist participants by bringing activist participants into the 

data analysis process.  

Rather than seeing the activist participants as “subjects,” a narrative methodology 

and activist research agenda rejects the hermeneutical view of researcher as expert and 

instead validates and honors experience based knowledge (Delgado Bernal, 2002; 

Delgado Bernal & Villalpando, 2002).  I developed relationships with my activist 

participants with knowledge they are fully capable of theorizing about the movement 

without the imposition of academic process; however, they may be unaware of the funds 

of knowledge they have at their disposal in their activist activities.  I attempt to help them 

locate the repository of sociocultural resources and strategies they have by collectively 

analyzing the data from the narratives. 

My various life stories and geographies have contributed to the framework of this 

research, my research questions, and approaches.  How does my background help/hinder 
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my relationships with my participants?  Whose standards and meanings do I use in my 

research?  To better understand who I am as an individual, I start with an 

autobiographical account.  My “narrative beginnings” (Clandinin, 2013) are based on the 

perspective of an activist son of an undocumented Mexican immigrant father and a white 

American mother.   

I have worked to achieve passage of the federal DREAM, as well as the Oregon 

DREAM Act and the Virginia DREAM Act.  I worked with undocumented Latino 

immigrants as a community organizer for over three years, working to empower these 

students to achieve their educational goals.  My experiences as a level of quality in the 

research as “those individuals who have lived through the experiences about which they 

claim to be experts are more believable and credible than those who have merely read or 

thought about such experiences” (Collins, 1991, p. 209). Specific to this research that I 

conduct as an activist son of an undocumented Mexican immigrant father and white 

American mother, I will attempt to write accounts of individual experiences in a 

meaningful way. 

Building trust with the activist participants may take a while given my white 

phenotype; however, once the participants understand my life experiences, advocacy for 

social change and justice, and the ultimate goal of this activist research agenda, I believe 

activist participants will be willing to share their experiences.  As a son of an 

undocumented Mexican immigrant father and a white American mother, I have a unique 

tie into both worlds.  Given my phenotype, I have benefited from white privilege.  Given 

my father’s background and his lack of accepting parental responsibility, my 

socioeconomic opportunities were limited.  My parents never married and my father was 
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not positive influence on my life, being deported on several occasions and never 

providing for my family.  My mother married an undocumented Mexican immigrant, who 

applied for and received citizenship.  My stepfather and mother divorced when I was 

young; however, he instilled traditional Mexican cultural values that I still hold to this 

day.  

I have lived in cities where undocumented Latino immigrants make up a 

significant portion of the populace: Beloit, Wisconsin; Brownsville, Texas; Fairfax 

County, Virginia.  While my single mother primarily raised me, I had an extensive 

network of friends, who I considered to be family.  This family, especially my mother 

and grandmother, were to source of my development and values.  Even though my 

mother was American, she attempted to ensure that I knew my heritage and celebrated by 

bi-racial, Mexican identity.   

The hue of my skin is white causing me to find both ease and difficulty in 

assuming different roles I have encountered in my life.  Instead of being “different” to 

other ethnic groups, I am “different” to my own and it has been a constant struggle for 

me.  I am an insider to the activist community, yet I am an outsider to the Latino 

community given my phenotype.  Straddling the undocumented Latino immigrant and 

white activist communities, I am able to wear the hat of a researcher and participant 

simultaneously.  With the understanding that everyone’s realities have an influence on 

their life trajectories, personalities, and desires, I am to capture the meanings of my place 

as an activist son of an undocumented Mexican immigrant.  

As a former Latino student activist in Oregon, I have ties to the Latino student 

activist community.  As one of the first activists seeking the passage of Oregon’s SB10, 
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the first bill introduced in Oregon to provide undocumented students with in-state 

resident tuition benefits, I have worked hard at securing the passage of in-state resident 

tuition benefits.  As a former community organizer in Virginia working with 

undocumented Latino students, I instilled in undocumented Latino youth a sense of 

passion regarding education rights and taught them how to become effective advocates 

for their educational goals.  I have witnessed the hardships undocumented Latino student 

activists have gone through to secure their postsecondary educational goals, from their 

inability to afford tuition payments to their desire to find lawful employment where none 

exists.  I have seen the heartbreak in the eyes of undocumented Latino students who were 

brought to the United States as children, graduated as valedictorians, and have been 

unable to attend the college of their choice.  

My current role at Washington State University works hand-in-hand with 

undocumented populations.  Working predominantly with multicultural fraternities and 

sororities and other minoritized populations, I have had the opportunity to work with and 

for undocumented students in various facets.  I serve as a member of the Washington 

State University Undocumented Students Advisory Board and as a member of various 

working groups to institutionalize services for undocumented students at the institution.  

There are many undocumented students in the multicultural fraternity and sorority 

community by virtue of the expansion of benefits for undocumented students and the 

targeting of Latinos in general by Washington State University.  I have presented 

nationally on being “Undocumented and Greek” with students who identify as 

undocumented.  The two courses I teach focus on building social justice capacity within 

students to address institutional and cultural barriers they encounter on a daily basis.   
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  I have a vested interest in the successful passage of in-state resident tuition benefit 

policies and want to ensure that the research and findings provide other scholars with 

insight as to what funds of knowledge and other resources undocumented Latino 

immigrant student activist utilize and can utilize in the future.  I seek to dismantle the 

oppressive structures facing undocumented Latino student activists, not only in Virginia 

and Washington, but also throughout the entire country.  I acknowledge that my 

zealousness to achieve these aims may, unfortunately, invalidate the findings.   

Reflexivity  

Throughout this dissertation, I seek to employ an activist research agenda.  By 

employing this agenda, I acknowledge that I may affect the subsequent findings as I am 

actively seeking social justice and social change.  The research process employed is not 

objective, nor is the researcher.  I bring biases to the research and those biases will affect 

the overall findings of the data.  The largest bias that I bring to the research process is my 

belief that racist nativist discourses shape social policies and limit access to higher 

education.  Utilizing a critical constructivist epistemology, I believe knowledge is 

constructed by individuals’ experiences and those experiences should be utilized to 

change hostile environments.  By situating the experiences of undocumented Latino 

student activists as phenomenon to be studied, I prioritize their experiences over others.  

An activist research agenda seeks to promote social change in American society so that 

these activist participants have the opportunities they seek.   

  Activist research purposefully departs from the traditional research framework 

and conceptualizes political work as centered in the research process (Hale, 2006). There 

are a number of interpretive strands of work that have already called for situated 
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knowledge production bridged with action.  These scholars encourage indigenous, 

standpoint, queer, feminist, borderland, postcolonial, critical race, and performance 

methodologies that include a critique of the notion of objectivity and encourage political 

subjectivity (e.g., Anzaldúa, 1987, 1990; Collins, 2000; Denzin, Lincoln & Smith, 2008; 

Fine, 1994; Foley & Valenzuela, 2005; Madison, 2005; Sandoval, 2000; Speed, 2006; 

Tuhiwai-Smith, 1999).  To combat the biases that I bring, I utilize a reflexive journal to 

document my own reactions to the stories told by undocumented Latino student activists.  

The reflexive journal creates the opportunity to reflect on whether my own experiences 

and beliefs align with the student experiences and ensure that my own experiences and 

beliefs remain limited in the overall analysis.  The reflexive journal allows me to collect 

my immediate thoughts about each individual interview and review them later for the 

data analysis.   

Site Selection 

Although undocumented Latino students have been successful on the state level, 

they have also suffered bitter defeat.  It is important to have both types of state 

represented.  One state that has taken up the issue of in-state resident tuition benefits for 

undocumented students numerous times yet have had difficulty passing the initiative is 

Virginia.  Virginia has attempted to pass their version of the DREAM Act since 2005; 

however, the legislation has not passed.  Virginia has experienced substantial growth in 

the undocumented Latino population over the past two decades, fueled by the economic 

boom of Northern Virginia.  El Salvadorians, Guatemalans, and Hondurans have settled 

in Fairfax County, which is the 5th largest locale of Central Americans in the country. 
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Virginia has a unique political background, as policy windows have been open at 

different times for the successful implementation of this policy.  Legislation to create a 

version of the Virginia DREAM Act has been introduced in nearly every legislative 

session.  The discourse regarding access to postsecondary education for undocumented 

immigrant students has shifted over the past decade, as the Attorney General in 2003 

issued a memorandum to all public institutions that they should not accept undocumented 

immigrant students.  Today, Virginia is on the verge of passing the Virginia DREAM Act 

and public higher education institutions have altered their policies to admit 

undocumented immigrant students.   The Attorney General issued a memorandum in 

2014 allowing DACA recipients to receive in-state resident tuition. 

Virginia has shifted on the political spectrum over the last decade, moving from a 

reliably conservative state to a more moderate and at times liberal state.  This presents 

new opportunities available to activists.  Virginia is near another state that has 

implemented in-state resident tuition benefit policies; yet, policy diffusion has not taken 

place.  Finally, Virginia has a sizable university system with student activists who play an 

integral role in the institutions’ governance.  Several public community colleges and 

universities have actively sought the passage of the Virginia DREAM Act. I selected 

Virginia given my prior history working with undocumented Latino students in Northern 

Virginia.  Furthermore, there is little research on the undocumented Latino population in 

Virginia.  Virginia has a sizable undocumented Latino population and unique political 

circumstances that provide an exciting story.  Finally, student activists already have large 

organizational structures aimed at achieving legislative, political, and social victories. 
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Washington was selected as it was one of the first states that implemented in-state 

resident tuition benefits for undocumented students.  The majority of research regarding 

in-state resident tuition benefits focuses on states with a very large Latino population, 

such as California, Texas, New York, or Illinois.  Over the past decade, Washington’s 

Latino population has nearly doubled and more Latinos continue to immigrate to the 

state.  The states favorable policies towards immigrants along with the booming 

agricultural industry are some of the reasons cited by new residents as to why they come 

to the state.  Washington’s Latino population is heavily Mexican as opposed to 

Virginia’s, which is predominantly Central American.  Latinos continue to grow as a 

share of the higher education population.  Washington’s Latino population has grown by 

over 64% from 2000 to 2010 and the number of Latinos in higher education has grown by 

nearly 114% during the same time period (NASPA Region V LKC, 2016). 

While Washington was one of the first states to pass in-state resident tuition 

benefits, it took over a decade for the passage of state-financial aid.  This was achieved 

through various political coalitions, including undocumented student activists.  

Washington has a rich tradition of student activism, including undocumented student 

activism.  The Washington DREAM Coalition was created in early 2000s a collective 

organization working to achieve additional resources for undocumented students.  The 

Latino Educational Achievement Project has been instrumental in building cadres of 

student activists related to issues affecting Latinos throughout the state.  There is a well-

documented coalition of supporters of undocumented students throughout the state as 

well, such as the Washington State Educational Access Coalition for HB 1079.  
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Moreover, there is a plethora of educational training conferences or undocumented 

students and undocumented student activists. 

Data Collection 

Sample and Sample Selection 

The selection criteria will be as follows: self-identified undocumented Latino 

immigrant student activist; currently enrolled, have graduated from, or voluntarily left 

(within the last two years) a higher education institution; and participated in the advocacy 

of an in-state resident tuition benefit policy.  I selected a minimum of eight students for 

the analysis.  I selected students based off of their initial response to the call for activist 

participants who fit the selection criteria.  Participants had to identify undocumented 

Latino immigrant student activists.  It was left to each participant to determine whether 

they self-identified as a student activist.  A further discussion of this self-identification is 

discussed further in the limitations section 

The selection criteria has been purposefully determined for this study as the study 

attempts to uncover how the experiences of Virginian and Washingtonian undocumented 

Latino student activists have informed which strategies and resources utilized to 

overcome the barriers they encounter in pursuit of their educational goals.  A significant 

opening for future research will be to uncover how the experiences of Virginian and 

Washingtonian undocumented Latino student activists who were unable to attend 

postsecondary institutions given the barriers they encounter.  Substantial thought and 

consideration went into the selection of this sample as it does exclude the voices of 

Virginian and Washingtonian undocumented student activists who were unable to 

achieve their educational goals given the barriers they encounter.  While these stories and 
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experiences should be uncovered, I do not believe this is the appropriate study for their 

inclusion as the study attempts to discern what experiences led to these students’ 

successful enrollment in postsecondary institutions and attempts to understand what 

resources were available to them to achieve their higher education goals.  By focusing on 

undocumented Latino student activists who successfully achieved their higher education 

goals, the study attempts to uncover which strategies and resources led to this success. 

To find student activist participants, I first reached out to students who 

participated in the nonprofit program that I previously ran.  I then contacted the Virginia 

Coalition of Latino Organizations for additional student activist participants.  I contacted 

the Washington DREAM Coalition and members of the Crimson Group, a student 

organization aimed at supporting undocumented students at Washington State University.  

I worked with United We Dream to also solicit student participants.  These organizations 

provided leads for activist participants, with the initial activist participants providing 

additional names of eligible activist participants (snowball sampling).   

The selection criteria provides for the widest array of student activist participants 

while also providing the best chance for determining what strategies and other resources 

undocumented Latino immigrant student activists utilize to bend oppressive structures in 

their pursuit of educational objectives.  Too stringent of selection criteria would inhibit 

data collection; however, it is important to find undocumented Latino student activist 

participants who will be willing to share their experiences and histories. 

Individual vs. Collective Experience 

 When utilizing social movement theory as a theoretical foundation, a researcher is 

often left with the decision to focus on the individual or collective experience of the 
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sample in the study.  When the individual experience is the center of the research, the 

researcher attempts to uncover the particularized motivations behind the social 

mobilization that occurred for that specific individual, the various forms of mobilization 

utilized by that specific individual, and any consequences on the individual for their 

mobilization.  When the group collective experience is the center of the research, the 

researcher attempts to explain why social mobilization occurs for the group, what forms 

of mobilization were utilized by the group, and the results of the mobilization.  When 

research is conducted on social movements, social movement rhetoric, or the results of 

social movements, it has been from the collective experience, as social movements 

involve a “collective, organized, sustained and non-institutional challenge to authorities, 

power holders, or cultural beliefs and practices” (Goodwin & Jasper, 2009, p. 2). 

 Previous research on undocumented Latino students and undocumented Latino 

student activists has been conducted from the collective experience.  Perez (2009) centers 

the experiences of undocumented Latino students by highlighting their struggles and 

successes to achieve their educational goals.  Munsch (2011) focuses on the individual 

experiences of undocumented students who were in the process of achieving their 

educational goals and their relationship with their institution.  Anguiano’s (2011) 

research focuses on the collective experiences of DREAM activists and presented a 

history of their actions.  Nicholls (2013) and Muñoz (2015) provide one of the first 

thorough investigations of the undocumented Latino student activist youth movement to 

highlight the collective strategies used to bolster the movements’ goals.  Limited research 

has been conducted on the individual experiences of undocumented Latino student 

activists, presenting a limitation in the field.  As such, the study attempts to uncover the 
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individual experiences of these undocumented Latino student activists while 

acknowledging the role collective experiences play in their overall experiences.  One 

should not divorce individual experiences from collective experiences when discussing 

social movement as collective experiences inform the individual experiences.   

Individual Interviews 

In narrative inquiry, data collection and analysis begins with a period of discovery 

in which themes, stories, and discourses emerge, followed by a verification process in 

which these themes, stories, and discourse begin to form patterns (Guba, 1978).  In 

narrative inquiry, it is through the data collection of “field texts” (Clandinin, 2013; 

Connelly & Clandinin, 2000) that researchers then analyze to ultimately learn how people 

reflect directly on behavior, circumstances, events, and experiences against terms set by 

socio-cultural factors (Clandinin, 2013; Connolley & Clandinin, 2000).  In this study, the 

field texts are represented by two sources: interviews and researcher dialogical journal 

writing.  The practice of relying on multiple sources or measures is called triangulation 

and contributes to the trustworthiness of the data (Lincoln & Guba; 1985).  

To generate the data needed to answer the research questions, I conducted in-

depth “semi-structured” (Merriam & Associates, 2002) interviews of each undocumented 

Latino student activist participant.  There was an initial phone conversation to develop a 

relationship with the activist participant and explain the research that I was conducting.  

From there, I conducted in-person interviews with each student activist participant at 

least two times each lasting approximately 90 minutes so that I can gain saturation of the 

data in order to construct the narratives.  These individual interviews focused on the 

individual experiences of the activist so as to ascertain resources and strategies they 
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utilize to overcome barriers they encounter in their pursuit of their higher education 

goals.   

The first interview consisted of the activists’ description of their background, their 

undocumented experiences and their undergraduate experience.  The first interview 

focused on the motivations of their educational goals and how barriers may have affected 

them. The interview protocol was “semi-structured” for the first interview to allow the 

participants to tell their life story and respond on their own terms (Patton, 1990).  After 

the first interview, I reviewed the recording and create a researcher dialogical memo as 

described below.  Initial thoughts regarding the interview were written so as to keep these 

thoughts fresh throughout the data analysis process.  

The second interview focused on their social movement activities, as well as 

probe more deeply into the barriers they have encountered and specific critical events that 

triggered their activism.  This interview attempted to uncover how Virginian and 

Washingtonian undocumented Latino student activists have impacted policy formation 

through individual as well as collective experiences.  The second interview also focused 

on uncovering their meaning making regarding their activism and how their individual 

experiences tie into their collective experiences. 

Researcher Dialogical Journal Writing 

 During the course of data collection, researcher-generated documents were 

prepared in the form of dialogical journaling.  The researcher journaling aided in the 

interpretation of the participant views and researcher views of the information within the 

interviews (Merriam & Associates, 2002) by providing opportunities to reflect on the 

interviews.  The dialogical journals also aided in the co-construction of the knowledge 
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and the development of themes.  These journals allowed me to think reflexively on the 

data collected and keep my thoughts regarding the interviews fresh during data analysis. 

Data Analysis and Interpretation 

The analysis of narratives performed in this study is an adaptation of Riessman’s 

thematic narrative analysis and Connelly and Clandinin’s (1990) concepts of broadening, 

burrowing, and restorying.  Data analysis was be conducted in a three-phase process that 

includes: 1) preliminary, 2) collaborative, and 3) final data analysis stages.  Each stage 

builds from each other in a continuous process to arrive at a final set of findings. 

Preliminary data analysis 

Following the audio-recordings of the sixteen to twenty-four interviews of the 

student activists, transcriptions were created.  I conducted all transcription services to 

provide greater depth in developing themes.  The dialogical journaling was utilized to 

provide greater context of the interviews and initial reaction to interpretation to the 

interviews.  During this phase of the analysis, I reviewed the transcriptions using analysis 

of narrative (Clandinin & Connolly, 2000; Polkinghorne, 1995).  Analysis of narrative 

includes the broadening and burrowing of the data to create new narratives (Connelly and 

Clandinin, 1990).   

Broadening and burrowing consisted of structural, descriptive, and in vivo coding 

as described in Saldana (2009).  This approach allowed me to utilize a LatCrit lens to 

isolate thematic classifications that emerge from the data and explore the ways race and 

immigration status have emerged in the activists’ educational experiences.  This phase of 

the analysis included manually writing codes on the margins of the transcripts of the 

interviews.  From the initial coding, I categorized similar codes together in order to begin 
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making sense of their narratives.  After the initial review of the transcripts, a code list was 

created on paper. A brief themeing of the data was then conducted to develop initial 

themes as a way to analyze and reflect. Categories and subcategories were created.  For 

example, I began noticed common themes related to barriers.  Themes from the codes 

were categorized according to commonality and were left vague to allow for further 

burrowing and broadening.  All themes were dynamic which allowed more flexibility in 

the secondary round of coding. 

While analysis of narrative yielded initial classifications, additional assistance 

was needed.  To assist in identifying categories, I utilized a pattern coding strategy to 

refine data categories that will help identify larger thematic categories (Saldana, 2009). 

For the second round of coding, the data was input into NVivo Software to facilitate the 

coding process.  NVivo analysis allowed me to sort and make sense of the text by noting 

recurring themes and categories (Madison, 2002). From the initial themes, I began 

noticing subcategories of those themes.  An example of this was the creation of barriers 

theme with subcategories of barriers being educational, institutional, financial, and 

personal.   These categories were utilized to create the reflections that were used in the 

collaborative data analysis phase.  Each code was notated in NVivo and list of coding 

nodes was created.  See Appendix B for a list of coding nodes that was created after the 

secondary coding round.   

To assist with the data analysis, analytic memos (Saldana, 2009) were utilized.  

Throughout the coding process, analytic memos were created to reflect on and write 

about the emergent patterns, categories, themes and concepts.  These memos also 

provided me with the ability to discern possible networks among the codes, patterns, 
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categories, themes and concepts.  These analytic memos were written on physical paper 

to provide a clearer understanding of the data.  Coupled with the researcher dialogic 

memos, I was able to reflect on the deeper and complex meanings of the data. After the 

first and second rounds of coding, a coding map was created in an attempt to bring 

together various themes from the transcripts 

An important internal threat facing the trustworthiness of the study and 

conclusions are the incorrect coding and theming of the data from the narratives.  It is 

vitally important that I conveyed the correct information in the narratives as narratives 

offer the opportunity to “validate and center the experiential knowledge of People of 

Color, recognize the power of collective memory and knowledge, and (can be) guided by 

the larger goals of transformation and empowerment for Communities of Color” (Huber, 

2010, p. 83).  If I do not successfully represent the interests, history, and experiences of 

the activist participants, the trustworthiness of the study and the veracity of the 

conclusions will come into question.  To combat this threat to the trustworthiness of the 

study, I shared the themes, concepts, patterns, and categories generated from the 

interviews with the participants to ensure that their stories, histories, and experiences are 

accurately depicted. 

Collaborative data analysis 

 This phase of data analysis took place after the development of the themes and the 

researchers’ interpretation of the field texts after both interviews have been conducted.  

Participants were engaged in a dialogue with the researcher around the themes identified 

by the researcher and additional themes they have created to categorize the data, why 

they would use these themes as opposed to others, and how their own experiences agrees 
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with or refutes the thematic analysis conducted thus far.  Analytic memos were kept by 

the researcher so as to provide additional data for the final data analysis. This dialogue 

allowed the activists to co-construct the analysis, an important component of narrative 

inquiry (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990).   

Engaging in this open dialogue allowed the student activists the opportunity to 

share their lived experiences, theorize possible explanations for the racist and nativist 

incidents they experienced during their pursuit of educational goals, and delineate the 

resources and strategies that they have at their disposal in advocacy of the undocumented 

immigrant education rights social movement objectives.  These conversations also served 

as an opportunity to increase the trustworthiness of the data by serving as a member 

check.  Providing the preliminary data analysis to the participants and eliciting their 

feedback on the themes, codes, patterns, and concepts allowed for the strengthening of 

the data, as well as the co-construction of knowledge which is a fundamental tenet of 

narrative analysis.   

Participants provided critical feedback on what they believed were important 

themes and concepts in their navigation through the various barriers they encountered.  

One example of the collaborative data analysis included a student agreeing with a 

specific fund of knowledge they had acquired and the importance that fund of knowledge 

played in their navigation through financial barriers they encountered in attending their 

postsecondary institution.  The participant believed their experience of flipping cars 

played a large role in their attendance at their postsecondary institution.  The participant 

wanted this specific theme to play a role in their story. 

Final data analysis 
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 This phase combined the findings of the preliminary and collaborative phases to 

restory the participants’ narratives.  To combine the stages of the data analysis together, I 

utilized several strategies.  Thematic categories were identified and shared with the 

student activists who were able to uncover and evaluate the distinctive categories and 

how those classifications best represent their experiences as told through their narratives, 

as was described in the collaborative data analysis phase.  Once the final version of codes 

and themes were developed in tandem with the student activist participants, I restoried 

the narratives and elaborated on the identified themes.  Restorying is the re-shaping of the 

narrative into a collaborative construction between researcher and participant.   

Throughout the restorying of the narratives, I sought to create a rich, thick description of 

their experiences, thereby increasing the trustworthiness and transferability of the study.  

“When rich, thick description is used as a strategy to enable transferability, it refers to a 

description of the setting and participants of the study, as well as a detailed description of 

the findings with adequate evidence presented in the form of quotes from participant 

interviews, field notes, and documents” (Merriam, 2009, p. 227). 

Timeline 

The interviews spanned the course of nearly 16 months, starting with the first 

participant in April of 2015 and concluding with the final participant in August 2016.  

The entire involvement with each participant was approximately three months total.  The 

time from the first telephone interview to the final interview with each participant was 

approximately four weeks to allow for proper transcription and initial coding.  Two 

weeks after each final interview, the students were then provided with a transcript of their 

entire interview and asked to make necessary changes.  They were also provided with 
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initial themes that I as the researcher had developed.  They were asked to provide their 

feedback as it related to the themes as detailed in the collaborative data analysis section.  

This collaborative data analysis portion took an additional month.  After the collaborative 

data analysis was complete, the initial themes were uploaded into NVivo software.  Final 

coding and theme development took place at the end of August 2016. 

Representation 

 The data in Chapter 4 and 5 are presented in two forms based off of the data 

analysis.  The first form is a narrative sketch of each of the eight participants.  This 

includes their lived histories and other information pertinent to help understand their 

narratives.  The second form that the data is presented in Chapter 4 and 5 are the various 

themes that emerged from the initial codes and data analysis coupled with a discussion of 

the themes.  The themes that were initially created during the initial and collaborative 

data analysis phase were refined during the final data analysis process and are 

represented in a way that best answers the research questions.  Furthermore, the data 

presentation attempts to re-story the narratives to tell a larger narrative of how these 

participants navigate through the structural barriers they encounter. 

Limitations/Delimitation of the Study 

As the study examines how the experiences of Virginian and Washingtonian 

undocumented Latino immigrant student activists inform which resources and strategies 

they utilize in order to bend or not bend barriers they encounter in pursuit of their higher 

education goals, there are several boundaries to the selected unit.  The study seeks to 

study only the experiences of the Virginian and Washingtonian undocumented Latino 

student activists.  The experiences of undocumented Latino student activists may vary 
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from state to state, thereby limiting the generalizability of the findings.  The politics 

surrounding Virginia’s DREAM Act may differ from other states with similar 

demographics, political climate, and support levels.  There may be additional factors that 

could explain the experiences of undocumented Latino student activists beyond the 

resources and strategies they utilize.  The politics surrounding Washington, and its early 

implementation of its’ DREAM Act and subsequent passage of the Real Hope Act a 

decade later, differs from other states and has served as a model for nearby states, 

including Oregon. 

 The study utilizes self-identified undocumented Latino student activists.  I 

reached out to my former network in Northern Virginia and current network in 

Washington as a starting point to recruit potential participants.  Given my previous 

experience working with these undocumented Latino youth, they may have felt pressured 

into providing their experiences when they do not necessarily feel comfortable doing so.  

As these students are undocumented Latino immigrants, they face the prospect of being 

deported if their identities are revealed, thereby limiting the potential pool of participants. 

 Another limitation of the study is the usage of the term student activist as a 

necessary identifier to participate in the study.  The sample criteria of self-identifying as a 

student activist inhibited students from participating in the study.  There were numerous 

students who would fit the definition of student activists; however, these students did not 

identify as activists.  Some of the prospective students may have seen the label as 

pejorative; however, their rationale for not participating is unknown.  This sample criteria 

limited the amount of participants in the overall study.  
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 The initial approval of the study through the Institutional Research Board (IRB) 

took a considerable time as the IRB at George Washington University did not view the 

participants as needing additional protections.  As such, the participants had to physically 

sign an Informed Consent form rather than provide verbal consent to participate.  The 

program participants were unable to make the decision whether they wanted to provide 

documentation as to their stories, removing a critical piece of agency available to them. 

This may have played a role in students not participating in the study and thereby limiting 

the findings of the study. 

 The overall length of the study may have proved to be a limitation of the findings. 

Initial interviews started in April 2015.  While the overall initial study only called for 

participants from Virginia, Washington was added in late 2015.  This caused additional 

time to the interview and analysis process as the addition of Washington as a site 

necessitated IRB approval.  Additionally, several participants started the interview 

process; however, they opted out of the study.  This added additional time to search for 

new participants.  It is unknown why these participants opted out of continuing in the 

study.  From the start of the participant interviews to the final interview, nearly 16 

months had passed.  During this time, there had been various changes to the social, 

political, and cultural landscapes throughout the United States, including the nomination 

and subsequent election of Donald J. Trump. 

Shifting course from program participants is the selection of narrative inquiry as 

methodology.  Qualitative approaches to social science inquiry and research are limited 

by particular factors.  While quantitative approaches use standardized measures that make 

comparisons and statistical aggregation possible, qualitative approaches seek depth and 
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detailed description. Thus, quantitative approaches to research allow for broad 

“generalizable” findings and qualitative approaches allow for understandings of cases and 

situations tend to reduce the ability to generalize (Patton, 1990).  As independent 

replication of narrative inquiry is difficult to conduct, the principles of generalization and 

validity take on different meanings.4   “In qualitative inquiry the researcher is the 

instrument” (Patton, 1990, p.14).   A researcher’s positionality enters into the research 

and analysis at all times and may contribute to the loss of objectivity in this type of 

analysis.  

Ultimately, the National Research Council (2002) concludes that narrative 

research and “scientific inquiry” do have some traits in common.  These traits may be the 

use of a theoretical framework grounded in social science or research that uses different 

“form[s] of empiricism (e.g., interview)” (NRC, 2002, p. 76).  Nevertheless, qualitative 

approaches to social phenomena are regarded as out of the immediate control of the 

researcher, making findings “always probabilistic” and “tentative” (NRC, 2002, p. 83).  

Consequently, I attend to the methodological criteria promoted by qualitative and 

narrative inquiry research, while simultaneously acknowledging the limitations of this 

research. 

Human Participants and Ethical Precautions 

As the study seeks to uncover the funds of knowledge undocumented Latino 

student activists utilize to navigate through and dismantle the structural barriers they 

encounter to achieve their educational goals, it is important that specific and carefully 

devised precautions be enacted to protect the best interests of the activist participants.  

                                                 
4 “Validity” in qualitative approaches depends highly on the expertise, skill, consistency, and competence 
of the researcher (Guba & Lincoln 1998; Patton, 1990). 
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Undocumented immigrant students face countless structural barriers in their personal 

lives and this study could potentially lead to negative repercussions.  The privacy of the 

undocumented Latino student activists would be at risk as they would be asked to provide 

their lived history. 

Their psychological/emotional wellbeing could be at risk if the interviews trigger 

an emotional experience, especially regarding the structural barriers they have 

encountered as student activists.  If the subjects conducted external resistance activism 

(such as picketing, interrupting proceedings, etc.), their emotional wellbeing could 

triggered if they experienced negative situations enacted by other individuals who do not 

believe they should receive any benefits for postsecondary education.   They could 

experience emotional discomfort discussing their family situation, the time they first 

realized they were undocumented, a particularly stressful moment they have encountered 

as an undocumented Latino student activist.    

Moreover, the college admission process could trigger emotional discomfort as 

they relive their experiences and the barriers they encountered when applying to 

institutions and realizing their dream to attend college would be hampered by their 

undocumented status and financial reasons.  Additionally, their emotional wellbeing 

could be heightened as they reflect on what their experience means for their future.  

Finally, their social/cultural wellbeing could be at risk as they are self-identifying as 

undocumented Latino student activists.  These individuals could face negative social 

stigma regarding their undocumented status. 

To protect the identity of activist participants, each activist participant was 

provided the opportunity to create a pseudonym.  Each activist participant was provided 
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with a waiver stipulating that his or her personally identifiable information was protected 

and the strictest of confidentiality will be upheld.  In the data analysis phase, each activist 

participant was assigned a random numerical number.  The creation of the narrative 

analysis utilized the pseudonyms created by the activist participants, if they selected 

them.  To maintain the veracity of the activist participants’ narrative and their lived 

experiences, as is required by LatCrit theoretical framework, I provided activist 

participants numerous opportunities to check the trustworthiness of the narratives. 

Conclusion 

The usage of narrative inquiry as methodology, coupled with the theoretical 

foundations of structuration theory, critical race theory/Lat Crit, and social movement 

theory allows for the deconstruction of traditional Eurocentric academic research, 

disrupts the apartheid of knowledge this Eurocentricity has helped create, and strengthens 

the position of undocumented immigrants by drawing from their rich and 

multidimensional histories to create new knowledge (Huber, 2010).  Building a collective 

interpretation of how the experiences of undocumented Latino student activist inform 

which resources and strategies they utilize to overcome the barriers they encounter in 

their pursuit of their higher education goals, I move educational research beyond the 

deficit framing that often epitomizes research on undocumented students.  By employing 

an activist research agenda, recording the interviews of undocumented Latino student 

activists, and developing a final thematic narrative, I am able to move educational 

research towards an embrace of social change and social justice.   
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

I see the value of my work benefiting the community itself. So I’ve come to this 
point where I realized whatever I choose to do, as long as I feel that that … I’m 
giving back to the community that I’ve come from, I’m still very much part of the 
movement itself.   

- Karen, 21 

The lived histories of the eight undocumented Latino student activists from 

Virginia and Washington are woven together through the rich tapestry of their lived 

experiences, emotions, triumphs, and defeats.  While a continent may separate them, their 

lived histories demonstrate that they have more in common than they do differences.  

Each student has encountered their share of barriers, whether in their birth country or 

here in the United States; however, each has had the individual agency to achieve their 

own dreams of receiving a postsecondary education.  This individual agency led them to 

become a student activist, either intentional or not, to advocate for equitable treatment for 

themselves and untold undocumented students throughout the country.  It is through these 

lived histories that we are able to truly understand and appreciate the individual agency 

these students utilize on a daily basis. 

These eight students come from two very different states in terms of resources 

offered to undocumented students; however, each encountered similar experiences related 

to their educational trajectories, including confronting educational, financial, institutional 

and intrapersonal barriers. Regardless of their personal demographics and the state they 

lived in, they had a wealth of resources, such as funds of knowledge (Moll et al., 1992) 

and community cultural wealth (Yosso, 2005), at their disposal, thereby enabling them to 
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navigate through the barriers they encountered and achieve their pursuit of a 

postsecondary education.   

This chapter starts off by introducing the eight undocumented Latino student 

activists who participated in this study.  The narrative sketches created focus on the 

barriers they have encountered, starting when they first arrived and continuing to present 

day.  These barriers are linked together by common themes throughout the eight 

narratives.  Thematic narrative analysis is utilized to tell this story by focusing on the 

similarities among the participants and build the storyline.  The narrative then presents 

specific incidents of racist nativism (Huber et al, 2008) that have had an effect on these 

students’ lived experiences.  The narrative then illuminates the varying resources and 

ways in which the participants navigated through these barriers to achieve their 

educational aspirations and impact the larger undocumented social movement.  

Individually, these students’ lived histories are powerful.  When their lived experiences 

are woven together, a vibrant narrative is created that tells a remarkable story about 

individual agency to navigate through structural inequities to achieve educational 

aspirations and transform social movements. 

Eight Unique Undocumented Latino Student Activists 

A total of eight students from Virginia and Washington participated in this study.  

Table 2 provides a brief overview of each of the students.  No pseudonyms are utilized 

for the students as all had determined to utilize their own name as an empowerment tool.  

Each student experienced barriers; however, each student did not dwell on them, nor let 

those barriers define who they are.  These barriers were a part of who they are and aided 

in their reasons for activism.  Instead, they focused on their futures and those that would 
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come after them, leaving a legacy for future undocumented Latino students and activists.  

The students had a history of activism in their respective state and their actions 

reverberated far beyond the state borders.  Their unique lived histories are revealed in 

subsequent sections. 

Table 2- Participant Demographics 

Name Gender Age State Institution 
Type 

Year 
of 
Entry 

Current 
Status 

DACA? 

Jose Male 24 VA Public, 
Community 
College 

2005 Undocumented Yes 

Juan Male 20 VA Public, 4 
year 
research 

2001 Undocumented  Yes 

Ana Female 21 VA Public, 4 
year 
research 

2000 Citizen N/A 

Cristina Female 23 WA Public, 4 
year 
research 

1996 Undocumented  Yes 

Maria Female 19 WA Public, 
regional 4 
year 

2007 Undocumented Yes 

Mariany Female 21 WA Public, 4 
year 
research 

2000 Undocumented Yes 

Karen Female 21 WA Private, 4 
year 

2000 Undocumented Yes 

Cesar Male 22 WA Public, 4 
year 
research 

1994 Permanent 
Resident 

N/A 

 
Jose 

Born and raised in Guatemala, Jose was brought up primarily by his grandparents 

during the formative years of his life.  Jose is the eldest of three, with his two siblings 

(brother and sister) born in Guatemala City and his other sibling (sister) born in the 

United States in 2008, making his family a mixed-status immigrant family.  His parents 
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were employed in Guatemala, with his father working at Banco Internacional as a 

security camera technician and his mother selling tamales and being a stay-at-home 

mother.  Although his parents worked a lot while he lived in Guatemala, he would see 

them every single day and his dad would be home for dinner.  Jose’s father served, and 

continues to serve, as a role model for him.   

Both of his parents had immigrated to the United States three years prior to him to 

establish roots in Virginia.  Being separated from his parents at an early age was a salient 

moment for Jose, as it caused him to become independent, which he utilized throughout 

his life.  After his parents immigrated to the United States, he always wanted to come; 

however, he was never provided with a timeframe of when he would be reunited with 

them.  One day in June 2005, his dad asked him if he wanted to come to the United 

States.  Jose answered in the affirmative and was told that the trip was ready and that he 

would need to get his stuff together as he was leaving the next day.  Both he and his 

younger sister left Guatemala; however, his younger brother would stay behind.  Jose 

came to the United States via the border without a visa.  He traveled up through Mexico 

from Guatemala and “passed” through Texas, ultimately arriving in Northern Virginia.  

His final day in Guatemala would be the last time he saw his brother for over ten years, 

until reuniting again briefly at a detention center here in the United States in 2015. 

The story of his brother is quite salient and serves as a focal point of his activism.  

His brother lived with their grandmother until the beginning of 2015 until some of the 

local gangs in Guatemala found out that he had family living in the United States and 

then decided to blackmail him.  As such, his brother decided to leave Guatemala and was 

caught by Border Patrol.  Jose was able to travel and meet him, even though it was a 
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bittersweet moment.  Jose stated, “It was a bittersweet moment to see my brother after ten 

years…but it was frustrating to see him inside a detention center, detained from being 

able to hug him.”  Thanks to his activist network, Jose was able to get his brother a 

lawyer and secured his eventual release. 

Jose’s family chose to immigrate to Virginia as they had other family in the 

Northern Virginia and Maryland suburbs of Washington, D.C., thereby creating an 

immediate network of support as they traversed through their new country.  Although he 

had this immediate network of support, he often remembered being alone and only 

having the TV as a source of connection.  He stated, “Me and my sister, for the most 

part… just stayed home and watched TV…to try to learn some English words…That’s 

just what we spent doing most of the summer.”  In Guatemala, he would see his parents 

often; however, once they immigrated, he would rarely see his parents.  While in the 

United States, his father was employed a baker, a dishwasher, a valet, and later 

transitioned to working as a stocker for a pharmacy.  His mother has worked in the food 

industry, primarily making sandwiches for offices in Northern Virginia.  They would 

work constantly, causing him to be the primary caretaker for his younger sister.  He has a 

significantly deep relationship with his sister as a result of this caretaker role. 

Jose attended a public middle and high school in Northern Virginia, starting off in 

the 7th grade.  Throughout his early U.S. educational experience, Jose had to navigate 

through barriers, including language barriers; however, he credits his ESL teachers as his 

support group.  Jose stated, “They always… encourage(d) me to read, they always 

encouraged me to watch shows, to do my work and learn English. They always supported 

… me when I was in middle school.”  Jose often credits his teachers for their assistance 
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in keeping him motivated.  He cites one in particular as his mentor, especially as it relates 

to film and radio. 

Jose was active in high school, especially in his TV/radio class.  During his senior 

year, Jose and a few friends decided to enter a radio competition for radio production at 

the urging of his high school teacher, who also serves as Jose’s mentor.  Despite the 

limited resources to produce a radio show, Jose and his team came in first place in 

Virginia.  This played a tremendous role in Jose’s postsecondary trajectory and his 

involvement in the undocumented social movement.  “I remember that it was, it was an 

amazing feeling.  You know like, even though…all the stuff that was happening in my 

life at that moment; you know, there was some positive things happening.”  Jose went to 

compete at a national level for radio production, even though it conflicted with his high 

school graduation.  It was more important for Jose to compete and nurture his passion 

than to attend his high school graduation.  Jose continues to go back to his high school to 

volunteer with students in this audio-visual program. 

During high school, Jose didn’t know how to navigate putting a Social Security 

Number on his application.  When he went to speak to a guidance college, his college 

counselor asked him if he could change the fact that he didn’t have one.  Jose interpreted 

this as meaning that he should apply for one.  His guidance college would also explain to 

Jose that he would have to pay out of state tuition.  When Jose came to the realization 

that his undocumented status would limit some of his opportunities after high school, he 

became withdrawn.  He stated, “I barely went to my classes after that.  Like, I didn’t see 

the point of going to school anymore if I couldn’t even afford to go to community 

college.  That took a toll on me the last two months of my senior year in high school.” 
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Jose has encountered additional barriers as he has sought his postsecondary 

degree.  Jose attends a regional community college in Northern Virginia.  Jose graduated 

from high school in 2011 and entered into the community college with the intent of 

studying communications at a four-year institution.  Jose attended community college one 

class at a time, as he and his family could not afford additional classes considering 

Virginia had not provided in-state resident tuition benefits when Jose started school.  

Even at a community college, tuition for undocumented students is extremely expensive.  

Jose limited the amount of courses he takes each semester given the cost, which is nearly 

four times as much as in-state students.  He has had to take semesters off to be able to 

save up enough money to make tuition payments.   

Jose was led to believe that community college was going to be less expensive; 

however, given his out of state tuition cost as he was ineligible for in-state tuition, it was 

considerably higher. In explaining the time he found out he had to pay out of state tuition, 

Jose stated, “I remember I was… confused and at the same time I was angry. I didn’t 

know what I was going to do next…It was just anger and confusion that, at the same 

time, frustration you know... I didn’t know how to feel.”  Even though he now has DACA 

and now receives in-state resident tuition rates, he still has to take a limited course load.  

Initially, he wasn’t able to work as much as he could to provide funding for his tuition as 

he didn’t have work authorization; however, as he DACA now, he uses these jobs to help 

pay for tuition. 

Since receiving DACA, Jose has worked for a Spanish language TV station and 

for the local bus company in customer service.  An early barrier Jose encountered was 

getting around to his various jobs, both prior to and after his DACA approval.  He did not 
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initially have his driver’s license, as in Virginia, undocumented students were unable to 

obtain a driver’s license until DACA was instituted.  According to Jose, this was a trigger 

moment when he truly began understanding what it meant to be undocumented in the 

United States.  He stated,  

I couldn’t apply to get a driver’s license, that you know, they were going to ask 
for a social, and I didn’t have a social…And that’s when I started to understand 
better that you know, it wasn’t just the driver’s license that was going to affect 
me, but also like when applying to jobs that I need to have a social.   

 
A simple nine-digit number, created by the government to track its’ citizens, stands in the 

way of countless opportunities for students; however, Jose found ways around not having 

a driver’s license, including covering his identities. 

When Jose come to the realization that his undocumented status would limit some 

of his opportunities after high school, he became withdrawn.  He stated, “I barely went to 

my classes after that.  Like, I didn’t see the point of going to school anymore if I couldn’t 

even afford to go to community college.  That took a toll on me the last two months of 

my senior year in high school.”  Jose’s frustration stems from a frustration in the 

American dream.  He has heard from his parents and others the American Dream that if 

you work hard, you can achieve your goals and get ahead in life; however, it was not 

coming true for him, especially in regards to finances and paying for his enrollment. 

You know, I was like, man, my dad said if I study hard and learn English 
everything was going to be all right. And it wasn’t. Um, it was just ... the 
frustration and anger that I felt at that moment that, um ... I just, I just left.  
 

Jose felt that he could not achieve the American Dream no matter how hard he tried.  He 

became angry and frustrated, believing that he was going to not attend school and finding 

ways to navigate through these barriers.  Jose realized the inequities undocumented 

students had to endure and utilized this as a focal point of his activism and advocacy: 
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reducing structural inequities for undocumented students as they attend postsecondary 

institutions.   

Jose was active in the local community and the Commonwealth of Virginia as the 

director of social media and the Deportation Defense Lead for Dreamers of Virginia, a 

statewide coordinating body for undocumented student activists in Virginia, as well as an 

affiliate of United We Dream.  United We Dream is the largest immigrant youth-led 

organization in the nation that seeks to address inequities and obstacles faced by 

immigrant youth.  His activism is derived from his passion: making videos.  As such, 

Jose is very active on social media and makes videos related to his undocumented 

immigrant experience.  He enjoys making comedies and utilizes movie production and 

social media in his activism. 

Juan 

Originally from Mexico, Juan came to the United States when he was five years 

old.  Juan is the eldest of four with his three siblings all sisters.  One of his sisters was 

born in Mexico and the other two were born in the United States, making his family a 

mixed-status immigrant family.  As Juan came to the United States at an early age, he 

does not remember his life in Mexico.  He has vague memories and uses the home videos 

his parents made to patch together his life prior to coming to the United States.  His 

parents came from small villages in Mexico where they had limited educational 

opportunities.  As such, his mother finished middle school and his father finished fifth 

grade, making Juan the first in his family to graduate high school and attend college.  He 

has only attended school in the United States, knowing no other educational system.  
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While his parents had limited educational experience, they instilled in him a desire to 

achieve academically, something he took a lot of pride in.  

When he first arrived in the United States, Juan lived in Richmond in a 

predominantly African-American neighborhood and then moved to a different county, 

which was a predominantly white area.  This environment played a significant role in 

Juan’s development.  Juan crossed into the United States via Tijuana and made their way 

to San Diego, Chicago and finally Richmond, VA.  His parents chose Richmond as they 

had extended family in the area, leading to an instantaneous social network that would 

lead to employment and social opportunities.  All of Juan’s family, both his immediate 

and extended family, are mixed- status families.  For example, most of Juan’s mothers’ 

family, who live near Chicago, have permanent residency; however, his mother does not 

have permanent residency status.   

Juan’s fathers’ family is almost entirely undocumented and live predominantly in 

the Richmond area.  Juan’s father works in masonry and construction and his mother is a 

homemaker.  His extended family worked in masonry and construction as well.  This 

provided Juan with an instant support network, especially as he had cousins around his 

age who would talk about their experiences as undocumented immigrants.  Juan 

recounted, “When we were younger we would talk about like our experiences in school 

and being undocumented and everything. And we'd share because that was really the only 

time in which I would talk about being undocumented.”  Juan would eventually move 

away from his cousins, moving from Richmond to a suburb of Richmond.  His support 

network was removed and he was educational experience was completely up-ended.  
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Even though he only attended educational institutions in the United States, Juan 

navigated his way through various educational barriers.   

Upon arrival to Richmond, his parents registered him up for elementary school.  

During the registration process, the education official listed his name incorrectly, which 

stayed with him throughout his entire K-12 experience.  When Juan entered kindergarten, 

he was assigned to ESL classes; however, by the time he completed his year in 

kindergarten, he had already graduated from ESL classes.  As he attended a school in a 

lower-income community and he performed well academically, Juan was placed in gifted 

classes.   

One educational barrier that Juan encountered was the move from his school in 

Richmond to the school in the more affluent suburb of Richmond.  This move was 

particularly salient he was placed in regular classes instead of the gifted classes that he 

had at his old school district.  Juan never understood why he wasn’t in the gifted 

classrooms like he was in Richmond.  This made him work extra hard.  “So when I was 

in middle school, I worked really hard because I knew I wanted to get back into the 

honors classes.”  Juan’s parents, given their lack of educational experience and lack of 

English mastery, were often unable to advocate on his behalf.  Juan would eventually end 

back in the gifted courses through his hard work. 

Juan did not have the full K-12 classroom experience as his fellow citizen peers 

due to his undocumented status.  Juan was invited to go a leadership conference in 

primary school, but was unable to go because of his status.  Juan stated, “And that, so 

when I was in fifth grade is when I started realizing that being undocumented effected or 
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like shaped the reality that I lived”.  He also missed out on a high school cruise and band 

trips because of his undocumented status. 

Juan was very active in middle and high school in various student organizations 

and clubs.  In high school, Juan was selected to be a part of the prestigious Governor’s 

School, undergoing a rigorous selection process for a seat amongst the best students in 

the Commonwealth.  The Governor’s School played a significant role in Juan’s 

development and understanding of the world around him.  “It was definitely the most 

positive moment of my high school experience just going to Governor’s School.”  Juan 

developed his sense of self during his time at the Governor’s School and developed his 

passion for political science and activism.  As the only Latino and one of the only few 

students of color at the Governor’s School, Juan became fully aware of the disparities in 

education, leading to his interest in diversity and community engagement. 

Juan was fully aware that he was undocumented; however, he was not fully aware 

of the limitations and barriers he would encounter.  Juan stated, “I didn’t really see how 

that made me different or how that made my citizenship different from anyone else… It 

wasn’t until high school that I started realizing that being undocumented limited the 

opportunities that I could have.” At first, Juan covered his identity from those around 

him, especially his peers.  Juan, recounting his covering of his identity, felt 

uncomfortable sharing this information with others.  He stated “I would talk about it with 

other people. And like in school that wasn’t something I was comfortable with.”  Juan 

would often create stories about why he could not do something or why he was unable to 

participate in a particular activity.   
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A salient experience for Juan was his lack of driver’s license and having to hide it 

from his peers.  He created a story to keep his undocumented identity from his peers.  

Juan stated, “So when I was sixteen I couldn’t get my license.  Like I couldn’t get my 

learners permit when I was fifteen.  And that all just like my excuse was just I was a bad 

driver.  And it was like something everybody believed.”  Juan utilized this story to 

navigate through not outing himself to his peers.  Once DACA was instituted in 2012, 

and Juan could afford to pay for DACA, he was able to get their driver’s license.   

It was not until his senior year of high school that Juan became more comfortable 

speaking about his status.  Upon reflection, Juan stated, “I guess the main obstacle is just 

like that social aspect of having, um, earlier on having to hide my identity.”  Coupled 

with hiding his identity, Juan had to navigate with coming to terms with the barriers he 

would encounter, which at times seemed insurmountable, leading to a deep sense of 

frustration and the questioning of why he had this experience.  Juan became very 

frustrated at the barriers he would encounter.  Juan stated,  

It would frustrate me when I was first starting …to actually like confront this 
personal identity of me.  Like I kind of questioned like do I have to be me? What 
are the perks?  Like I said everybody on my mom’s side has legal residency and 
they don’t have to face the same type of obstacles that I have to go through.  But 
yeah, it did make me feel at first angry. 

 
Juan’s experience applying for college was filled with barriers as well that added to this 

frustration.  He knew that he would have to pay out of state tuition, which limited his 

ability to attend schools.  He predominantly applied to private schools that would provide 

him with as many scholarships as possible, which was the predominant reason behind 

choosing the institution he did.  
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Juan attends a public four-year research institution in the Commonwealth of 

Virginia. Juan is majoring in Political Science and Spanish with a minor in Diversity and 

Community Engagement.  Juan’s interest in Spanish is due to his involvement in a 

Spanish immersion program where he would take four Spanish classes each year as he 

did not believe his Spanish is where it should have been.  Juan enjoys writing poems and 

short stories in Spanish, as well as reading about immigrant experiences.   

Juan’s passion for activism and political science, that he first gained at the 

Governor’s School, carried throughout his time in high school and into his college 

experience.  Juan founded a group for undocumented students at his institution, which 

became an affiliate of United We Dream, the national organization for immigrant-youth 

activism.  Juan utilized his lived history to create a space for other undocumented 

students at his institution, something he believed was necessary to aid in their retention at 

his institution.  This shared space served as a support mechanism for his fellow peers.   

Given his passion for immigration and politics, Juan worked through his 

institution to implement additional resources and support for undocumented students, 

including scholarships and training for faculty on undocumented issues.  Juan has also 

testified in front of Virginia Senate Committees and has worked to seek the passage of 

the Virginia DREAM Act through his various activist actions. 

Ana 

Ana came to the United States from El Salvador when she was 5 years old.  Ana’s 

family immigrated after an earthquake struck her hometown.  Her dad first came to the 

United States for work purposes and then her family followed on a temporary status visa, 

as they had planned on returning to El Salvador.  The earthquake in El Salvador 
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completely destroyed Ana’s home, leaving her and her family homeless for a while.  It 

was after her initial immigration that she fell out of current legal immigrant status.  Ana 

and her family had a temporary visa given their immigration due to the earthquake and 

were eventually granted permanent residency in 2012, with Ana ultimately becoming a 

citizen in 2015.  Ana’s family was able to secure permanent residency after a brief period 

of time here in the United States through her father’s work; however, she was 

undocumented for a brief period of time.  Although Ana received citizenship, she 

recognizes the privileges that she has and still identifies as an activist for undocumented 

immigrants given her own experience with the immigration system and her limited 

undocumented experience.  

Similar to Juan, Ana grew up in a predominantly white neighborhood and was a 

student in a predominantly white school; however, when she first came to the United 

States, she was surrounded by other immigrants until her family found a permanent 

home.  Other than her parents and her younger sister, Ana did not have any family near 

her when she immigrated to Northern Virginia, where her father had taken a job as a 

technician.  When she first moved to the United States, she lived in a townhouse with her 

immediate family and other families as well.  They lived in the basement together, 

creating a tight-knit family bond that continued to serve as a source of strength for her 

and her sister. 

When Ana moved to another neighborhood, there were no children around.  As 

such, she relied on her sister and her family for a great deal of support.  One of Ana’s 

values is family, which stems from her close connection to her parents and sibling.  Ana’s 

neighborhood, both the size and the racial composition, had a profound impact on her 
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identity development, as she didn’t really have the opportunity to connect to her culture 

until she started college.  Ana recalled, “I was never really able to connect with anybody 

other than my parents and my direct family, and so when getting to (my school) it kind of 

was a culture shock, and I was really able to really connect with other Hispanics, like 

Latinos, Latinas.”  She was able to connect with her extended family in El Salvador by 

visiting them in El Salvador once she received her permanent residency, thereby 

providing her with a connection to her cultural background that she had not had 

previously.  

 A salient experience for Ana growing up was her and her family’s inability to 

travel back to her native country to visit with family.  All of her relatives lived in Canada 

or still lived in El Salvador.  She recalled her grandfather passing away and not being 

able to go and visit her family.  She recounted, “I just remember my mom being really 

upset about not being able to go, um, to El Salvador to be with her family at that time. 

…Experiencing that…was ...I think one of the most difficult things that I had to deal 

with.”  This experience of not being able to connect with her family in El Salvador 

caused Ana to not be fully connected to her cultural background.  Her limited familial 

connection also was something that was difficult for her to deal with, especially around 

the holidays.  Her family would just be together and would not have others come over as 

she did not have close relatives nearby. 

When Ana first arrived at her elementary school, she was bullied because of her 

lack of language mastery. Once she developed English language skills, she was no longer 

bullied.  This bullying had an effect on her perception of herself later in high school and 

college.  Ana recalled, 
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I barely spoke an English.  I didn't at all actually and I was enrolled in 
kindergarten. After a few months of being here, I think … it was a really hard 
experience 'cause I even remember like, going the first week of school and crying, 
like, every single day because I didn't want to be there. Um, since I- I never really 
understood anything or anything like that.  And then I remember also being 
bullied in kindergarten because I was unable to speak anything. Um, and so, it 
was really hard because I couldn't understand anything and it was just a very just 
like, dumbfounded because it was like, I don't know what's going on. Um, and so 
that was really hard, um, for me and also for my parents because they weren't 
really able to help me out as well. Uh, so it was just kind of like a, we've got to 
get through this situation.   Um, and so, I slowly started to, uh, kind of gain more 
knowledge on the English language.  
 

Even though Ana was aware that she was being bullied, she wasn’t aware of what this 

other student was saying.  Her picked up on the cues.  Ana recounted that this was really 

difficult being completely lost and that she felt as if she was taken advantage of.   

Ana was in English as a Second Language until the third grade.  In seventh grade, 

she entered into a gifted program at her middle school.  Her father and mother both 

provided Ana with a tremendous amount of support academically, as both had attended 

college in El Salvador; however, language did limit their abilities.  Ana stated, “They 

really couldn’t help me, like earlier on, with a lot of my work because it was in English 

and they were, too, struggling to learn English.”  This educational drive would be utilized 

throughout Ana’s life. 

Growing up, Ana served as the translator for her parents.  She recounted having to 

do a lot of things for them like paying the bills over the phone or online.  Ana still assists 

her parents with translation even after she has left her home to attend college.  Ana stated, 

“Even do this day, um, my mom sends me emails of what she's going to send for me to 

double check to see if grammar and the conjugations are all correct.”  She believed that 

this was really hard to deal with in middle school and high school, especially when it is 

coupled with her being different from her peers in her classrooms.  Having to go through 
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things other students didn’t have to upset her; however, now she is not bothered by 

assisting them. 

 Ana utilized her love for education and her parents support to take advantage of 

everything high school offered; however, as she was a first-generation American college 

student, she was often unaware of how to navigate the college application process.  Ana 

recalled, 

I took AP classes.  I was always really focused on school. I was in field hockey. I 
ran track. … I was really involved in student organizations, and so I think that 
helped me really build the connections that I did, um, with staff, teachers, and 
other students. And then, um, I think my senior year, I think it was really difficult 
because when applying to schools and things like that, I didn't really know what 
to do.  I was a first generation college student, so that was really difficult because 
I never actually took any tours of any colleges or things like that…  

 
Even though she attended a more affluent high school, she still had difficulties navigating 

the college application process.  Ana did not utilize her social network that she had 

created in schools to the fullest extent she could have to help her navigate the processes.  

When she did utilize it, there was limited support.  She didn’t have a Latina/o teacher or 

guidance counselor who she could relate to and her guidance counselors were not helpful 

at all.  She described her college application processes as the most difficult time of high 

school, even though she learned a lot from the experience. Ana did take advantage of 

programs at her high school, including a program designed to empower students to get 

ahead academically in terms of credits and enter college with additional credits. 

Ana currently is a double major in Global Affairs and Communications at a public 

four-year research institution in Virginia.  Ana enjoys connecting with her culture 

through music and literature while in college, taking advantage of something she did not 

have while she grew up in Northern Virginia suburbs.  Ana has been able to attend 
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college because her parents saved up their money and she has assisted paying as well.  

Her parents are averse to taking out loans, even though they are eligible to take them out.  

She also receives some forms of state and federal financial aid as well as she is a U.S. 

citizen.  

Ana has served in various leadership roles at her university’s undocumented 

student organization, which is an affiliate of United We Dream.  Ana has served as the 

president of this organization and has presented on the organization’s efforts to support 

undocumented students while simultaneously advocating for changes both at an 

institutional and national level.  She has led activist actions related to the Virginia in-state 

tuition benefits for DACA recipients. She has empowered other students to take on 

additional roles and has fostered their leadership development through the facilitation of 

Ally trainings.  Ana has served as a student representative on an institutional initiative to 

provide additional funding to all students who are struggling financially, including 

undocumented students. 

Cristina 

Cristina graduated from a public, four-year research institution in the State of 

Washington in Spring 2015 with a double degree in Human Development and 

Comparative Ethnic Studies.  She currently works as a preschool teacher at a dual 

language program.  Originally from Mexico, Cristina immigrated to the United States 

when she was three years old and lived briefly in California with relatives.  Cristina 

comes from a mixed-status immigrant family, as she has a younger sister who was born 

in the United States.  Cristina also has a very large extended family, both in the state of 

California and Washington, that has served as a resource throughout her entire life.  
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Family is a value that Cristina would rely upon throughout her entire life and was a 

recurring theme throughout her lived experiences. 

Cristina is unable to recall exactly why she and her family immigrated to the 

United States; however, Cristina’s parents had limited educational opportunities in 

Mexico, with her mother completing school up to the ninth grade and her father 

completing fifth grade.  She believes the overall reason her family immigrated was the 

opportunity to succeed more financially and provide for a better future for her and her 

siblings.   Cristina first immigrated to Federal Way, Washington, where she had other 

family members who had already established themselves and had employment 

opportunities.  This led to almost instantaneous employment for her parents.  All of 

Cristina’s family has worked in the restaurant industry, leading Cristina to have 

employment opportunities throughout high school and college; however, she worked at 

times without authorization.  Both of her parents manage restaurants, even though her 

mother, however, did attend a community college in the United States. Cristina had a 

large support network as she progressed through her life. 

Throughout her childhood, Cristina always knew in the back of her mind that she 

was undocumented and that there was limited opportunity to go back to her native 

country.  She began to realize the magnitude of her undocumented status she witnessed 

her mother’s inability to return to Mexico after her mother’s brother passed away.  

Cristina recalled, “I think that's when I realized, like, oh, man, we're here. You know, 

we're here and going back, and coming back and forth, it might be a little bit of a 

problem. So that's kind of when I started understanding, when I was young.”  The full 
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level of self-awareness of her immigration status wasn’t fully developed until later in 

high school. 

A first-generation college student, Cristina is the first in her family, both 

immediate and extended, to graduate from high school and college.  This has placed a 

large burden to do well on her.   Her parents have placed a very large value on her 

receiving an education and doing well academically.  She recalled, “It was always 

important that I finish high school. That I graduate. That I apply to college. It was never a 

question whether I was going to apply or not. It was always very much stated that I was 

going to go to college.”  Cristina took advantage of various college preparatory programs 

in high school, including AVID5.  Cristina was very active in her high school in Federal 

Way, Washington.  She was president of various student organizations and was a liaison 

between parents and the school as an ambassador for college preparedness.  This 

involvement directly led to her involvement as an undocumented student activist.  

Cristina was very open about her immigration status in high school and helped her high 

school develop programs for undocumented students.  This openness stems from her 

family valuing of communication. 

Communication was always encouraged in her household, which had a large 

impact on her identity development.  “I think we value open communication and open 

relationships and just understanding each other and being able to telling each other if 

something doesn’t feel right or just having communication.”  This value of 

communication really framed Cristina’s experience as an undocumented Latina student, 

especially in regards to her various roles as an ambassador to other undocumented 

                                                 
5 AVID is a college readiness program for secondary students. 
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families, in her high school and while at her institution.  She encouraged others to value 

communication as a way to address issues that may have occurred at her predominantly 

white institution.  While Cristina was familiar with her diverse hometown, which was 

accepting of different types of individuals, Cristina expressed concern about what she 

would encounter at a predominantly white institution prior to her starting college.  This 

caused Cristina to become active in the community to build a support structure for other 

students. 

While she was semi-aware of her immigration status, she wasn’t fully aware of 

the educational limitations she would face until she was in high school applying for 

FAFSA.  While she was filling out practice FAFSA forms in AVID, she came across the 

necessity to put down a Social Security Number.  She recounted,  

I honestly thought there could be a way around it. I don't know why, like, I was 
just like, ‘oh maybe they'll like ... duh, like, I'm a student, they'll still give it to 
me.’ But, my teacher, who I said who was my mentor, um, Ms. Thomas Hayes, 
she straight up was like, no, you know, I'm pretty sure you need it. So that's when 
I was like, a sophomore in high school, that I realized even more, like, oh damn, 
I'm undocumented, I don't have a social security number, this might, like, really 
affect me in the long run. 

 
This experience caused her to become very upset.  She stated, “Like, I was upset, I was 

just pissed off, I just thought it wasn't fair because I have these good grades, I was doing 

Avid for four years.”  She thought she was doing everything the right way and was trying 

to do what her parents had wanted: do well academically, graduate high school and attend 

college.   

 In high school, Cristina served as a spokesperson for undocumented initiatives 

and worked with other minoritized students to educate their parents on attending college. 

She shared her undocumented status with her teachers, many of whom had expressed a 
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sincere desire to learn how to work with and for undocumented students at their high 

school.  While the practice of sharing her undocumented status with others was beneficial 

in high school, it led to a traumatizing experience for her while she was in college her 

freshman year.  In her math course, a professor asked the students who didn’t have a 

Social Security Number and Cristina raised her hand.  She recalled, “‘What did I just do 

to myself?’ Everybody turned around and looked at me and I was like, ‘Oh my God, like, 

this is not safe. What if they do something? What if they say something? What if this 

could be used against me?’”.  This experience caused Cristina to reflect more 

intentionally on whether she would openly share her immigration status. 

Finances were a barrier Cristina had to navigate, both for tuition and for DACA. 

Cristina’s family did not have additional funds to help her get DACA in 2013, similar to 

Jose, who stated, “I remember that I apply, I apply about 6 months after it was 

announced.  And the main reason for that was cause I had to save up money to kind of 

apply for it.”  Cristina and her family didn’t want to pay for a lawyer, as others in her 

social circle were doing.  She stated, “So, when the DACA first passed, I didn’t know.  

Like, I had friends who were paying like a $1,000 for a lawyer and I was like, ‘I am not 

going to pay $1,000 for a lawyer’.”  Eventually, Cristina would navigate through the 

DACA application and would receive the work authorization. 

Cristina’s family helped her pay for her full tuition; however, it came was very 

difficult and came as a reality check for her.  “When I told my dad, he’s like, ‘All right. 

We have to figure out money.’ …You realize like how are we going to pay for this 

financially? What are we going to do? … What classes are you going to take? Like, it 

becomes more real.”  There was a lot to consider when she went to college, especially 
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around what type of collegiate experience she wanted to have.  She had to be strategic 

and know that her course choices would have an impact on her family’s overall financial 

wellbeing.  Cristina had to work at the restaurants her parents worked during breaks and 

summers in order to help her parents pay for tuition.   

Cristina was unaware of her eligibility for Washington need-based financial aid 

when it passed her Junior year.  This forced her and her family to pay more out of pocket 

than was necessary.  As a Washingtonian, Cristina was able to take advantage of in-state 

resident tuition for undocumented students; however, her limited knowledge regarding 

the passage of the Real Hope Act (2014) left her and her family paying for her entire four 

years of college.  Cristina wasn’t aware she was eligible to apply during her junior year 

and was provided incorrect information regarding the state financial aid.  Cristina 

recalled, “I never applied for that. … People were saying, ‘Oh, it’s not like, they’re not 

going to give you money. It’s like they’re going to give you opportunities for loans.’ So, 

to this day, I really can’t tell you how WASFA works.”  This misinformation cost her and 

her family a years’ worth of full in-state tuition as Cristina would have received the state 

need based grant. 

Cristina remained active in college by joining a multicultural sorority and taking 

part in the Social Justice Collective, a student organization for those interested in social 

justice issues.  Cristina represented undocumented students at her institution on various 

task forces to support undocumented students.  She participated in formal actions to pass 

the federal DREAM Act by calling congressional representatives.  She worked to create 

opportunities to educate others on undocumented experiences and how to best support 
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undocumented students.  Her activism on behalf of undocumented students underpinned 

her postsecondary experiences. 

Maria 

Maria is the youngest participant to participate in the study; however, Maria was 

the one of the oldest participants in the study when she immigrated to the United States at 

nine years old.  This is significant as she can remember her crossing experience vividly as 

opposed to the other participants who have vague memories.  This also has meant that 

Maria has had to navigate through additional barriers at a later age, including language 

and educational barriers.  Maria has five younger siblings and has continuously desired to 

set a good example for them and others in her community. She has four sisters and one 

brother.  Her youngest sister is a U.S. Citizen, making her family a mixed-status 

immigrant family, similar to most of the participants in the study. 

Maria’s parents had limited education in Mexico: Maria’s mother went through 

sixth grade and her father completed first grade.  While they only had limited educational 

and employment opportunities in Mexico, this was not the primary motivating factor to 

their immigration.   Maria’s family was being blackmailed and threatened in Mexico, 

which led her family to immediately leave her hometown.  Maria recounted, “My family 

started getting phone calls from people that if you don't leave your house or if you don't 

pay us this amount of money, we will go ...and kill all of your family.”  This caused her 

mother and father to immediately pack up their items and move to her aunt’s house in a 

different part of their hometown.   

For a couple of days, Maria’s mother would not send them to school while they 

were living with her aunt.  Her mother was worried that something would happen to them 



 157 
 

while they were at school.  One day, after returning to school, Maria recalled a black 

truck following her and her sisters.  She recounted, 

Well, there was a black truck following us along the way to school. Then we just 
went a different route and tried to hide from them. And that's when she pulled my 
dad and started getting freaked out ... and said: ‘There's something going on and 
we need to get out of here.’ And then my dad he said: ‘Okay. We're going to have 
to leave.’ 

 
Shortly after this experience, they went to another town close to their hometown, asking 

for assistance from family friends.  After borrowing money from family friends, the 

family stayed in a house full of chickens and spent time living under chicken coops.  This 

caused Maria to think prior to entering into the United States, “Something different has to 

happen. We have to make a difference here, because, if we're going to live in the same, 

environment that we lived in in Mexico, it's not going to make a difference of why we 

moved.” 

Maria and her family immigrated to Washington as her father had family here, 

including a couple of uncles who had already established themselves in the area.  Maria 

grew up in a predominantly Latino community full of migrant workers in the Tri-Cities 

area of Washington.  Her father had heard that there were a lot of jobs available from his 

social network.  This network provided Maria and her family with an immediate structure 

and resources as they entered into school and work.  Her father works for a dairy farm 

and her mother works in the fields picking cherries and apples.   

When Maria first immigrated to the Tri-Cities area, she started in the fourth grade.  

She had a difficult time adjusting to school and could not rely on her parents, given their 

limited educational background.  When she was in kindergarten, she would come home 

in tears because she was unable to read some of the words she was supposed to.  Maria’s 
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parents thought it was funny and tried to help her to the best of their ability.  Even though 

her parents did not have a formal education experience, they valued education and 

impressed in Maria a desire to achieve well academically.  Maria was bullied when she 

started school and had a similar experience to Ana; however, Maria’s self-esteem was 

greatly affected. 

I was bullied at times for not knowing the language, but I think that motivated me 
more to keep on going, and not giving up to whatever I did. It was, um, it was 
definitely hard because I would go home crying every night, because I didn’t 
know how to read and I was scared about going back to class, the teacher was 
going to ask for me to read out loud. It’s now one of my biggest fears ever, to, 
like, seventh grade, because I still felt like I had my accent. 
 

Maria became very shy and would not participate in the classroom because she was 

bullied.  She was not willing to go outside of her comfort zone and often feared being 

bullied again.  Maria utilized her ESL translator as a source of strength, navigating 

through the educational and language barriers should eventually encounter.   She utilized 

this experience, and others, to refocus on her academics and get a good GPA.   

 Maria had a few mentors and support structures as she progressed through 

elementary, middle and high school.  Paraprofessionals, such as her ESL translator, 

played a large role in her acclamation to her new school; however, it was her immediate 

friend circle that provided her with continuous strength even in the face of negative 

comments and bullying.  This friend network, including her best friend, provided her with 

information on how to navigate through high school and how to apply to college, as this 

was not something she had previously thought of doing.  Her best friend encouraged her 

to take AP courses and served as a motivator towards graduation.  Maria described these 

friends as her support group, rather than her cousins, as her cousins were only interested 

in graduating high school or reaching eighteen, and not interested in attending college.  
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Some of her cousins also became pregnant at an early age and Maria did not want to 

involve herself in this.  Maria also had a teacher who assisted her break out of her 

shyness.  Maria recalled that this teacher in particular helped her get out of her comfort 

zone.  Maria stated, “It’s because of her that I started joining clubs… mentoring me in 

many decision, especially ones that helped me with my leadership skills and my 

communication and making friends”.  This support network assisted Maria navigate 

through the barriers should encounter and helped her navigate apply to college and 

scholarships. 

Maria’s neighborhood caused a daily obstacle that she had to navigate.  Like most 

of the participants in the study, she grew up in a low-income community, living in a 

trailer park.  The socio-economic status of the community caused additional barriers 

should have to navigate through. 

So my neighborhood … have tatted paintings outside of the walls.  They have, 
before they used to steal, steal a lot of stuff.  There were car wrecks because they 
would get into them.  They would say that they had a lot of drugs and kids, you 
would see kids um doing marijuana outside the park like nothing, teenagers. 

 
Maria did not let her neighborhood deter desire to achieve well academically and make 

an impact on the community.  Maria served as a community ambassador by creating a 

club called ALAS: Ambassadors of Lakeview Achieving Success.  This organization was 

created to improve her community, as she saw the necessity for the community to have 

additional outlets for students so that they would not enter into a cycle of gangs, violence, 

and drugs.  This included creating movie nights, summer camps, planting a community 

garden, and having educational events to limit students’ interaction in the drug and 

alcohol related environments they would grow up in. 
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Maria’s family was very important to her, as they would always be there for her 

no matter what.  This was important to Maria, as her parents and family would always be 

involved in her extra-curricular activities, even if they did not have the financial 

resources to be as active as she would have wanted.  She recounted, “They would go out 

of their way to buy me the necessary stuff to go out and do the performance of dances”.  

This level of support carried throughout her educational experiences, including when she 

started her postsecondary experience, and serves as a source of her own desire to support 

others she comes into contact with. 

Finances continued to be a barrier for Maria throughout her entire life, as it was 

difficult to provide for a family of seven when there were limited employment 

opportunities during the winter a few years of her youth.  Maria had worked throughout 

most of her teenage years, working at a mercadillo, or flea market, selling food and other 

goods to attendees.  This entrepreneurial and business spirit serves as a source of interest 

in business as a major.  Maria sold these goods prior to obtaining DACA, as there were 

no other employment opportunities in her community without having a Social Security 

Number.   

Her family could not initially afford to assist her pay for DACA.  One of Maria’s 

professors told her to make it a priority, as it would defer deportation.  Maria stated,  

There’s this professor that said if you don’t take this chance now, because we 
were struggling to get the four hundred dollars for me and my sister, and he said 
you got to make that your main priority because you don’t know what can 
happen.   

 
This provided Maria with a catalyst to move forward and find the funding so that she 

could find a job.  Maria currently works with people with disabilities at a residential 

treatment facility in her hometown in Washington.  Paying for her undergraduate 
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program was also difficult for Maria and her family; however, they have managed to pay 

for college through state financial aid and savings from Maria’s work.  Her father 

provided her with a short-term loan for books one semester; however, she paid him back 

once she received her financial aid refund check. 

Maria had just finished her first year at a public, four-year regional institution that 

was a satellite at a larger public, four-year research institution.  Maria transferred to the 

larger, four-year research institution after the interview.  Maria is majoring in 

International Business with a minor in Communications.  Maria chose business as she 

wants to be “part of a business that… (is) more socially responsible because we don’t 

have many of those here in the United States. …I know my parents have worked for 

several businesses and they don’t get any benefits back from them.” Maria was the first in 

her family to graduate from high school and attend college.  She wears her first-

generation status as a badge of honor, even if her father did not fully understand the 

necessity to go to college.  At first, he thought going to college was a waste of money; 

however, after having conversations with Maria and other parents, he soon began 

understanding the opportunities Maria would have, especially as she continued working 

in the business field. 

Maria did not fully realize what it meant that she was undocumented until she 

started high school.  She recalled, “This means that I can get…somebody can kick me out 

of the country on day from another.”  This weighed heavily on her, especially as she 

vividly remembered the traumatic experience prior to her immigration to the United 

States.  She did not want to return to Mexico given the experiences she and her family 

encountered.  She utilized this desire to excel academically as a source of strategy to 
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think about her future and education, not focusing on the negatives and barriers should 

would encounter.  This was something she emphasized throughout her interviews, that 

she was determined to not let the negative get her down and taking every experience as a 

learning experience. 

She took the leadership skills gained through the creation of her community 

organization and other high school clubs to start the first undocumented students’ 

organization at her first institution to serve as a resource for other undocumented 

students.  This was her first real form of activism on behalf of undocumented students; 

however, she indirectly activated on their behalf when she created her community 

organization.  Maria would go on to perform various forms of activism, including 

educating others, attending conferences to build her activism skills, and creating 

workshops for allies of undocumented students on her campus.  She believed that the best 

way to activate for undocumented students was to educate others and show 

undocumented immigrants their options, such as attending a higher education institution 

and how to apply for state financial aid as undocumented students. 

Mariany 

Mariany was five years old when she immigrated from Mexico to the United 

States, arriving first in Texas where she had family.  After a brief time in Texas, Mariany 

and her family moved to Washington where there were more job opportunities.  Her 

family immigrated from Mexico City as her parents were unable to utilize their college 

degrees and wanted a better life for their children.  Mariany’s parents both went to 

college in Mexico, with her mother receiving her bachelor’s degree and her father 
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receiving his associate’s degree.  As such, education was always a value in their family.  

This value was a driving source of her outlook in life.   

Mariany has a brother who is three years older than her, who has served as a role 

model for her throughout her entire life. Mariany’s mother suffers from bipolar disorder, 

and has been unable to work for the majority of Mariany’s life.  This has caused severe 

financial hardship and has placed a large responsibility of financial stability on Mariany’s 

father, who works in the fields.  Mariany’s parents separated for a period of time as her 

mother could not function well.  Mariany stated that her mother was schizophrenic for a 

period of time, causing her and her brother to be cared by her aunt.  This shared 

experience, of being cared for their aunt, was a source of Mariany and her brothers’ 

strong relationship. 

Mariany lived in seventeen different locations given her family’s financial 

situation.  Her mother, due to her bipolar disorder, is often unable to work.  She would 

work at times and other times would not engage with anyone.  This put a severe financial 

strain on her father, the sole income provider for the family.  Mariany describes the 

various neighborhoods she has lived in as ghetto and an area that has homeless people.  

Mariany, who lived in a diverse community full of migrant workers, classified her 

neighborhood as the “ghetto” part, where she would “not be able to get out of our house 

because there was like twenty cops, not twenty, like ten cops.”  Mariany often heard 

gunshots and many of her fellow classmates viewed their opportunities as limited. 

Her community and classmates often believed that they were limited in 

educational and employment opportunities given their neighborhood.  Mariany did not 

believe this.  She recalled,  
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I know that a lot of my like, peers in that high school didn't have that same 
outlook as I did and I, that I ended up relating that. I realized that to them it was 
kind of like I'm stuck. I can't move on. There's this wall in front of me and I can't, 
I can't do it, y'know? And I had the privilege of not thinking that way. I had the 
privilege of seeing that it possible and that there, that there was a wall but that I 
could just go around it. 

 
Mariany did not let her situation dictate her potential.  It was due to her parents, her older 

brother, and her faith that she viewed life as full of opportunities, regardless of the 

barriers she would encounter.  Her family was very religious, which she cited as a source 

of internal and external strength to achieve what she sought out to achieve.  She utilized 

this sense of optimism towards the future and faith as a source of her engagement and 

involvement in the community.  She cites this environment and belief in the positive as a 

reason for her activism.  She stated, “That’s something that helped me want to be an 

activist.  Because I wanted to show all other, like undocumented students that it was 

possible.” 

Similar to other study participants, Mariany experienced financial barriers; yet, it 

was her family’s network that provided her with educational opportunities that her fellow 

peers would be unable to obtain: attendance at a private elementary, middle and high 

school.  Mariany attended a private, religious school for the majority of her K-12 

education, which was achieved through a friendly relationship with the pastor at the 

school.  Her private school was predominantly white; however, when Mariany transferred 

in the tenth grade to a public high school, her high school was very diverse and 

representative of the city she grew up in.  Although she went to a private school, she 

never really felt as if she fit in to everything.  She often had to cover her identity, which 

was the source of intrapersonal barriers.  She recounted, “If I would have mentioned it at 

the private school people would have just looked at me like, what does that mean? But at 



 165 
 

(my public) high school there were actually people that said ‘Oh, I know what that 

means. I know your situation’”.  She often felt as if she was the recipient of charity, 

causing her to question her involvement at the school.  She would eventually transfer to a 

public high school and would feel as if she fit into the student body. 

Her family’s financial situation made her stress quite a bit.  She was often 

concerned about her financial situation and how her family would get through it.  

Mariany believed that her parents worry where her worries. She would worry where they 

would live next and worry about how they would get from place A to place B.  She 

recalled,  

We always seemed to have the crappiest cars ever and so we were always 
breaking down or something.  So I was always worried or like, our cars going to 
break down.  We can’t even make it somewhere.  I had those stresses.  I did stress 
a lot about where we were going to live and were we going to have enough money 
for things, even though I was really young. 
 

To relieve some of the financial stress, Mariany wanted to work at the public library; 

however, her immigration status limited her as she did not have a Social Security 

Number.  She was unable to obtain DACA until her Senior year of high school.   

Furthermore, Mariany’s family was unable to assist financially with any of her 

undergraduate tuition costs.  As such, Mariany was very dependent on scholarships and 

other forms of income, including working in an entomology lab on her college campus.  

Being this dependent on scholarships was a source of fear for Mariany, as she wanted to 

complete her degree.  Mariany stated, “It was a struggle applying to a lot of scholarships 

and sometimes I did, you know, I was scared.”  Applying for scholarships also requires 

the individual to put their entire life story on a piece of paper and be judged by other 
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individuals who are not familiar with your lived experience.  The necessity to receive 

these scholarships placed a large emotional toll and stress on Mariany. 

Although Mariany attended private school, she believed her undocumented status 

limited her educational opportunities while in middle and high school, especially as it 

related to college preparatory programs.  Mariany stated, “I felt like I couldn’t be part of 

things like, for example, in high school when I wanted to be better and I wanted to be in 

programs, like, there were some programs at high school, college preparatory programs 

that I couldn’t be a part of.”  This lack of engagement with college preparatory programs 

did not deter Mariany, as she utilized all available resources to achieve her dream of 

attending a postsecondary institution.  Mariany utilized this lack of engagement with 

college preparatory programs as an internal motivator to excel academically and further 

develop her identity.  Mariany was shy in high school but broke out of her shyness in 

college through her involvement with her undocumented student organization and other 

student organizations. 

When Mariany transferred to her public high school, she did participate in the 

College Success Foundation, which provided her with information about postsecondary 

institutions and where she learned to fill out college applications.  She believed that once 

she transferred to her public high school, she had more college preparation resources, 

including workshops and committed staff.   This led Mariany to apply to seven 

postsecondary institutions, including five private institutions.  While she was accepted to 

all of these institutions, she ultimately chose to attend the institution that provided her 

with the largest financial package. 
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Mariany also believed she was limited in her extracurricular experiences.  She had 

the opportunity to travel to Guatemala with her classmates to build houses and churches, 

but she was unable to go because of her status.  Mariany had to lie to her fellow 

classmates when they asked her why she wasn’t going.  “There were a lot of times where 

I said I don’t want to go and like, deep inside I like was dying to go.  I just had to act 

indifferent.”  This led to additional difficulties regarding her identity development.   

Moreover, in regards to her identity development, Mariany also experienced a 

lack of connection to her culture as her family eschewed some of the traditions and 

customs associated with Latinos.  For example, Mariany did not have a quinceanera.    

Mariany stated, “I feel like my culture is the American culture, more than the Hispanic.”  

This caused Mariany to join a Latina sorority to better assist her connection to her ethnic 

background and culture.  This served as a point of pride for her as well, as her 

organization aimed to not only assist members with a social and cultural network, but 

more specifically at her institution, it had the ability to connect and support her 

academically, which is something she actively sought.   

Majoring in biochemistry, Mariany attends a public, four-year research institution 

in Washington and is an active researcher in an entomology lab while also serving as a 

mentor for multicultural students at her institution.  Mariany has followed in her older 

brothers’ footsteps by attending the same postsecondary institution he did.  Mariany’s 

brother is a PhD candidate at a large research institution in the Mid-West studying 

Organic Chemistry.  Mariany utilized her brother as an internal motivator.  Throughout 

high school when he was attending college, he would often inquire with Mariany on how 

she was doing.  He challenged her to excel academically, including providing academic 
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incentives for good grades that served as a motivation as well.  It was their close bond 

developed throughout their entire life that ultimately served as a guiding component to 

her academic achievement. 

While in college, Mariany also experienced an inability to join graduate school 

prep programs that were available to their fellow citizen peers. Mariany wanted to join 

the Louis Stokes Alliances for Minority Participation, as she wants to enter the health 

field.  Her undocumented status, however, limited her ability to join it.  She stated, “I 

wanted to work in the health field and …every Saturday, they would go in and they 

would teach them, you know, about health, but I wasn’t able to be part of it because I was 

undocumented.”  Mariany wanted to attend dentistry school and felt as if her involvement 

in the Louis Stokes Alliances for Minority Participation (LSAMP) would get her to 

where she needed to be; however, her involvement in other activities provided her with 

leadership development opportunities that ultimately landed her acceptance into one of 

the best dentistry schools in the country.  One opportunity in particular that was salient to 

Mariany’s overall success was in her research lab and the connection she made to her 

research mentor, who provided Mariany with countless opportunities to excel.  Mariany 

also joined a Latina-based sorority, adding to her opportunities to stay connected on 

campus. 

Mariany would utilize her leadership development and involvement in high 

school and college to work towards expanding opportunities for undocumented students.  

One of her best friends in high school was already an activist for undocumented students 

and Mariany tagged along to the activities her friend was participating in.  It wasn’t until 

her friend’s father was deported that Mariany became an activist.  She would utilize the 
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deportation of her friends’ father as a source to advance legislation for undocumented 

immigrants, including lobbying in the state capital of Washington and educating other 

students throughout the state of Washington. 

Karen 

Karen is originally from Mexico and immigrated to the United States when she 

was five years old.  She crossed into California via the border in the desert and then took 

a plane to Washington, prior to 2001 when security became stricter.  Her mother and 

father left her and her younger brother in Mexico two years prior to her immigrating, 

leaving her with her grandmother at the age of three years of old.  Karen’s parents wanted 

to initially make money for their family; however, they realized that they would have 

better opportunities, both educational and economically, if they all moved to the United 

States. Her mother and father initially worked in the fields in the state of Washington 

when they immigrated; however, her mother now owns a house cleaning business and her 

father is a commercial painter.  Both of Karen’s parents did not graduate from high 

school, with her mother making it to high school before she stopped out to help support 

her family and her father only completing middle school.  While her parents did not 

complete a formal education, education was a value that continued to weave itself in 

Karen’s narrative. 

Karen grew up in an exurb of Tacoma, which is a predominantly white and 

wealthy community. While her community was predominantly wealthy, Karen lived in an 

area that would be described as working poor, living in an apartment complex in a very 

small two bedroom, one bathroom apartment with her entire family.  At certain times 

throughout her youth, Karen would have extended family who would live with her in that 
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apartment, leading to a great experience engaging with family, but also leading to tight 

quarters.  Karen attended a predominantly white school, which had a profound impact on 

her identity development and academic interests.   

Her community was deeply segregated, where people physically built walls.  She 

stated, “The landowners from the apartment complex around us was very strict un that 

they kind of put up gates and signs and everything and didn’t allow us to really go into 

their property…So year, so I think in my community, was a really big segregation.”  

Throughout her entire time in her community, it was a very divided community that gave 

off the façade of understanding and welcoming to all.  Karen and her family were very 

much able to see through this veneer; however, the community provided their family with 

economic opportunities other immigrants did not have, even if her father had experiences 

of not being paid by his contracted employer. 

Karen started school in the same community she first immigrated to.  She was 

first enrolled in kindergarten and was placed in ESL classes.  After the third grade, the 

school had determined she had learned enough English and no longer needed to be in the 

program.  In middle school, she transferred schools and was placed into extra help 

classes, as the teachers had “underestimated (her) capacity”.  When her parents went to 

advocate on her behalf, the administration placed her in in-between courses.  In high 

school, Karen was placed in courses that she described as way to slow.  As such, she 

applied herself and was able to enroll in more difficult courses.  Given the socio-

economic background of the community that she grew up in, Karen was able to enroll in 

International Baccalaureate programs and other college preparatory programs, putting her 

at an advantage as compared to her peers who did not live in a wealthy community. 
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Karen had to develop a network at her predominantly white institution, resulting 

in her involvement in various organizations.  She only had limited interaction with other 

students who looked like her, as she “was only of probably four Latinos throughout my 

classes.”  This caused Karen started a Latino club as “I felt that I was missing sort of that 

community- that community within my own culture…”  She became very involved in 

leadership at a young age, traveling locally to develop her leadership skills, which led her 

to create this program.  These leadership opportunities were provided to her because of 

the socio-economic status of her community.  Karen recognizes the privileges she has due 

to the community that she grew up in, coupled with the independence her parents 

provided her with. 

These leadership skills were put to use in high school and college where Karen 

was active in student organizations and clubs.  She became involved in the La Cima6 

camp for Latino students in Washington prior to graduating high school.  It was during 

this leadership camp that she first someone tell their story as an undocumented student.  

This experience had a profound impact on Karen, as she was able to discover how others 

had overcome a lot of insecurity of being able to go to college and succeed, similar to her 

own experiences.  At this camp, she also met other undocumented students who were 

able to share in their own experiences and who were able to rely on each other for 

support. 

Her community also provided her with opportunities to look at colleges at a 

young age.  For example, Karen started thinking about attending college at a young age 

when she was provided a college application.  It was during this initial exposure that she 

                                                 
6 La Cima is a bi-lingual leadership camp in the state of Washington.  The leadership camp curriculum 
centers around Latino identity development and providing studnets with resources related to their heritage. 
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began thinking about how her undocumented status would prevent her from obtaining 

that college access as she didn’t have a Social Security Number.  She went in to high 

school with this defeatist mentality; however, she was able to pull herself out of this 

depression and excel academically. 

Karen’s parents, while supportive of her desire to go to college, wanted her to stay 

close to home, even if she wasn’t admitted to a school nearby.  She didn’t even have an 

expectation from her parents that she would attend college in the United States.  Once in 

elementary school, Karen stated she was going to go to college back in Mexico and her 

fellow non-immigrant classmates gave her a weird look.  She thought to herself, “I must 

be doing this wrong” and changed her answer to going to school in the United States.   

As a first-generation college student, Karen had to navigate through a lot of the 

processes, even if there were resources available to her.  Karen stated, “I think a lot of the 

stuff that I did, I had to figure out on my own, especially with like college access.”  

Karen’s experience with her guidance counselors demonstrated that while well-

intentioned, these counselors did not know how to work with and for undocumented 

students.  “Once I told them about my status, which was a huge deal, like I was shaking 

when I did it, like they like, they kind of shifted their weight”.  The counselors talked to 

her about colleges and provided some resources; however, Karen had already completed 

this research and the counselors didn’t provide much new information. 

Karen attends a private university, located in northeastern Washington, making 

her the only participant to attend a private university.  This was achieved by receiving an 
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Act 6 scholarship7 that contributes significantly to her tuition costs.  Karen is majoring in 

Political Science with a minor in Latin America Studies and Spanish.  Karen’s family 

was unable to provide much financial assistance, leaving her in a predicament where if 

she didn’t receive a substantial scholarship, she wouldn’t be able to attend school.  She 

made her school choice based off of her Act 6 scholarship.  At her institution, she is 

involved in various activities on campus and has a part-time job in admissions 

recruitment to help with the living expenses. 

During her college experience, she became involved with the Washington Bus 

Project8 and the Washington Dream Coalition9, an affiliate program of United We 

Dream.  That led Karen to become involved with United We Dream at a national level, 

serving on the National Leadership Committee and providing workshops and training for 

other undocumented youth at the United We Dream Congress.  Karen has been trained 

formally in how to be an activist and community organizer through the Washington Bus 

Project.  Karen is the only participant with formal community organizing training from a 

centralized training location.  In her role, she has lobbied, called legislators, led rallies 

and protests, as well as organized community forums to share resources for 

undocumented individuals.  She has focused on creating coalitions to strengthen the 

overall impact of the work she and her fellow activists have attempted to achieve.  She 

has also created venues to discuss the intersecting identities of undocumented 

immigrants, including focusing on what it means to be a woman in these spaces.    

                                                 
7 Act 6 scholarship provides leadership training and full scholarships for emerging urban and community 
leaders who want to use their college education to make a difference on campus and in their communities at 
home. 
8 The Washington Bus Project is a non-profit organization that empowers students and young people 
through education, civic and cultural engagement, and hands-on democracy. 
9 The Washington Dream Coalition is an affiliate of United We Dream.  The Washington Dream Coalition 
a DREAMer organization encompassing the entire state of Washington. 
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Cesar 

Like the other students, Cesar has a unique story, as he was brought to the United 

States when he was just three months old; however, he has not lived his entire life as an 

undocumented immigrant, as he received permanent residency during his first year of 

college.  As he was brought to the United States at an early age, he does not remember 

his native country; however, he is familiar with why his mother immigrated to the United 

States.  As Cesar’s grandfather was landowner and had money in business ventures in 

Mexico, his mother did not want to be dependent on her father.  As such, she decided it 

would be easier to come to the United States and provide for her family.  She left Cesar’s 

father due to his alcoholism and abusive nature. 

Cesar’s mother first immigrated to Tri-Cities area of Washington, where she had 

family who connected her with the various resources and opportunities available. Cesar’s 

father did ultimately come to the same area when Cesar was five years old and began 

working in the fields.  Cesar’s father is currently a manager in the fields and his mother 

works in the fields.   His parents separated when he was younger and he has two younger, 

citizen brothers, making his family a mixed status immigrant family.  Cesar’s mother 

dates an American citizen, who treats Cesar as his own son, ensuring that Cesar continues 

to have a father figure in his life.  Although his parents were separated, his father played 

a role in his life until later on, when his father was deported.  Throughout his life, Cesar’s 

father continued to play a minor role in his life; however, it was his grandfather that 

played a large role in his upbringing and how Cesar ultimately views the world. 

Cesar is attending college at a public, four-year research institution in Washington 

and is double majoring in Management Information Systems and Digital Technology and 
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Culture.  Cesar loves cars and media production, all which intersect with his activism and 

lived history.  It is because of these interests that Cesar attends a postsecondary 

institution.  Cesar loves cars because of his father (mechanic), stepfather (mechanic) and 

grandfather, who ran a car business in Mexico.  His grandfather, when he was in the 

United States for his ow business, would also encourage Cesar to become involved in 

electronics, which led to his interests in media production.   

Cesar has received permanent residency as a result of his grandfather, though he 

is not fully aware how this happened, having received his permanent residency during his 

freshman year of college without much explanation, except that his grandfather played a 

role in it, even after he passed away when Cesar was 16.  Cesar’s grandfather played a 

significant role in his life, especially in regards to Cesar’s ability to receive permanent 

residency as his grandfather acquired citizenship due to an amnesty program in the late 

1980s.  His grandfather started working in Alaska and would often visit his family in 

central Washington. 

Although Cesar’s mother completed elementary school and his father completed 

middle school, Cesar’s family still valued education and pushed him to continue to do 

well academically.  When speaking about his parents, Cesar recalled, “They challenge 

me, they're the reason I'm here. They, my dad and my mom, have really good work ethic. 

They've never really told me, ‘You have to be a hard worker…’ I've always wanted to 

make them proud.”  This desire to not let down his parents and his grandfather is 

something that continuously drives Cesar in a lot of his actions. Cesar’s grandfather also 

played a large role in his desire to attend college and achieve well academically, as his 
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grandfather instilled in him a drive towards business given his success as a businessman 

in Mexico and in the United States.   

As Cesar was raised almost his entire life in the United States, he has been 

attending school in the United States exclusively.  Cesar described himself as someone 

who loved school.  He loved reading and utilized this love to advance academically, 

skipping the first grade altogether.  Cesar took advantage of college preparatory 

programs, which contributed to his desire to attend a postsecondary institution.  Cesar 

was very active in activities in school, including wrestling, MEChA10, and AVID.  Cesar 

credits AVID as one of the best decisions he has ever made, as it created a network of 

support for other participants to attend postsecondary institutions.  While he was in high 

school, Cesar created a group called Unite Project, aimed to unite the school regardless of 

racial barriers.  This creation of a social awareness group played a role in his college 

experience and activism. 

Finances posed a large barrier for Cesar and his family as he and his immediate 

family come from a working poor background.  Cesar’s father left the family with some 

financial debt that needed to be addressed.  Cesar had various jobs throughout high 

school to be able to afford items that teenagers wanted, but it was the drive towards 

business that caused Cesar to really engage in entrepreneurial activities, such as 

gardening, dry walling, fixing electronics and starting his car flipping business.  Most of 

the jobs did not require work authorization as he created his own opportunities and 

worked as a contractor for other businesses.  The few that did require work authorization, 

he utilized a fake Social Security.  Cesar was unaware of this until his Senior year of high 

                                                 
10 Movimiento Estudiantil Chicano de Atzlan, a student organization in secondary and postsecondary 
institutions. 
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school.  This ingenuity towards finding available options for employment lead to his 

ability to attend a postsecondary institution. 

Given Cesar’s involvement in AVID, Cesar knew that he was going to go to 

college, even if he was he did not fully know what being an undocumented student 

meant. Even though he knew he was going to attend college, paying for college would 

still be an uphill climb.  Cesar knew that he was going to attend the institution that he was 

accepted to after his attendance at a recruitment conference aimed solely at Latina/o high 

school students.  This conference, hosted by his current institution, brings high school 

students from throughout the state to attend a weekend long conference that includes on-

site interviews and provides scholarships to some attendees.  Cesar received admission to 

this institution at this leadership conference and shared this information with his mother.  

His mother became overwhelmed with emotion when she told him that his Social 

Security Number was invalid and that it would be very difficult to pay for college.  This 

had a profound impact on Cesar, who stated, “I was really heartbroken at that point.  I felt 

like when she told me that, I felt like a crack.”  Cesar vowed that he would prove her 

wrong and that he would attend the institution, regardless of what he would have to pay. 

Moreover, as an undocumented student, his first year of college was prior to the 

enactment of the Real Hope Act and eligibility of state financial aid, meaning that he had 

to pay for school by himself. He was also required to live in the residence halls his first 

year, causing an additional amount to be paid for.  According to Cesar, his first year 

would cost “$22,000 for room, board, and housing, or 22, 24, right around there.”  Cesar 

had to find a way to pay for this completely on his own, causing him to utilize his funds 

of knowledge in mechanics and business to create a car flipping business to be able to 
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afford tuition.  He ultimately petitioned, successfully, to not have to live in the residence 

halls so that he could save money.  He also applied for and received several scholarships; 

however, these scholarships only provided a small amount of assistance. Once Cesar 

became a U.S. citizen, he utilized his financial aid refund checks to assist his mother with 

finances, sending a portion back to help with his younger siblings. 

Additionally, Cesar faced some barriers to success as a college student, especially 

as it relates to his identity development.  Cesar had wanted to join the College Assistance 

Migrant Program (CAMP); however, a student must be a citizen or resident to participate.  

Most of Cesar’s friends were in the program and he recognized the benefit for the 

program.  Being unable to attend this program had an impact on his overall identity 

development, as he would have been eligible to be a part of it had he have been a U.S. 

citizen.  He also experienced the lack of a true network of support as it related to his 

immigration status, causing him to question why he was continuing to stay at his 

institution.  His best friend and one of his roommates knew his immigration status; 

however, others did not.  He did not feel connected to his other roommate, who did not 

understand the financial barriers he had to overcome his first year.  This caused extra 

tension that ultimately affected his academics during his first year at his institution. 

While in college, Cesar has remained very active.  Cesar created an 

undocumented student organization to support other students and has worked extensively 

to institute support systems for students.  Cesar has attended various conferences related 

to undocumented students and has educated other students throughout the state as a part 

of a statewide DREAM coalition.  He has created visual and electronic resources to help 

educate students and parents on their rights as it relates to in-state tuition and financial 
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aid throughout the state of Washington.  Cesar joined a multicultural fraternity, which has 

led to increased involvement in the Latino community and played a role in his activism 

with and for undocumented students.  Similar to the other students, Cesar’s lived 

experiences played a tremendous role in his educational experience.   

Obstacles and Barriers Encountered 

While each one of the participants has their own unique, lived histories, each has 

encountered various obstacles and barriers they have had to navigate through while on 

their educational and developmental journey.  Although they did have to circumnavigate 

these barriers, there was a singular thought-process from the group that guided them: the 

idea that obstacles and barriers they faced would not define who they are and that these 

obstacles and barriers only strengthened their resolve to achieve their educational goals.  

Maria stated it best, “I didn’t know I was going to be this strong to go over so many 

challenges in life.”  These challenges ranged from financial concerns, gang involvement, 

racist nativism, bullying, and deportation, amongst others.  Each student encountered four 

types of barriers and obstacles: educational, financial, institutional and intrapersonal.   

These barriers and obstacles can be understood through the lens of LatCrit, the 

underpinning of their lived experiences, as the students experienced racist nativism on a 

daily basis solely on their identity as Latinos, even if these examples were not specific 

isolated incidents.  As Latinos, these students experienced forms of 

subordination/oppression specific to their ethnicity, including language barriers, 

encounters with Immigration and Customs Enforcement, and their immigration story 

itself.  The barriers that these students encountered are specific to undocumented Latinos 

and differ from experiences that other undocumented immigrants face.  The following 
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themes derived from their lived histories describe the obstacles the participants had to 

navigate through, serving as the arc of their struggle as undocumented students. 

Educational 

Starting from the time the participants entered the educational system in the 

United States, they faced obstacles and barriers that other students would not have to 

encounter. While the education system is an American institution, it is separated from 

institutional barriers, as there are specific characteristics associated with these explicit 

encounters.  Each revolve around the students experience inside of the classroom and 

have an effect on their ability to attend postsecondary institutions. 

The K-12 classroom environment was not a place that was always welcoming to 

the participants, regardless of their gift for education and desire to move forward with 

their educational aspirations.  Some of the students confronted barriers in the classroom, 

whether it was the teachers themselves, fellow students, high school counselors, or the 

general K-12 school environment.  These encounters provided students with an early 

glimpse into the educational obstacles they would face in a postsecondary environment; 

however, these obstacles did not deter the students. 

Students recalled being bullied by fellow students.  Some of the students 

encountered an unfriendly or event hostile environment to students of color.  Students’ 

parents, given their lack of educational experience and lack of English mastery, were 

often unable to advocate for their students.  Lack of parental education affected the 

students’ classroom experience as well.  Unable to depend on their parents for 

educational support, they had to rely on their own abilities.  This was true for all of the 

students whose parents did not complete their secondary education.  Although their 
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parents did not have the educational or language skills to assist them, they did continue to 

support their students’ pursuit of education.  This value of education was evident in all 

families.  Parents attended parent teacher conferences and encouraged active involvement 

in academic activities.  Most parents instilled values of academic excellence and re-

enforced the necessity to attend a postsecondary institution. 

Once students were in high school and attempting to go to college, they 

encountered counselors who were unable or unwilling to assist.   All students had a fairly 

difficult time navigating the college application process as undocumented students.  Each 

student had a varied experience with college-oriented counselors.  It was a similar 

experience when searching for scholarships they were eligible for. Some of the 

counselors were unable to provide the students with scholarships that they would be 

eligible for, leaving the students to navigate searching for scholarships on their own.  A 

majority of the participants are first generation college students, and all of the students 

were the first generation in their family to go to a college or university in the United 

States.  As such, their parents were unable to offer additional assistance to navigating 

through college applications and scholarships.   

Students encountered several barriers when it came to their ability to utilize 

existing student support services in K-12 institutions, all revolving around their 

undocumented status. Depending on where they attended high school, these college 

preparatory programs were limited to begin with.  Add in their undocumented status, they 

had limited opportunities to join college preparatory programs.  Once they entered into 

their postsecondary institutions, there were some student support services they were not 
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eligible to receive.  Regardless of their inability to participate in the student support 

services, each student was able to find their own ways to succeed academically. 

Financial  

 The majority of the students’ parents left their home country to build a better life 

for their family and provide their children with opportunities they would not have in their 

home country.  While the prospects for a better future are at the forefront of their dreams 

of coming to the United States, given their and their parents’ immigration status, the 

students faced considerable financial barriers.  Their parents worked hard for the 

resources they did receive; however, there were never enough funds to live comfortably.  

Most students described their families as working poor or lower middle class.  Their 

financial status created obstacles they would have to navigate through if they were to 

reach their educational goals of attending a postsecondary institution.  Washington has 

offered in-state resident tuition benefits since 2003 and state financial aid since 2014.  

Virginia has offered in-state resident tuition benefits to DACA recipients since 2014 and 

offers no financial aid.  Out-of-state tuition payments are almost four times as much as 

in-state.  Students faced two forms of financial obstacles: family finances and tuition.   

Most of the students are from low-income families.  Most of the students’ parents 

either work in the agricultural or service industries, not making a lot of money for the 

amount of work they perform.  As they work in low wage jobs, they often go through 

financial issues, such as car mechanical issues, issues paying for rent, and having to send 

money back to their families in their home countries.  The family’s financial situation 

looms large over the students’ experiences.  This stress about their family’s financial 

situation was prevalent in many of the students.  Students would send some of their 
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financial aid back to their family to help out, as Cesar did after he received his financial 

aid refund check.  Family finances did not only impact the day-to-day experiences of the 

students, but also obstructed their ability to apply for Deferred Action for Childhood 

Arrivals (DACA).  

Paying for tuition was a major barrier for almost all of the students in the study.  

They had difficulty navigating through the various policies related to in-state resident 

tuition, when it was available, and paying for tuition when there was no state financial aid 

available.  This was very evident in Virginia, where the students just recently received in-

state resident tuition if they had DACA.  Even in Washington, where undocumented 

students have had in-state resident tuition rates since 2003, managing to pay for tuition 

and fees was extremely difficult, even though state financial aid was available to 

undocumented students starting in 2014 with the passage of the Real Hope Act. 

Institutional 

 There are two forms of institutional barriers these students have had to navigate 

through: community and governmental.  Regardless of what state the student lived in, or 

regardless of their age, these students have had similar experiences as a relates to their 

community and the government.  Their communities played a profound impact on what 

type of services were available, whether people looked like them when they walked down 

the street or in classrooms, and whether there were good schools.  The government, 

predominantly the federal government, played a role in their experiences, as the 

government was responsible for deportation, issuing of  state driver’s licenses, creation of 

detention centers, and the issuing of that nine-digit number: your Social Security 

Number.  As Latinos, these types of institutional barriers are part of their everyday lives. 
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It is through their confrontation with these barriers that the students gained the valuable 

navigation skills they would continue to use throughout their lives. 

 The community socio-economic status served as a barrier that the students would 

have to navigate through, both in a positive and negative way.  Cristina, Maria, Cesar, 

Karen and Mariany grew up in a lower socio-economic community than Jose, Juan, and 

Ana.  Shootings, gang violence, and lack of resources were plentiful in the low-income 

neighborhoods the students had to navigate.  Jose, Juan, and Ana grew up in wealthy 

suburbs and did not encounter these similar obstacles; however, their families were low-

income while other families in the area were wealthy.  This created an identity issue that 

the students had to navigate through on their own.  Each community had its’ own set of 

unique circumstances and identity that presented specific barriers to the students. 

 The community’s socio-economic status often directly correlated with whether 

the community would be predominantly white or diverse, thereby affecting whether the 

students would have role models in their schools who looked like them or not.  For those 

that lived in a predominantly white neighborhood, the students had to navigate through a 

different kind of obstacles than their peers that lived in a community that was full of 

people that looked like them.   

When the students moved into more difficult coursework at their schools, they 

were often the only Latino/a students in their classroom.  Mariany, Maria, Karen, Juan, 

and Ana all shared this similar obstacle even though they were across the country.  It is 

dependent on what type of community they grew up in.  Karen, Juan, and Ana grew up in 

a predominantly white community with a small to large portion of the community being 

people of color, while Mariany and Maria grew up in a predominantly minority 
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community, but the students who attended the honors courses were the white students.  

Maria, Juan, and Karen had difficulty in working with their schools to get place them in 

more advanced courses, which may be a result of community and the students who were 

already in the advanced courses.  The communities in which they grew up presented 

obstacles to navigate through on multiple levels. 

There were governmental barriers the students encountered on a daily basis as a 

result of not having a social security number, from not being able to obtain a driver’s 

license, to limited opportunities for financial aid, to having to confront detention centers 

and the possibility of deportation.  These governmental services often benefit the citizen 

population; however, for these undocumented students, they presented another set of 

barriers and obstacles that they would have to navigate through.  These governmental 

barriers align with LatCrit as they stem from the unique forms of subordination within the 

Latina/o community based on their Latino identity, immigration status, language, 

phenotype and ethnicity.  

In Virginia, undocumented students were unable to obtain a driver’s license until 

DACA was instituted.  A simple nine-digit number, created by the government to track 

its’ citizens, stands in the way of countless opportunities for students; however, these 

students found ways around not having a driver’s license, including covering their 

identities. Once DACA was instituted in 2012, and these students could afford to pay for 

DACA, they then were able to get their driver’s license.  

A social security number also limited employment opportunities for students.  

Several of the students, across the two states, worked with fake social security numbers 

so that they could earn money for their families, their own expenses, and ultimately, their 



 186 
 

college aspirations.  Once DACA was instituted, they were able to obtain work permits; 

however, obtaining DACA was difficult in and of itself.  Although DACA was supposed 

to assist undocumented students, it often created new obstacles and barriers to navigate 

through.  Cristina’s paperwork for DACA was not accepted by the federal government 

the first time, leading to additional stress and worry.  Jose was travelling to Arizona when 

he ultimately found out his DACA was approved.  Maria’s application was on hold and 

wasn’t approved by the United States Customs and Immigration Services.  This was a 

salient moment for Jose, as it took he and his family several months to save the money 

necessary.  The financial cost of applying for DACA was limiting for some students.  

While DACA was able to provide students with employment opportunities, it also 

provided them with relief from deportation, a possibility that had to be confronted on a 

daily basis. 

Deportation fears weren’t alleviated through the implementation of DACA.  The 

uncertainty regarding the expansion of DACA and the creation of Deferred Action for 

Parents of Americans has also caused additional stress and worry for the students as it 

affected their families.  Cristina stated, “Just yesterday, with the DACA/DAPA thing, 

like, I was hopeful, like, in this other moment for me…As much as we can try to be 

having progress and everything, it’s just slower than we’d like.”  Jose’s brother was held 

in a detention center in Texas, causing additional stress.  While the extension of DACA 

may not have assisted Jose’s brother, these students face a near constant fear of 

deportation of their loved ones.  The lack of comprehensive immigration reform and the 

lack of clarity regarding the expansion of DACA and implementation of DAPA have 

presented new obstacles and barriers these students have had to navigate through. 
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The government also limits what benefits they are eligible for in terms of their 

education, including their postsecondary education.  Given that the students do not have a 

social security number, they are ineligible to sign up for programs that are federally 

funded, like TRIO and CAMP, which aim to retain students of color and students from 

migrant backgrounds in postsecondary institutions.  They also limit the students from 

receiving federal financial aid. Governmental obstacles and barriers continue to present 

themselves to students in new ways, causing the students to find alternative ways to 

navigate through them. 

Intrapersonal 

 The final set of challenges and obstacles the students struggle with are 

intrapersonal barriers.  Instead of external sources of conflict, these students had to 

contend with internal conflict.  These challenges focus on the students’ identity and 

emotions.  As each student has their own lived experiences and history, each student has 

their own intrapersonal barriers that they have to navigate through.  While there may be 

components of their meaning making process that serve as coping strategies, the majority 

of these intrapersonal struggles presented barriers to these students. 

Identity.  Each student grappled with their own identities throughout their lives, 

especially the dual nature of who they are, or the concept of liminality.  Liminality is a 

transitional period experienced by individuals changing from one identity to another. It is 

characterized by a state of betwixt and between. This concept of liminality is similar to 

existing research (Muñoz, 2015).  While some of the students may have grappled with 

this concept of liminality, several students viewed this dual identity as a negative or 

burden they had to contend with.   
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Many had difficulty coming to terms with their undocumented status and had 

mixed reactions related to their identity as undocumented students. Jose became 

withdrawn from school when he found out the barriers he would encounter as an 

undocumented student.  Juan had a similar experience, even though he was fully aware 

that he was undocumented.  Juan stated, “I’ve always known I was undocumented and for 

a long time I didn’t really see how that made me different or how that made my 

citizenship different from anyone else.  But I guess it wasn’t until high school that I 

started realizing that being undocumented limited the opportunities that I could have.”  

Maria didn’t think of herself as undocumented until high school as well.   

For a while, students viewed being undocumented as a burden and resented the 

fact that they are undocumented; however, that thought process changed as they 

embraced their identity.  Cesar stated, “This being undocumented is like the weirdest 

burden ever, especially if you were brought here really young.  Like for me, I felt really, 

like my Spanish sucks.  So, I’ve always felt like I don’t belong with the real Mexican 

crowd, you know?”  Mariany resented her status, as it limited her opportunities in middle 

school and high school to do what she wanted to do.  Ana saw her undocumented status 

and then her permanent residency status in a negative light.  Jose felt a sense of shame 

related to his identity.  When Jose went back to his high school and told his former 

teachers that he was undocumented, they would ask him why he didn’t say anything as 

they could have helped him.  Jose stated,  

I don’t know, at least back then there was this, I would say shame to tell them that 
I was undocumented.  I wouldn’t know how to describe it, but there was always 
this type of shame of, that type of stigma that you, you know you think about 
what are people going to say to you when I tell them that I’m undocumented.  
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Regardless of whether it was a burden, personal resentment or shame, all of the students 

came to see their identities as a sense of pride and utilized their identity as a personal 

motivating tool. 

All of the students at some point in their lives passed or covered their identities, as 

is typical with undocumented students.  These concepts come from Kenji Yoshino, author 

of Covering: The Hidden Assault on our Civil Rights (2007), where passing is the 

acceptance of our identity but not acknowledging it to others and covering is the toning-

down of one’s identity to fit into the mainstream.  This is often referred to living in the 

shadows.  The covering of their identity was utilized a coping strategy for most of the 

students.  Ana covered her identity as a Latina.  She stated,  

A lot of people didn’t really perceive me as being Hispanic.  So, I was never 
really pointed out as a Hispanic, I was just pointed out as another kid (laughs).  I 
never really made it clear to anyone that I was Hispanic and I think I never really 
tried to…I never really made it clear to anyone that I was an immigrant. 
 

Jose stated that he hadn’t really shared his identity with others until about three years ago.  

He stated, “It wasn’t until about three years ago that I started to be more spoken, 

outspoken about it, about being undocumented.  Um, growing up, um, being 

undocumented, I was always quiet about it.”  He acknowledges that he had moments 

where he could have told others, but chose not to.   

This is a similar experience to Juan, who stated, “I would talk about it with other 

people. And like in school that wasn’t something I was comfortable with.”  Juan became 

more comfortable his senior year of high school speaking about his status.  Upon 

reflection, Juan stated, “I guess the main obstacle is just like that social aspect of having, 

um, earlier on having to hide my identity.”  As Mariany attended a private school, she felt  
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like it was never mentioned.  It was never brought up.  It was something that was 
always kept to myself because nobody in that school y’know, was in that, I knew 
nobody in that school was in that situation because it was predominantly white 
and so that was always something I just like kept to myself.   
 
The students engaged in passing or covering their identities to avoid feeling 

different from their peers.  It wasn’t until they engaged with their activist identity did 

they become “undocumented, unafraid and unapologetic”. 

Emotions.  Students had to contend with varying emotions as they progressed 

through their educational and life experiences.  Students had to cope with fear, being 

scared and stress as it related to their undocumented status.  Couple these emotions with 

being a teenager, the students had to navigate through difficult terrain; however, they all 

stated that these emotions and experiences made them stronger individuals, capable of 

confronting anything life threw at them. 

When they first came to the country, students were frightened and scared as it was 

a new environment that they were unfamiliar with.  As they began to realize their identity 

status, the students had mixed emotions, ranging from anger to depression.  Cesar got 

really angry and mad about his inability to apply to receive federal financial aid.  There 

would times when he was alone and thinking about paying for college, that he would 

want to cry because he felt alone.  Similarly, Cristina “was like, honestly, you’re upset.  

Like, I was upset.  I was pissed off,” when she found out she wouldn’t receive financial 

aid from the state and federal government.  She questioned why she had been working so 

hard in school; however, she channeled this frustration into working harder.   

This frustration at the system and barriers they would have to encounter ran 

through all participants.  Juan stated,  
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It would frustrate me when I was first starting… to actually like confront this 
personal identity of me.  Like I kind of questioned like do I have to be me? What 
are the perks?  Like I said everybody on my mom’s side has legal residency and 
they don’t have to face the same type of obstacles that I have to go through.  But 
yeah, it did make me feel at first angry. 
 

Karen went through a depressive episode in high school.  She started to feel the stress of 

doing well in school and then confronting the realities that she would not receive federal 

financial aid and her family’s inability to pay tuition.  Karen also mentioned that being an 

activist could be overwhelming at times.  “I think one major challenge that I’m dealing 

with right now that it’s really been overwhelming, an overwhelming space to be in.”  It 

was apparent that all of the students had experienced emotional highs and lows 

throughout their experience, but the largest emotion they experienced was stress. 

 In terms of stress, students confronted it on a daily basis as all teenagers do; 

however, their stress levels were increased due to their status.  Whether it was navigating 

the college application process on their own or how to pay for college or the fear of 

deportation, students had to confront stress daily.  Jose stressed about his or his family’s 

deportation and his brothers detention.  Cesar stressed about finances and navigating 

living on his own.  Cristina stressed about how to make college work and how others 

would perceive her at her institution.  Regarding her stress, Karen stated, “I think once 

you start thinking about the fact you have this huge obstacle and this huge inability in 

your life… I think that one thing that has been very stressful, especially in college, has 

been sort of the expectation of being the perfect immigrant.”  Mariany had a lot of stress 

at home due to her family situation and lack of financial consistency.  She stated, “My 

biggest stress more than exams was money.  How I am gonna continue this?  Am I gonna 

have to drop out? Am I gonna have to go back to community college?”  Unlike their 
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peers, the students had to confront intrapersonal barriers and obstacles on a continual 

basis; however, the largest barrier these students would have to navigate through would 

be specific incidents of racist nativism.  

Confronting Racist Nativism 

In addition to navigating through the educational, financial, institutional and 

intrapersonal barriers and obstacles they encountered, these students also had to confront 

direct incidents of racist nativism head on in their pursuits to achieve their educational 

goals.  Racist nativism is the  

assigning of values to real or imagined differences, in order to justify the 

superiority of the native, who is to be perceived white, over that of the non-native, 

who is perceived to be People and Immigrants of Color, and thereby defend the 

rights of white, or the natives, to dominance (Huber et al, 2008, p. 43)    

The students encountered racist nativism through their fellow students who bullied them 

because of their language abilities and where they came from, teachers, counselors, and 

professors who treated them differently, and negative reactions to their activism.  The 

direct incidents with racist nativism added an additional barrier these students had to 

navigate through, which only increased in intensity with the nomination of Donald J. 

Trump as the Republican Presidential nominee in 2016 and his subsequent election.   

Ana and Maria both encountered bullies in their elementary school who made fun 

of their language abilities.  Ana stated, “I remember also being bullied in kindergarten 

because I was unable to speak anything. Um, and so, it was really hard because I couldn’t 

understand anything and it was just a very just like, dumbfounded because it was like, I 

don’t know what’s going on.”  Maria was bullied when she first came to the United State 
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in fourth grade for also not knowing the language.  She stated, “It was, um, it was 

definitely hard because I would go home crying every night, because I didn’t know how 

to read and I was scared about going back to class, the teacher was going to ask for me to 

read out loud. It’s now one of my biggest fears ever, to, like, seventh grade, because I still 

felt like I had my accent.”  The students were made fun of because of their language 

abilities; however, it was specific language they utilized that “othered” these students. 

Ana was often referred to as an alien.  She stated, “I hated being able to, be... I 

hated being referred to even just an alien. Um, and so that to me, like still it upsets me 

because no one should be called an alien. But it’s, it really triggered me because it’s like 

why are other people being called citizens, not me?”  Cesar had similar experiences as a 

student.  In explaining how his friends were treated, he stated, “one of my friends, her 

nephews are undocumented and one of her neighbors found out that they were 

undocumented. Now as soon as she found out, she didn’t want the kids around the lawn, 

and to this day that bothers me, like, just thinking about it.”  He further elaborated on 

experiences confronting racist nativism, “Because I always thought, like, like it’s funny 

how they, they, like would react to me like I feel like I look undocumented. You know? 

Cause it was a time when you heard, like, I heard about the Arizona thing, like they were 

pulling people over.” 

Karen had a similar experience to Cesar in her neighborhood, where people 

attempted to keep Latinos out. 

The landowners from the apartment complex around us was very strict, in that, 
they kind of put up gates and signs and everything, and didn’t allow us to really 
go into their property and so we, we, we grew up really like, just feeling that 
alienation, uh, and not really interacting with them, just cause we didn’t feel safe. 
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Karen’s experience with direct racist nativism incidents went further than being excluded 

from a specific location.  Her father was often not paid his wages and was also fired from 

his job because of his immigration status.  Mariany also encountered racist nativism 

through individuals’ words.  She stated, “I think my family was treated differently 

sometimes just with, like, stereotypes and I feel like, um, when people did talk about 

undocumented people or, you know, Mexicans or, um, other racism I, I felt like they were 

talking about us specifically even if they weren’t, you know.” 

Cristina had a very salient racist nativism encounter with one of her college 

professors.  As she was very open about her status in her hometown, she thought she 

would be able to be open with it as well during college.   

My freshman year I had an experience with a math teacher who was like ... He 
asked in class about something he had to fill out and he also only asked, like, he 
openly said, like, you need to put your social security number on this paper. And 
then, I don’t know why, he asked who here doesn’t have social that will need help 
with that? And I raised my hand because all through high school I was 
comfortable saying that I didn’t have a social. But, when I raised my hand in 
college… I remember being so nervous. Like, I was like, ‘What did I just do to 
myself?’ Like, everybody turned around and looked at me and I was like, ‘Oh my 
God, like, this is not safe. What if they do something? What if they say 
something? What if this could be used against me?’ And I had a counselor at the 
time, I told her and she was, like, ‘No. Like, that’s not okay. Like that shouldn’t 
have been asked...’ And I remember being nervous and telling my family, like, ‘I 
think I just messed up completely.’ …I think that was just a little bit traumatizing 
just because, you know, in high school they don’t prepare you for that…I was just 
nervous. I was like, ‘Why did I raise my hand?’ I remember asking myself is that 
when I raised my hand. And like, openly being undocumented, like, what if, what- 
what if the professor says something about me. 
 

This experience specifically targeted undocumented students and created a hostile 

environment.  Cristina questioned her safety after this incident, even though she had done 

nothing wrong.  She 
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Jose classified an experience with a high school teacher as racist nativism as the 

teacher asked him if he could change his lack of social security number, as if it was 

something had the ability to change.  Jose stated, “He was like, is there any way you can 

kind of like fix that paperwork so you can become legal? And I was like, no, And then he 

was like, you should find out more about it.”  Jose never told another teacher about his 

status during high school.  He also had another encounter with a high school college 

counselor who also asked the same question of him in regards to his application for 

community college.  She then told him that he would have to pay out-state tuition, which 

caused him to get upset.  She stated that it was the law and that there wasn’t anything she 

could do about it.  These are classified as racist nativism as they specifically target Jose 

based on his immigrant status and assume that he can fix something that he has no control 

over. 

The students also encountered racist nativism in reaction to their activism.  One of 

Mariany’s friends received hate mail for their actions.  The following details racist 

nativism encountered in reaction to her and her friend’s activism. 

Most of it was kind of like, like you don’t deserve to be here.  And you don’t 
deserve an education. Um, we’re paying for your education, and, you know, 
basically saying, you should go back. Some people would even say that I 
understand that you brought to the US before you had a choice, but you, once you 
become 18 you have that obligation to go, you know, back to wherever you’re 
from, you know, I guess if that was even a possibility. …kind of people saying 
that we were, um, taking advantage of the resources, you know? Like as if they 
didn’t belong to us also. I guess if you were somehow stealing from others …A 
lot of people would come and even say hateful things there. Like people would 
just kinda try to say like, oh, like this needs to stop, you need to stop doing this. 
And kind of saying all the same things that somebody would say in the hate mail, 
that happened a few times. Um, kind of disturbing. There was some people that 
would come and just like not say anything in particular, but just kinda try to 
disrupt the event. Like make noise, and like things like that. 
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Vitriolic racist nativism statements were often lobbied at students when they were 

activating around expanding rights for undocumented students, including when they were 

on college campuses, as had been the case with Cristina.  She encountered students who 

would state racist and nativist things as she was protesting against cultural appropriation 

that her school had done by handing out lucha libre masks for a Halloween football game. 

 College campuses were no stranger to racist nativism either, especially with the 

pending presidential election.  In Spring of 2016 and again in Fall of 2016, the College 

Republicans at the two largest state institutions in Washington erected a “Trump Wall” 

aimed to insight nativism and other reactions against immigration.  This created a hostile 

environment for undocumented students, including students in this study.  Cristina stated, 

“Like once like people like Donald Trump speak up like anybody who’s racist will be 

more willing to speak up about the racism.”  As more undocumented students became 

unafraid and unapologetic, they became targets for racist nativism at their institutions.  

These College Republican chapters targeted undocumented students, who were running 

for student government elections.  The nomination and election of Donald J. Trump 

normalized these racist nativism statements and actions, thereby increasing the obstacles 

and barriers these students had to navigate through.   

When the participants reflected on how their undocumented and activist 

experiences influenced their lives, each reflected with a sense of accomplishment and 

desire to continue to move forward, rather than a defeated tone.  Rather than dwell on the 

conflict of those barriers, these students sought their educational and personal goals, 

never settling for anything less than what they themselves could accomplish.  This sense 

of personal resilience and persistence is more thoroughly examined in the resources the 
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students utilized.  There are countless resources that these students utilized to navigate 

through these barriers and obstacles, including funds of knowledge, community cultural 

wealth, and their activism.  As the narrative moves past the conflicts the students had to 

navigate through, it moves towards the climax of the story: achieving their educational 

and personal aspirations of attending a postsecondary institution. 

Available Funds of Knowledge and Their Conversion to Social Capital 

Throughout the study, it was apparent that while these students had to confront 

various structures, barriers, and obstacles, the students had a plethora of resources at their 

disposal.  These students continually utilized these resources as they navigated through 

their lives.  Moving from a deficiency narrative to a critical agency narrative, where the 

students are empowered to overcome structural racism and barriers enacted to maintain 

the status quo, the utilization of these resources demonstrate the genuine desire of these 

students to dismantle the structures and achieve their educational goals. 

One form of available resources are funds of knowledge that they learned from 

their families and their own social groups.  Funds of knowledge refer the  

“historically accumulated and culturally developed bodies of knowledge and 

skills essential for household or individual functioning and well-being.  It broadly 

encompasses language practices, social practices, and various other bodies of 

knowledge found within home cultures and influenced by life experiences” (Moll 

et al., 1992, p. 133).   

Funds of knowledge include families’ knowledge, skills and abilities related to a wide 

variety of areas including agriculture, business, computer literacy, construction, 

household management, mechanics, music, news, and religion.   
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Funds of knowledge can be converted (if they are valued and recognized) into two 

forms of capital: social and cultural.  As the students in this study promoted their own 

agency to create individualized routes to success, they were able to convert their funds of 

knowledge into these forms of capital to be utilized as they achieve their educational 

aspirations.  Cultural capital is “used broadly in an attempt to understand societal 

inequities and, specifically, inequities in educational outcomes.  Cultural capital is used 

to address a) various cultural forms, competencies, and knowledge that certain 

individuals possess and b) the system perpetuation of power and privilege” (Kiyama, 

2010, p. 335).  Social capital refers to the networks of people and community resources 

available to individuals to obtain benefits at a later time.  Cultural capital can be 

converted into economic and educational gains while social capital can be converted into 

economic and institutional gains.   

It is important that as we discuss the various funds of knowledge that these 

students have obtained, we understand how they are interconnected and are converted.  

Rios-Aguilar, Kiyama, Moll, and Bryan (2011) argue, in regards to social capital and 

funds of knowledge, that in order for future gains to be obtained, the individuals and 

networks at play must make an investment.  Cultural capital and funds of knowledge both 

assert that only certain types of individual and knowledge are valued, and that is the 

dominant culture.  This study only looks at what funds of knowledge are present and how 

those specific funds of knowledge are converted into social capital. 

Available Funds of Knowledge 

Each student had funds of knowledge accumulated through their families or their 

own social peer group.  Some had more funds of knowledge accumulated than others; 
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however, they were utilized to varying degrees and in some cases, were not converted 

into social capital.  Table 3 demonstrates what funds of knowledge were available to 

which student.  These funds of knowledge are similar to what other researchers have 

found with Latina/o students; however, this is the first time the usage of funds of 

knowledge have been investigated in undocumented Latino student activists attending 

postsecondary institutions and how these students converted their funds of knowledge to 

social capital to attend a postsecondary institution and while at the institution. 

The students who parents worked in the fields gained valuable knowledge related 

to agriculture and farming.  Some of those students even worked in the fields or the 

packing warehouses with their parents.   This translated to creating networks of people 

who would be able to help their families when they either first arrived or when they 

needed assistance in navigating the institutional structures they would encounter.  These 

social networks became extremely valuable in the conversion to social and navigational 

capital. 
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TABLE 3- Available Funds of Knowledge 

Funds of Knowledge Student/s 

Agriculture/farming Cesar, Karen, Maria, Mariany 

Business Cesar, Cristina, Jose, Juan, Karen, Maria 

Computer Literacy/Electronics Jose 

Construction Cesar, Juan 

Engineering Ana 

Household Management All 

Landscaping Cesar 

Mechanics Cesar 

Medicine Ana 

Music Mariany 

News Cristina 

Religion Maria, Mariany 

 
Karen’s mother owned her own cleaning company and her father working in 

commercial painting, thereby providing her with business knowledge and entrepreneurial 

spirit.  Cesar picked up on business from his grandfather and father who were 

businessmen in Mexico and the United States.  Cesar would use his business acumen to 

develop his own endeavors, as explained later in the conversion section.  Cristina, at an 

early age, learned the restaurant business from her entire family, which led her to work in 

restaurants in high school and college.  Similarly, Juan worked at a restaurant where he 

picked up business acumen.  Maria picked up on business and worked in a flea market 



 201 
 

selling food while in high school.  Jose picked up on business from his mother, who 

operated a lunch business for companies.   

Jose’s father had experience working with electronics, which led to Jose’s interest 

in electronics and computer literacy.  Juan’s father and his father’s entire family worked 

in masonry and construction; however, he did not convert this into social capital.  Ana’s 

father is an engineer and her mother is a nurse.  Engineering and medicine were funds of 

knowledge available to her.  All students picked up on household management from their 

parents, all to varying degrees.  Their parents played an active role in ensuring gender 

roles in their households were equally balanced and that the children would play a large 

part in the overall household management. 

Cesar was exposed to landscaping and mechanics through his family and his own 

network.  The conversions of these funds of knowledge are detailed in the following 

section.  Mariany gained her funds of knowledge of music through her own social 

network at her school.  Cristina’s family was very tuned into the news and current events.  

This directly correlated to Cristina’s interest in social justice and activism.  Maria and 

Mariany’s families had religion prevalent in the home, which is where they obtained 

these funds of knowledge.  Mariany’s family is extremely involved in the Seventh 

Adventist Church, which was her own family’s social network that led directly to her 

enrollment in private school. 

Conversion to Social Capital 

Several funds of knowledge were successfully converted to social capital 

available to the students and their families.  Bourdieu (1986) and Coleman (1988) argue 
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that the different forms of capital (social and cultural) can be converted into one another; 

however, Rios-Aguilar et al. (2011) argue that conversion is the process  

“in which students and families convert their funds of knowledge into forms of 

capital.  In order to be able to convert funds of knowledge into, for instance, 

cultural capital deemed legitimate, it is necessary to be aware of the existing 

‘current’ exchange rate” (Rios-Aguilar, 2011, p. 177).   

The authors argued further that parents social capital and networks do not automatically 

activate on behalf of their students, that there must be specific mechanisms in which this 

activation or mobilization of social capital and funds of knowledge occur.  

Activation/mobilization is described as the process that individuals employ to take 

advantage of a particular investment to reach a certain goal.  This section looks at how 

the available funds of knowledge are converted and how activation/mobilization 

occurred. 

The first fund of knowledge conversion that was accomplished by the students 

and their families relates to agriculture.  Many of the families involved in the study had 

some experience related to agriculture and farming from their hometowns back in 

Mexico.  These family members had other family members who had already come to the 

United States and established residence in Washington.  The families of the students 

utilized the pre-existing social networks of family and friends and their pre-existing 

knowledge relating to agriculture to secure employment working in the agriculture sector 

in Washington.  These families converted their fund of knowledge of agriculture into 

social capital as it produced an economic gain for their families.   
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They also converted their fund of knowledge and social network into cultural 

capital when it came to understanding how to navigate through the education system.  

Families learned from each other.  Maria’s parents learned from their co-workers on how 

to navigate through the educational system and enroll her in elementary school.  Maria 

also briefly worked in the fields, building up her own social network and fund of 

knowledge that would be later converted into social capital through her activist actions of 

educating onion workers on their educational rights and opportunities.  Cesar’s father was 

a foreman for his company and exposed Cesar to many aspects of the agriculture 

industry, thereby activating Cesar’s fund of knowledge for future usage.  Seeing their 

parents work hard in the fields motivated the students, including Cesar, to want 

something better for themselves and their families.  The students would state that seeing 

their parents sacrifice motivated them to achieve their educational goals. 

Cesar was able to convert the majority of the available funds of knowledge into 

social and cultural capital.  As his father and grandfather were businessmen in Mexico 

and the United States, he developed an entrepreneurial spirit.  He also acquired 

mechanics and landscaping in his repertoire of funds of knowledge. He converted all of 

this knowledge in social and cultural capital to help him achieve his goal of attending 

postsecondary education.  While in high school, Cesar worked landscaping and 

construction jobs so that he could save enough money to buy a car.  Cesar then developed 

an idea to fix the car up and then sell it.  Cesar recalled,  

So, I made like the biggest choice, at that point, I had saved up a lot of money, 
um, and bought two cars with them. So I sold both of my cars, and I got like 7 
grand for both of them, because both of them were like 3,500, around there. I had 
this money, and I was like, I’m putting this down for my tuition. So I save it 
up…And I started flipping cars... I didn’t know the risks that much, because not ... 
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Because, people don’t really like, mentioning that? And I started doing that and I 
sold like three more cars. 
 

Cesar converted his funds of knowledge in business and mechanics to create a business of 

flipping cars.  This allowed him to save up enough money for tuition his first year.  These 

funds of knowledge were converted into social and cultural capital, as he achieved not 

only economic gains, but also educational and institutional gains. 

Cristina had both business and news funds of knowledge prevalent in her 

household.  She successfully converted these into social capital.   Cristina stated, “My 

parents, you know, um, they work so my dad is the manager at a restaurant and my mom 

is the manager at another restaurant. And then the rest of my family does restaurants.” 

Cristina converted this business fund of knowledge into social capital, leading to 

economic gain.  She worked at restaurants, which ultimately helped her pay for tuition, as 

she did not receive any state financial aid.  Cristina’s family also had news and current 

events as an available fund of knowledge in their household.  She stated, “We were 

always very updated on political issues, on social issues, on, just things that happen and 

just our community, our society, just nationally, you know.”  She converted this fund of 

knowledge into social capital during her time in high school and at college through her 

activism and involvement in the community.  She took this knowledge of current and 

world events to another level to achieve institutional gains not only for herself but others 

like her. 

Jose converted the available fund of knowledge of electronics into social capital 

through his involvement in various multimedia activities.  His father worked in electronic 

surveillance in Guatemala, which led to his interest in electronics and computer literacy. 

He was involved in a radio club in high school, where he competed nationally.  He 
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further converted this fund of knowledge into social capital through the creation of social 

media campaigns and videos on behalf of DREAMERs of Virginia.  This conversion is 

on-going as he continues to learn and utilize this skill.   

Juan converted business funds of knowledge that he obtained through his own 

social network into high school leadership opportunities and then the creation of a 

DREAMERS organization at his college.  This social capital has specifically led to 

increased institutional gains and opportunities for Juan through his involvement in the 

Governor’s School and his DREAMERS organization. 

Karen converted her family’s business fund of knowledge into taking leadership 

roles in school and in the community.  She saw her mother navigate managing her own 

company, which instilled a sense of independence in her.  Karen would convert this 

knowledge into being a leader at her high school for other Latinas/os and while in college 

for the Washington DREAM Coalition and United We Dream.  The social capital was 

also converted through the social network her mother developed, as it led to a sponsor 

who has helped pay for tuition and fees when financial aid didn’t cover all of the 

expenses. 

Maria is similar in that she too converted available funds of knowledge in 

business to social capital.  Maria learned business knowledge from her family and soon 

began working in a flea market in her hometown selling drinks and Mexican food to 

attendees.  She developed additional business knowledge and has converted this to social 

capital by creating a community organization aimed to improve her community.  She 

ultimately wants to go into increasing the social responsibilities of businesses so that 
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Latinos and others aren’t taken advantage of. This conversion, while not fully complete, 

has yielded increased social capital for Maria. 

Mariany had a few funds of knowledge available in her household, but the ones 

that were converted into social capital were religion and music.  Her family was 

extremely religious.  When her family first arrived in the United States in Texas, their 

family had an existing social network through their church.  When they moved to the 

Pacific Northwest, they also had an existing social network.  This fund of knowledge was 

converted into enrollment in a private elementary, middle and high school, thereby 

providing Mariany with additional social and cultural capital.  Mariany’s family also had 

music as an available fund of knowledge.  Mariany converted that fund of knowledge to 

social capital by playing an instrument for nearly 10 years and eventually teaching others 

how to play.   

The available funds of knowledge and their conversion into social capital 

benefited the students in their pursuit of their educational goals.  The conversion of these 

funds of knowledge required the students become invested in their own success.  The 

students did not rely on their parents to activate the funds of knowledge conversion, with 

the exception of navigating the K-12 educational systems.  There are other available 

funds of knowledge that the parents did have that yielded additional social capital for the 

students.  For example, both of Ana’s parents had already been to some form of college 

in El Salvador.  This pre-existing knowledge greatly aided Ana’s navigation towards 

higher education.  Cristina’s mother also attended community college to achieve her 

GED.  Mariany’s brother had already started his college career and was very successful.  

These pre-existing forms of social capital did impact the students; however, it is the 
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activation and conversion of their own funds of knowledge that yielded substantial results 

for them. 

Resources and Other Forms of Capital  

In addition to the funds of knowledge available to the undocumented student 

activists, there are a multitude of additional resources and other forms of capital available 

to them to overcome the barriers they encounter in their pursuit of their higher education 

goals.  The students utilized these resources and capital to resist and navigate through the 

structures they encountered so that they could achieve their goals and accomplish social 

change related to issues pertaining to undocumented students.  The section examines the 

available resources and other forms of capital the students utilized, including educational 

resources, financial resources, and community cultural wealth. 

Educational Resources 

Students had various educational resources available at their disposal, even 

though traditionally, minoritized populations are not provided these opportunities given 

the structural and institutional inequities inherent in the educational system.  Teachers, 

counselors, translators, and other paraprofessionals assisted them throughout their 

secondary education, while college preparatory programs and other programs assisted 

them develop critical navigation skills need to achieve their educational dreams of 

attending a postsecondary institution.  The students were able to take advantage of these 

resources to achieve their educational goals despite the inherent structural inequities in 

the education system. 

Professional staff.  Students had a wide variety of institutional agents (Stanton-

Salazar, 2011), or high-status, non-kin agents, available as resources as they navigated 



 208 
 

their way through the educational system.  Teachers, counselors, paraprofessionals, and 

professors all served as resources.  Historically viewed as a part of the institution and 

detractors from students achieving their educational abilities, the educators in these 

students lives played a different role, often times encouraging the students to achieve 

their goals when no one else was.  These professional staff served not only as internal 

motivators to navigate through the structural inequities inherent in the education system, 

but often served as external motivators in a variety of ways for all of the students. 

Teachers were a predominant resource for the students, offering encouragement 

and extra assistance throughout their educational experience.  Teachers recognized the 

unique talents and abilities of the students and served as role models and mentors to the 

students.  Whether it was due to the student population, or the geographic location where 

the schools were located, these teachers broke down some of the barriers the students 

would traditionally encounter in other areas across the country.  Cesar stated that his 

AVID teacher went above and beyond the average duties of a teacher, especially once she 

found out he was undocumented.  He stated, “She was one of those teachers that wasn’t 

afraid to write twenty recommendation letters if I asked her, because she was just that 

kind of person.”  Another teacher enabled Cesar to build upon his available funds of 

knowledge in mechanics and served as a mentor.   

Cristina’s AVID teacher also played a large role in her navigation through 

secondary school and her admittance to a postsecondary institution.  She would serve as a 

resource for filling out college applications, scholarships, and ensuring Cristina was in a 

good state of mind.  This teacher would continue her mentorship of Cristina well after 

Cristina’s graduation from her high school, ensuring that Cristina graduated from college 
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and entered into a field she was interested in.  She served not only an educational 

resource, but part of Cristina’s extended family.  This was very similar to other teachers 

at Cristina’s school, who often attempted to add in additional resources for 

undocumented students after Cristina revealed she was undocumented.  This prepared 

Cristina to serve as a role model for her peers and build critical leadership skills that she 

would later use in her activism. 

Middle school teachers served as a resource for Jose, encouraging him and other 

students similar to him to do his best.  This extended to his role in the electronics class, 

where the teacher encouraged his electronics fund of knowledge, propelling him to win 

the statewide competition in Virginia and competing on a national level.  This 

encouraged Jose’s interest in electronics and video, where he now is seeking his degree in 

film production.  Teachers played not only an educators role, but also served as informal 

mentors, as evidenced by Jose’s explanation below of his former high school teachers 

that teach TV production, “When I took his class in senior year, it was one of the classes 

that… changed my life.”  Teachers played a pivotal resource role in these students’ lives 

in high school and beyond.  Jose utilizes his former teacher to review his scripts and 

review how he can improve his overall film production. 

High school guidance/career counselors also served as a resource for the students.  

When Virginia’s Attorney General issued his finding that DACA students were eligible 

for in-state resident tuition benefits in the Commonwealth of Virginia, Juan went directly 

to his guidance counselor.  They watched the announcement together on her computer 

screen in her office, where Juan had started crying tears of joy.  She served as a resource 

and ensured that Juan continues to assist current students.  Juan stated, “And even now 
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like she, if she ever encounters, she’s had like two incidences where she’s encountered 

undocumented students and she had asked me to help them because I have gone through 

it with her.”  This attempt to connect Juan with other students with similar backgrounds 

to him demonstrates her commitment to being an educational resource. 

Maria’s guidance counselor served as a resource all throughout her time in high 

school, encouraging Maria to continue her hard work and stating that everything would 

work out in the long run.  Maria’s guidance counselor encouraged her to step outside of 

her comfort zone and get involved.   Her guidance counselor would help her develop her 

personal statements for both college applications and college scholarship.  Maria credited 

her guidance counselor with assisting her navigate through these processes to achieve her 

educational goals.   

Mariany would echo Maria’s sentiments related to guidance counselors and the 

invaluable resource they played with college applications and scholarships.  Mariany 

stated, “She was really welcoming …she would hear you out and …she wouldn’t judge. 

She was just really nice and she had resources for everything. Scholarships, all those 

thirty scholarships I probably got from her.”  Mariany’s experience with her guidance 

counselor was indicative of most of the students’ experiences, as the guidance counselors 

recognized the need to assist all students achieve their educational goals, regardless of 

their backgrounds and immigration status. 

Paraprofessionals also served as a resource for the students, especially when they 

first arrived in the country with limited English skills, as was the case with Maria.  When 

Maria arrived in the fourth grade, she had a translator with her at all times.  This 

translator assisted her with navigating the educational environment and developing her 
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English capabilities; however, she did much more than that.  She served as a mentor for 

Maria, encouraging her educational pursuits and triumphs at every turn.  This 

paraprofessional encouraged Maria to become more engaged in her education and pushed 

her to get good grades through her encouragement. 

Once students arrived in college, professors served as an educational resource.  

Mariany’s entomology professor encouraged her to start research in a lab, leading 

Mariany to get a job.  This professor has provided Mariany with additional resources and 

has supported her throughout her time in college.  Mariany stated,  

She actually has given me many lectures and just tells me, ‘You need to do this 
and you need to do that,’ but I appreciate them so much because she’s guiding 
me…She tells me, ‘I appreciate the hard work you’re doing. You’re one of my 
best students. I’ve never had such a good student as you.’ She always tells me 
that. She even pays me way more than I deserve to a point where I was like, I 
want to tell her that I don’t want to take this offer, but she knows my situation and 
she’s been supportive and I think that’s why sometimes she, like, gives me raises 
because she wants me to succeed. She has a lot of confidence in me. 
 

Professors serve as resources for writing letters of recommendation and finding 

additional outlets for the students.  One of Juan’s professors served as the organization 

advisor for the DREAMer organization he founded at his institution.  Educators served as 

a resource for students regardless of where they were in the educational pathway. 

College preparatory programs.  Students also had a myriad of college 

preparatory programs at their disposal to navigate their way to their educational goals.  

While these programs traditionally aid majority students, these students were able to take 

advantage of many college preparatory programs by virtue of where they went to school 

and the demographics of the school.  Northern Virginia prides itself on educational 

opportunities and outcomes for all students, regardless of backgrounds.  The State of 

Washington, despite segregation issues, has invested heavily in college preparatory 
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programs for all students.  The school districts that most of the students attended also 

were very diverse. 

Jose was involved with a college preparatory program for a limited time.  Maria 

was involved with GEAR UP.  Mariany was part of the College Success Foundation, 

which assisted her with college applications and scholarships.  Ana attended the STEP 

program at a local college.  STEP stands for Student Transition Empower Program, 

where “It allows you to take classes.  So, two classes in the summer and then you’re able 

to live on campus.  Books, tuition, um, room and board, all paid for...”  College 

preparatory programs allowed for the students to get ahead in their education and 

potentially graduate earlier than four years. 

Cesar and Cristina were students in AVID, a college preparatory program that 

starts students on a college path in the eighth grade.  This program served as a great 

resource early on as it exposed the students to various colleges through college visits and 

workshops on how to fill out college applications. Cesar stated that AVID was the best 

decision he could have made as it created a network of support for him.  AVID served as 

a resource, not only for college prep, but also in developing a social network. 

Cristina’s experience with AVID was similar.  They took her to different colleges, 

where she got to determine whether that specific college environment was right for her.  

Her AVID experience greatly assisted her in her college choice process.  Cristina 

described, “When you’re in AVID…they take you to a lot of colleges...You know, like I 

knew I wanted to go to college, but I never really felt like uh, like, "Am I really going to 

like this?”  Cristina’s AVID experience prepared her for what she wanted out of college 

and what type of environment she wanted to be in. 
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 Juan’s experience with college preparatory programs was with the prestigious 

Governors School in Virginia, where he spent a month in the summer after his 

sophomore year on a college campus studying humanities and being exposed to the 

college environment.  Juan’s experience with the Governor’s school was the most 

positive moment of his high school experience; however, he did notice that he was one of 

the only students who looked like him.  This life experience provided him with additional 

external resources and with internal resources.  He stated about attending Governor’s 

school, “It was definitely the most positive moment of my high school experience… I did 

get to meet a lot of people that were from all over the state and like doing the same things 

that I did.”  This allowed Juan to develop a new social network that he would later tap 

into his activism and recognize that while it was a great experience, it didn’t necessarily 

reflect where he had come from.  This has caused him to attempt to change his institution 

to be more representative of students that aren’t part of the majority.  Regardless of what 

type of college preparatory program they were involved in, the students utilized these 

resources to achieve their educational goals. 

Financial Resources 

Students had both internal and external financial resources at their disposal to 

make their educational goals become a reality.  Instead of viewing tuition costs as 

insurmountable, the students utilized all available financial resources to attend 

postsecondary institutions.  While stressful at times, the amount of work and the 

necessity to traverse through various systems paid dividends.  Internal financial resources 

are their own parental financial support and their own employment.  External financial 
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resources were institutionalized financial support mechanisms available to them in 

various forms, including scholarships and state financial aid. 

Internal financial resources.  Students utilized internal financial resources to 

assist them in obtaining their educational goals.  Most of the students were employed in 

some form, which aided in their tuition payments; however, it was mainly due to DACA 

that they were all able to achieve this.  Students also relied on their parents and families 

for financial support in some form or another. 

Cristina worked every break at a restaurant to she could afford tuition. Similarly, 

Juan and Maria worked throughout high school at a flea market.  While in her first year at 

college, Maria worked in an assisted-living center.  Cesar worked various jobs during 

high school, prior to becoming an entrepreneur and selling cars that he fixed up. While in 

college, he held various jobs including working for a multicultural student services 

department and creating videos for undocumented initiatives.  Karen worked for a 

multicultural student services department on campus as well.  Mariany worked in an 

entomology lab on campus, as well as serving as a mentor for other minoritized students.  

Jose worked odd jobs until he received his DACA papers and then started working with a 

mass transit company in Northern Virginia.   

Cristina relied heavily on her parents for financial support for tuition payments.  

When she was first admitted to her institution, her father was committed to assisting her 

pay for tuition, stating that they would make it work.  Throughout her four years in 

college, Cristina’s parents assisted with her tuition payments, averaging over half of her 

tuition payments each semester.  Cristina initially offered to not go to college; however, 

her payments were insistent that they would make it work.  Ana was also very dependent 
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on her family for financial support, as they paid a great portion of her tuition payments, 

as well as her younger sibling. 

Other students did not have the same level of parental financial support; however, 

they did provide support where they could.  Maria’s father helped her pay for books one 

semester.  Jose’s parents paid for a couple of credits his first few semester when he went 

to school, including the utilization of a money pool.  This money pool will be described 

further in the social capital section; however, this money pool allowed him to enroll 

fulltime one semester, whereas he had previously only taken one class each semester.  

Mariany’s family also supports her financial whenever they can.  Juan has relied on 

family support, including borrowing money from his family to make tuition payments.  

The students have to utilize all available financial resources to assist them through 

college. 

External financial resources.  While students did utilize internal financial 

resources, they utilized external financial resources to a larger degree.  External financial 

resources refer to the scholarships and other forms of financial available to them.  The 

available external financial resources are heavily dependent on what state they lived in.  

In Virginia, there is no state financial aid, unlike Washington.  In Washington, the Real 

Hope Act passed in 2014, expanding state financial aid to undocumented students.  

External financial resources was also dependent on what institution they attended, as 

some institutions made an institutional commitment to cover the difference of tuition and 

fees minus financial aid for their undocumented students.  Utilizing external financial 

resources was dependent on the students taking full advantage of available resources, as 

they weren’t easily accessible to all students. 
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Almost all of the students obtained private scholarships to assist with their tuition 

payments.  It was incumbent on the students to apply to these scholarships; however, 

through their available educational resources, the majority of them had the ability to 

determine which scholarships for which they were eligible.  Karen received the Act 6 

scholarship, which enabled her to attend a private institution in the state of Washington.  

The Act 6 scholarship covered all tuition and fees minus any other financial support 

received.  Mariany received a College Success Foundation scholarship and a scholarship 

from her teachers in high school.  Many of the students, though, only received a small 

amount of community-based scholarships.   

The bulk of external financial resources come from state financial aid.  Those 

students who lived in Washington were at a great advantage after the passage of the Real 

Hope Act in 2014, as long as they understand that they would have to apply for 

Washington Application for State Financial Aid (WASFA).  As the Real Hope Act 

passed prior to Cristina’s senior year, she wasn’t familiar with what it was and was 

unable to utilize this external financial resource.  The other students in Washington have 

all taken advantage of the state financial aid resources, thereby easing the financial 

barriers they would normally encounter in other states.  The remaining four 

Washingtonian students all submitted their WAFSA application and received some form 

of state financial aid. 

One institution also served as a large external financial resource for the students 

who attended it.  The institution made a large commitment to diversifying their student 

population and created various avenues to recruit students of color.  This commitment has 

led to the creation of several recruitment efforts aimed at students of color that offer of 
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scholarships, as well as the creation of several institutional financial pledges to specific 

populations for financial support in the gap they experience between state aid and their 

cost of attendance, including undocumented students.  This institutional financial 

commitment covers any tuition and fees after all state financial aid has been applied.  

This has resulted in additional undocumented students in state attending the institution.  

Several of these students attend this institution and credit these recruitment efforts and 

financial resources as the reason they chose that particular institution.  Some of these 

student support services are discussed in the section on navigational capital.   

Community Cultural Wealth 

In response to Bourdieu’s cultural capital (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977) theory 

that privileges the knowledge of upper and middle classes as valuable to a hierarchical 

society, Tara Yosso (2005) created an alternative theory entitled community cultural 

wealth.  Community cultural wealth outlines at least six forms capital that often go 

unnoticed or unrecognized as assets to students of color in their schooling.  Figure 2 

outlines the interconnected of this theory.  This theory is congruent with Critical Race 

Theory, LatCrit, and funds of knowledge, whereas it centralizes the lived experiences of 

People of Color at its core.   

According to Yosso, the six forms of capital of community cultural wealth are  

(1) Aspirational capital: ability to maintain hopes and dreams for the future 

despite real and perceived barriers;  

(2) Linguistic capital: skills learned through language and the ability to 

communicate through visual art, music, and poetry;  
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(3) Familial capital: the forms of knowledge nurtured among family that “carry a 

sense of community history, memory, and cultural intuition” (Yosso, 2005, p. 79);  

(4) Social capital: the “networks of people and community resources” (p. 79) that 

can help students navigate through social institutions;  

(5) Navigational capital: a form of capital inclusive of social networks and the 

resiliency students develop to persist through institutional barriers;  

(6) Resistant capital: “those knowledges and skills fostered through oppositional 

behavior that challenges inequality” (p. 80) guided by a motivation to transform 

oppressive institutions and structures.   

 

Figure 2- A Model of Community Cultural Wealth. Adopted from Yosso, 2006 
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knowledges, skills and abilities of People of Color as a valuable asset, community 

cultural wealth shifts the existing narrative that only middle class cultures are valuable.  

The students in this study have an abundance of cultural capital wealth as resources they 

utilize to navigate through the structures they encounter in their pursuit of their 

educational goals. 

Aspirational Capital.  Aspirational capital refers to the ability to maintain dreams and 

have high expectations for the future, regardless of the real and perceived structural 

barriers families may face.  Even though Chicanas/os have historically had the lowest 

educational outcomes compared to other demographic groups, Chicana/o parents have 

consistently maintained high aspirations and expectations for their students.  This 

continues with students having high aspirations to fulfill those dreams and not their 

parents’ sacrifices go unfulfilled.  These communal set of values demonstrate their 

desires to build their capacity for the future and ensure future generations have it better 

than the previous one. 

Many of the students and their families shared similar values that built into their 

aspirational capital.  These shared values included determination, goal-orientation, hard 

work, optimism, persistence and positivity.  The students picked up on these values that 

their parents exhibited and utilized them towards their own benefit.  Ana utilized her 

father’s determination as a way to stay motivated.  She stated, “So I think that’s what’s 

really made me just work more with things and just have that like determination to not 

give up even if just one little thing doesn’t work out.”  Maria has utilized her parents’ 

goal-oriented nature to help her develop her own goals and complete those goals.  Maria 
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loves to set goals and to works towards them as accomplishing them instills a sense of 

pride for how far she has made it. 

All students cited their parents’ work ethic and value of hard work as something 

that they wanted to demonstrate on their own as they were fulfilling their educational 

goals.  According to Cesar, “The family values, we weren’t really told, it was kind of just 

shown to us, like through actions.”  Cristina elaborated on this sentiment.  “But I think 

for me, just always seeing that (parents hard work) and seeing the way they (her parents) 

carry themselves and their work ethic and just like, their values, has always been so 

influential, because I feel like I have a lot to live up to.”  The students have utilized their 

parents hard work as a personal motivation to work hard in school and achieve their goals 

despite the obstacles they would come into contact with and have to navigate through. 

The students saw their parents’ persistence, positivity, and optimism and claimed 

those values as their own as they persisted through the structural barriers they 

encountered.  They utilized the negative interactions and outcomes they and their parents 

have had to endure as a learning opportunity and an internal motivating factor.  This has 

allowed the students to not be slowed down regardless of the obstacles and barriers they 

have encountered.  Maria believes that these barriers and institutional obstacles have 

made her stronger and that they have made her lucky because if these things hadn’t had 

happened, she wouldn’t be able to learn from them.  Most parents, regardless of the 

situation, always looked on the bright side and knew that things would work themselves 

out in the end. This unbridled sense of positivity and optimism greatly assisted the 

students navigate through the barriers they encountered.   
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Another value the families and students had was the value of education.  This was 

the single most prevalent form of aspirational capital the students had as a resource.  

Parents heavily emphasized the importance of education and instilled it as an expectation 

for them, knowing that through education, the students could achieve whatever they 

wanted and that their dreams would become reality.  This, in turn, was buttressed by the 

students desire to honor their parents’ sacrifices.  Karen mentioned that her parents’ 

sacrifices were always at the front part of her mind.  She stated, “Like, a lot of their 

sacrifices were for us and our education.  So I always sort of had that pressure going into 

school and I was like, ‘Oh, I need to do really great…in order to make sure that their 

sacrifices are worth it’.”  It was because of their parents’ sacrifices that they were able to 

get an education, so the students knew that they had to work to get it and to never take it 

for granted. 

The students also knew they were setting a positive example for those around 

them, including their younger siblings.  Juan wants to set a good example for his young 

sisters.  Maria knows that through her persistence and getting an education, she is role 

modeling not only for her immediate family but also her extended family in the 

community.  She stated, “I can see that I make my parents really proud because they 

never thought that I would probably even graduate…I’m actually leaving to go to college 

and get a degree and get knowledge for the good of both of us.”  Role modeling for their 

families and communities was important because it allowed them to build that 

aspirational capital in others. 

Linguistic capital.  Linguistic capital is the intellectual and social skills one obtains 

through communication experiences in more than one language.  Students of color arrive 
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at an educational facility with multiple language and communication skills, including 

participating in storytelling.  Linguistic capital also includes various forms of 

communication, including film, music, social media, and translation.  The students had an 

abundance of linguistic capital at their fingertips to navigate through structural barriers 

they encountered. 

 Almost all of the students are bilingual and have learned English as a second 

language.  This developed and strengthened their abilities to navigate through the 

educational system, as they had to learn a new language and succeed at the same time.  

Students had to work extra hard to keep up when they first arrived, such as Maria, who 

arrived in the fourth grade.  She took ELL classes and had a translator with her.  She 

quickly picked up on the language and didn’t let her limited language skills negatively 

impact her.  Even though she was bullied, she didn’t want to let the bully win and worked 

extra hard to succeed.  As the students gained mastery of the English language, they soon 

began to serve as translators for their parents in various forms, whether in the educational 

system or elsewhere.  Karen served as a translator for her father as he was not proficient 

in English.  Being a translator creates opportunities for the students to acquire skills and 

knowledge they wouldn’t have otherwise had, as the students would have to interact with 

official documents, professionals, and other forms of bureaucratic structures.  Children 

who translate for their parents learn skills to navigate through bureaucratic structures that 

their peers do not. This is an important component of linguistic capital. 

 The students also utilized other forms of communication to their own advantage.  

Jose was the best at utilizing his communication skills and putting them to work for his 

advancement towards his goal.  Through the funds of knowledge available in his 
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household (computer literacy and electronics), Jose was able to capitalize on it while in 

high school.  He participated in a radio class that included a competition.  He went on to 

win the statewide competition in radio production and travelled to the national 

competition.  His love of electronics and production led him to take up filmmaking, 

where he continues to be a filmmaker on undocumented issues.  He has served as the 

DREAMERs of Virginia director of social media, where he has created social media 

campaigns that include film to communicate with the larger audience.  Social media is 

another form of communication skill the students have all picked up on.  Students have 

utilized social media to advocate for the DREAM Act or the passage of the Real Hope 

Act or to simply connect with other DREAMers.  Mariany stated that her connection with 

a DREAMer group at her postsecondary institution was through social media. 

 Music is another form of linguistic capital the students have utilized.  Jose utilizes 

music to help him get through difficult days.  He says, “I’ve been like, dealing with stress 

um, listening to music and I go out walking now that I didn’t back then as well. I had a 

lot of walking and there’s, you know, listening to music instead of... keep my mind off of 

things.” Mariany has utilized music as a way to navigate through education by playing 

various instruments and teaching others.  Mariany plays the piano, guitar and flute, 

leveraging these skills to get into a postsecondary institution and utilizing it as a source of 

income. 

Familial Capital.  Nurtured among family, familial capital refers to cultural knowledge 

that carry a sense of community history, memory and cultural intuition.  The concept of 

family is extended to include those outside of the traditional nuclear family, thereby 

resulting the importance of maintaining a healthy connection to the community and the 
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various resources it has available.  Familial capital informs the emotional, moral, 

educational and occupational awareness of the individual and community.  Funds of 

knowledge are often referred to as familial capital; however, familial capital refers to 

more than the knowledge they have in the household.  Familial capital is an idea of 

community engagement and support. 

 The student participants had various forms of familial capital; however, it was 

their immediate family that really provided them with the intuition to navigate through 

the barriers they encountered.  Ana said it best, 

That’s always been a very big thing with us, you know, like we- my mom always 
says, you know, ‘Family always comes first. There’s never going to be a time 
when we’re going to say no to you or not help you out or anything like that.’ So, I 
think being able to really be close to your family and also taking the time to spend 
time with them.    
 

Ana stated that she was able to count on family and that her sister is her best friend.  

Having an important support structure was very important to the students navigate 

through the barriers and obstacles they encountered. 

Students learned how to navigate through the structures from their parents and 

extended family, must as Cesar had.  Cesar’s role model was his grandfather, as he 

navigated through barriers, yet became a very successful businessman.  Cesar’s 

grandfather always centralized the important of family and ensured that family was 

always taken care of.   Cesar referred back to his grandfather’s story all the time a place 

of empowerment.  Cesar stated, “My grandfather just talked to me like an adult, I guess. 

And I really admired that. Um, and now that he’s gone, I kind of reference back a lot to 

his story, like, all the time.”  Even though Cesar’s grandfather played a strong role in 
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learning how to navigate through barriers, it was the support of his mother that impacted 

him the most.  Cesar recounted,  

I could fail at anything and I know she’d still be like, ‘I’m proud of you because 
you at least tried,’ you know? So, for sure my mom... No matter what barrier, like, 
she might not like it, but she’s always going to be there… She’s always implied 
how much she loves me and how much she loves her kids, like, if anything. 
 

Cesar’s family included his aunts, uncles, cousins, mothers’ boyfriend, his girlfriend and 

friends.  They all taught him something important, especially as he was growing up.  He 

would later utilize the lessons to navigate through the obstacles he faced. 

Karen learned how to be a great caregiver from her cousins, something she 

utilized in her roles after graduating from high school.  Karen lived with her extended 

family for a period of time.  Karen stated, “I think as a kid, I kind of saw it as just a really 

fun environment, because it was like all of my cousins, who were just all of my friends, 

right?”  Her family would serve as each other caretakers.   Karen learned independence 

and leadership skills from this experience and utilized it later in her college and activist 

experiences. 

Cristina’s family, both immediate and extended, taught her the importance of 

being respectful to everyone, the significance of communication as it can break down 

barriers, and the necessity of equality for everyone.  She relied on her cousins a support 

group, especially when they confronted similar issues related to their immigration status.  

Cristina had a lot of cousins who lived nearby.  They were not only related, but were also 

best friends. Cristina narrated,  

I talk to my cousins… I’m like we just kind of have that communication with 
each other and you know they tell me like, ‘Whatever. It’s going to get better. 
Stop stressing out.’ You know, kind of bring me back to reality. They give me 
reality checks on that constantly and that’s what I need because I can sit around 
and sulk for a long time, but those people are constantly like, ‘No, no. You know. 
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Get it together. Like, it’ll be fine. Like, stop stressing out. You’ve been stressed 
before. It’s gone better before. Like, just don’t. Don’t worry so much about 
everything.’ 
 

These reality checks enabled Cristina to push past difficult times and continue moving 

forward to her educational goals.  

Mariany’s brother had paved the way for her to reach her educational goals and 

served as her personal motivation coach.  After Mariany had transferred to a public high 

school from her private high school, her brother kept encouraging her to move forward 

academically.  He told her that he would give her fifty dollars if she had received all A’s 

on her report card.  She took him up on this offer and continued to get straight A’s every 

semester.  Mariany’s brother served as an example of how she could navigate through 

high school and eventually attend college.  The two of them motivated each other and 

didn’t want to let each other down.  Her brother knew that he was setting an example for 

her and she wanted to impress him, a mutual motivation for each other. 

Mariany not only had her brother and immediate family as personal motivators, 

but her familial capital extended to her church.  As her parents are extremely religious, 

they utilized their church family as a resource for Mariany to attend her private school.  

Mariany was able to attend private school as a result of the financial and community 

support the church provided, enabling Mariany to attend a better elementary and middle 

school than was available in her hometown.   Mariany’s church family also instilled in 

her the notion of giving back to the larger community, leading Mariany to become in 

various community related organizations, which eventually lead to her activist 

involvement. 
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Friends were also considered family by all of the students.  Maria utilized her 

friends as a support group to continue moving on in her education.  Friends’ educational 

aspirations served to drive Maria forward.  Her friends helped her navigate through high 

school and eventually apply to college because they had other family that had already 

gone to college.  Maria also utilized her friends as a support structure when she was being 

bullied.  Her friends would tell her to not focus on the bullying, but instead, to focus on 

achieving her dreams.   

Social Capital.  Social capital refers to the community and networks of people who 

provide instrumental and emotional support, similar to familial capital.  Students had 

various networks of support, including family, friends, mentors, sponsors, other 

undocumented students, and activists they could rely on.  Organizations were another 

form of social capital that they could tap into, including DREAMer organizations and 

registered student organizations, such as fraternities and sororities.  These networks and 

organizations served as a resource for these students as they navigated through the 

obstacles they encountered in pursuit of their higher education goals. 

The students and their families had a wide array of networks at their disposal that 

they utilized.  These networks included family, friends, mentors, sponsors, activists, and 

other undocumented students that they could learn from, lean on for support, and direct 

them to resources that they would not otherwise know.  Almost all of the students’ 

families, for example, relied on their family network to establish themselves in their 

respective states.  This was especially true if the families moved after they initially 

entered the United States.  These networks of family members and friends pointed them 

in the direction where they could find work and establish roots in a community.  Once in 
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the community, these networks helped them navigate what neighborhoods to settle in, 

how to register the students for school, and where new employment opportunities were 

available.   

Family members utilized the social capital they gained to assist their students, 

especially when it came to finances.  Jose’s family utilized money pools.  Jose recounted 

his experience with money pools, 

Something that kinda help us out with my parents was that sometimes between 
group of family and friends, a lot of the Latino families do like ... Money pools? 
Money pools… So basically between the group of ten people they all gather 
$1,000. So they give it to, you know, one person, and then the next person that 
follow in time…When it was my family’s turn, we, used the money to pay for 
tuition. 
 

His parents participated in the money pool, which allowed Jose to attend one semester at 

full time.  Without the social capital his parents had developed, Jose wouldn’t have been 

able to attend his community college fulltime that semester.  

 Getting a sponsor to help pay tuition was another example of how the students 

social capital was utilized.  Karen’s family had developed a great relationship with a 

sponsor who was willing to pay for her tuition, similar to how Mariany’s family found 

sponsors to pay for her private K-12 education.  Sponsors provide a great deal of support, 

both emotionally and financially to students and their families.  Karen stated, “so this 

sponsor, she’s a really close family friend of ours, who has supported my mom and a lot 

of my family members, um throughout like a lot of our lives, and so she knows our story, 

she know um our limitations, and she’s just a very great ally, um who has helped me a 

lot.”  Social capital can provide students with the resources necessary to make their 

educational goals a reality. 
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Students developed their own networks to learn how to apply for college 

scholarship and how to fill out college applications.  Although they sometimes had 

support from the education system, teachers, and college counselors, the students had to 

learn from each other how to navigate these structural barriers.  Juan his social network 

of other undocumented students to identify scholarships he could apply for.  Juan 

recalled, “I found those all through the friend that I had met online. That I had found that 

article because she’s two years older than I am so she went to community college first 

and she was always applying for scholarships.”  Through his social capital, Juan was able 

to apply for and receive scholarships that aided in his paying of tuition, which was 

essential as he is ineligible to receive state financial aid, unlike Washington students.   

Students also developed widened their social networks by developing mentor 

relationships.  These relationships helped them navigate not only the educational barriers 

they would encounter, but also to provide them with motivation to continue moving 

forward.  Sometimes the mentors were teachers and counselors, while other times they 

were family members and friends.  These mentors provided them with additional support 

and resources that they may not have had access to.  Juan’s mentor is a senior student at 

his institution, who is also an undocumented student.  Juan stated, “He is definitely like 

on different level of thinking like he’s on a different like higher level of thinking than I 

am. And I kind of look at him as my mentor even though he is only two years older than 

me. I do talk to him a lot. I do turn to him when I need advice.”  Mentors served as an 

invaluable resource to the students. 

Friends, including other undocumented students, served as a support structure as 

the students went through K-12 education.  Jose had two undocumented friends who went 
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through similar situations as he did even though they were from different countries.  Juan 

had friends from Governor’s School who served as a support mechanism, especially once 

in-state resident tuition was granted to DACA recipients in Virginia.  Mariany had an 

undocumented friend who introduced her to involvement and the undocumented 

movement in Washington.  Mariany stated, “We kind of push each other forward. We 

have big dreams and we kind of like build on each other’s dreams and when she wants to 

be better, I want to be better.”  Friends served as a support system to keep each other 

motivated as they traversed the educational system, including when they went to college. 

Friends in college served as a stand-in family structure for students.  While in 

college, Maria’s friends introduced her to becoming involved in the community and to 

the larger DREAMER movement.  Maria recounted, “Every time we meet, we bring out 

new ideas on how to get involved in, and um, new conferences, or how to gain, uh, a 

panel out there for students and they can get informed of what’s going on.” Maria utilizes 

her friend as a personal motivator to ensure that she accomplishes what she has set out to 

accomplish. It was very important to the students that they develop a new family while in 

college so that they didn’t feel alone.  This resulted in many students joining registered 

student organizations, fraternities and sororities, or starting their own DREAMer 

organization.   

Organizations are another form of social capital that students learned to utilize.  

Cristina is a member of a multicultural sorority.  Her sorority sisters provided her with a 

vast network of support during her time at her institution, even though Cristina did not let 

all of them know she was undocumented.  Cristina described the support her sorority 

sisters gave her as follows, 
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When they were finding out, a lot of it was done very personally, you know, little 
things here and there, like, ‘Oh here’s this,’ when the DACA was happening, 
everyone was giving me the news about it. It was things that everybody wanted to 
tell me about. It was ways to give me news, to give me information, to give me 
like, you know, ‘Oh you should apply for this. Oh, you should do this.’ Or maybe, 
‘this would be a good opportunity for you.’ Or, ‘You know what, it doesn’t 
require citizenship.’ So, it’s like a lot of it for them was just very personal because 
I was actually, in the sorority, the only undocumented person. So, it was done on 
a personal level, but then the girls, they all knew of it and when I was speaking up 
on behalf of it, like at chapter ... When I brought that up as issues with them, they 
were going out of their way to figure stuff like that out for me. So they were 
always speaking up for me if I didn’t want to necessarily do it for myself and I 
didn’t want to out myself, if I didn’t want to tell more people they were doing 
things for me. 
 

Cristina’s sorority sisters acted a conduit for resources and spoke up on her behalf.  The 

sorority offered Cristina a safe space to explore her identity while serving as a support 

structure.  Cesar was also in a multicultural fraternity and he received similar support 

levels and social capital from joining the organization. 

Organizations served as an invaluable form of social capital for these students.  

Karen’s involvement with the Washington DREAM Coalition and United We Dream 

provided her with countless opportunities she wouldn’t have had otherwise.  Jose, Juan 

and Ana were all involved in some fashion with the DREAMers of Virginia organization.  

Some of the students were active with the undocumented student organization on their 

campus or they created their own as a way to develop the social capital of other students.  

These types of organizations provide the students with the development of leadership, 

activist, and professional development skills.  Karen reflected on her experience with 

United We Dream and the opportunities she developed as a result of being involved in it,  

I have this knowledge and I’ve been able to learn and share the knowledge that I 
have, I’ve been put into ... I’ve gained experience right, I’ve gained professional 
experience as a public speaker. I’ve done multiple presentations to a number of 
groups, right. I’ve worked for the media, I’ve worked for politicians. I’ve had to 
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write a lot about my experience, so I think I’ve gained a lot of professional 
experience.  
 

DREAMer organizations provided the students with an additional network of social 

capital that they could utilize as they navigated through the structural barriers they 

encountered. 

Navigational Capital.  Navigational capital refers to the abilities of individuals to 

maneuver through social institutions that have not been created for minoritized 

populations.  Navigational capital also refers to the resilience, or “a set of inner resources, 

social competencies and cultural strategies that permit individuals to not only survive, 

recover, or even thrive after stressful events, but also to draw from the experience to 

enhance subsequent functioning” (Stanton-Salazar & Spina, 2000, p. 229).   

Researchers often refer to these as “critical navigational skills,” which enable an 

individual to persist and navigate through inequitable structures seeped in racism and 

nativism. Navigational capital acknowledges and celebrates individual agency that 

empower individuals to rely on their social networks and knowledge of the system to 

maneuver through the system itself (Yosso, 2005).  The students’ resilience and 

persistence to navigate through is a direct result of their utilization of available resources 

to help them bend the structures at play, including attending a postsecondary institution in 

spite of legal, social, and political institutions at play attempting to limit their abilities to 

do so. 

Students utilized existing structures that were implemented to also be successful.  

For example, students who were eligible to receive DACA obtained it.  DACA allowed 

the students to navigate their status as undocumented students who were ineligible to 

obtain work legally to obtain a work permit.  DACA also allowed students to receive a 
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driver’s license in Virginia and it allowed them to receive in-state resident tuition rates.  

Maria assisted others to get their DACA status through education and assistance at 

DACA clinics.  Her actions created additional navigational capital available to other 

students who may not have understood how to fill out the application.   

Students in Washington took advantage of the systems that allowed 

undocumented students to attend postsecondary institutions, including the passage of HB 

1079 and the Real Hope Act.  Karen recalled, “When I first heard about uh HB 1079, and 

a lot of the resources that were available, that was when I was also like ‘oh, okay there’s 

some sort of help. There’s a way that I can figure things out.’” Without taking advantage 

of these two resources, students would not have been able to attend their institutions.  

They also took advantage of their institution’s housing policy.  Most institutions had a 

first-year live-in requirement; however, students could petition to live off-campus if they 

had a financial reason.  Many Washingtonian undocumented students took advantage of 

that, such as Cesar.  Cesar stated, “Like, we were both able to get out of the dorms, and 

um, living off the campus, like, although it like had this great benefit of not having to pay 

so much.”  Understanding how to maneuver through the existing structures to achieve 

their educational goals was heavily dependent on the students understanding of the 

system as well as their social networks. 

Students also utilized existing higher education resources and support structures.  

At one university that some of the students attended in Washington had a high school 

conference aimed at attracting Chicana/o & Latina/o students to attend the institution.  

This student-led conference aimed to bring students together for the purpose of 

promoting and encouraging higher education among Raza, simultaneously providing 
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workshops on cultural empowerment, leadership, and a desire to take this new knowledge 

back to their communities to share with others.  During this conference, admissions staff 

interview students and some students are offered on-site admission to the university.  

Some students, who are offered admission to the university, also receive scholarships.  

Cristina was one student who took advantage of this program.  She recounted, 

So, the weekend for me was like a lot of fun. Like I said, the community just 
seemed like so cool. Like so close. So tight…I wasn’t getting a call for an 
interview. Like I wasn’t getting pulled out of workshops or anything. So I was 
stressed out because I was like, "What if they looked at my application and they 
don’t think it’s like worthy of an interview."  So, I was asking everybody. Like 
I’m that person… And so, I didn’t get an interview. I don’t even know like what 
happened and then when they called the list of all the names, they called my 
name. You know, one of my friends who was ... He as from Sunny side and he got 
accepted too, and I didn’t know him, but I met him that weekend and we both got 
accepted from like our little team group. So we were both really happy and I 
remember calling my dad and I told him… For me it was like, it was exciting to 
know that I could get accepted. That I did get accepted.  

 
The students that attended this program found out about it from their social networks. 

Cristina’s story about her experience at this conference demonstrates the real power of 

these sort of conferences.  Students are motivated to attend higher education and when 

provided the right environment, they become overly invested in their futures. Students 

also found out about other pre-enrollment resources, such as a pre-admissions day solely 

for students of color which offered a $5,000 scholarship for those who attended the pre-

admissions day and then chose to attend the institution.   

The students relied on their social networks to navigate through the structures 

they encountered, but most specifically, utilized student organizations.   While in high 

school, Ana utilize sports and student organizations to help her build connections that 

would translate into additional assistance after high school.  Ana stated, “I was in field 

hockey. I ran track. Um, and then I was really involved in student organizations, and so I 
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think that helped me really build the connections that I did, um, with staff, teachers, and 

other students.”  A lot of the students were involved in a Latino or Hispanic student 

organization, with a few students who were members of Movimiento Estudiantil Chicano 

de Aztlán (MEChA).  These student organizations in high school provided the students 

with leadership and professional development skills that would help them navigate 

through the structures they encountered.   

As these organizations were located in a relatively safe environment, the students 

were able to experiment and take risks which ultimately taught them these critical 

navigation skills they would need while on campus.  Students learned from each other the 

ways to navigate through the system to achieve their educational goals.  This provided 

the students the opportunity to enlarge their social networks and leverage their social 

networks as a way to develop resistant capital that they would utilize.   

Resistant capital.  Resistant capital refers to oppositional behaviors that challenge 

inequality and inequity, and is demonstrated through students’ espoused values of 

equality and independence as well as their activist actions.  Students utilized 

transformative resistance capital as they attempted to transform the oppressive structures 

they encountered through indirect and direct activism.  The methods they utilized in their 

transformative resistant capital were learned from others in their social network; 

however, the ideals and motivation behind their activism are similar to countless 

individuals who have come before in the fight for equality. 

Values.  Students had deeply held values of equality and independence that their 

resistant capital centralized on.  These values were the birthplace of their resistance to the 

oppressive structures they encountered.  Cristina’s father served as a role model for this.  
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Cristina recalled, “My dad is very open to communication and he’s very open minded 

about everything that goes on in the world... A lot of …who I am comes from my dad. 

…he’s like very, very about equal rights and equal access...”  Cristina’s value of equality, 

which she received from her father, helped her develop an open-mind where she could 

accept others opinions and exercise controversy with civility, or disagree with the ideas 

and thoughts but not the individual.   

This idea of openness and equality directly correlates to Cristina’s interest in 

addressing injustices.  She credits her father and family life with getting her involved in 

social justice issues.  Karen is similar to Cristina in that she had learned to be passionate 

about social justice issues from her parents.  Karen stated, “Um, I learned from my 

parents you know to, um, to kind of be very (laughs) not to be vocal but not to really um 

allow other people to um, get away with injustices.”  This deep-rooted value of equality 

was a driven factor behind most students’ activist involvement and a source of their 

resistant capital. 

Another value that was prevalent amongst the students that directly correlated to 

their activism is their deeply held belief in the necessity of independence.  Almost all of 

the students cited independence as an important family value.  Karen’s mother instilled a 

sense of independence in her. Karen recalled, “I think my mom raised me with really 

valuing my independence and really valuing myself as a, as a individual. Um, which, um, 

I think is a very important thing to, to teach your child. Um, (sighs) Yeah! I think 

(laughs).”  Maria, for example, cited independence as a driving-motivator as she was 

going through high school and college.  Maria stated, “Succeeding and knowing that this 

was for the good of myself and not others… I have to look for myself and not for others 
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on making decisions about my future... I started being more independent and thinking for 

my better future.”  It was through Maria’s independent spirit that she soon began her 

involvement in activism.  She didn’t want to just follow others, she knew that she wanted 

to lead the way for others and provide other students with opportunities to be successful.  

The students knew their independence would enable them to transform the oppressive 

structures they came into contact with as it served as a source of personal strength. 

 Indirect activism.  Students exhibited a wide variety of indirect activist actions, 

ranging from community involvement to sharing their personal stories, from online 

slacktivism to raising awareness in general on the issues facing undocumented students.  

Indirect activism refers to political acts that express political concern, but do not attempt 

to physically alter or challenge public institutions and/or their actors.  Indirect activism 

includes new forms of rhetorical verbal and nonverbal actions than those that are 

traditionally thought of when one thinks of activism.   

Indirect activism does not equate to a lack of protest of the institutional structures; 

however, this form of activism would be best equated with internal transformational 

resistance.  Solórzano and Delgado Bernal (2001) describe internal transformational 

resistance as behavior that appears to conform to cultural or institutional norms; however, 

the individuals are deliberately engaged in a critique of the institutional oppression they 

encounter.  This is the case with most undocumented students who attend a 

postsecondary institution.  They appear to conform to the cultural norms of attending a 

postsecondary institution even though federal law (IIRIRA and PWRORA) state they 

cannot receive in-state resident tuition benefits and society in general states that they 

should be not attending.  They persist at the institutions, breaking down barriers little by 
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little, or at the very least, bend the barriers and structures enough for others to come in 

after them. 

Community involvement in their neighborhoods and schools is form of indirect 

action these students utilized.  Cesar was involved in the UNITE Project, whose purpose 

was to reduce racial barriers and unite his high school.  Jose continues to go back to his 

former high school and mentors additional students to become involved in electronics and 

the radio.  Maria created a club in her neighborhood aimed to reduce gang activity and 

violence.  Maria recounted her experience creating the club,  

And we started creating movie nights ...summer camps so the kids wouldn’t grow 
up in an environment that was... drug related, alcohol related. We started getting 
them more involved into what was good for them... So they had to do and not be 
out in the streets doing bad stuff.  We started planting a garden. So they would 
take care of it like if it was theirs.  

 
It was through involvement in their communities that these students were able to remain 

grounded and remember whom else they were working with and for.  Additional family 

members would come to assist with the growing of the garden as well, leading to a 

community based approach to solving social issues. 

When the students shared their personal stories, they released the immense power 

they have to change the current perception the general population has of undocumented 

students.  They realized that their stories could have a tremendous impact, especially 

when they are shared out in the open.  Some of the students did presentations at high 

schools around their respective states and some even shared their story online.  Juan 

shared his experience as an undocumented student to his Governor’s School friends, 

opening new social networks to assist in the fight to obtain equitable treatment under the 
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law and to receive additional resources, such as in-state resident tuition rates, that their 

fellow citizen peers had available to them. 

Slacktivism, or actions performed via the Internet in support of a political or 

social cause but regarded as requiring little time or involvement, is quite prevalent 

amongst undocumented students today, and includes the student participants.  

Slacktivism plays an important role in bringing awareness to issues in a way that it is 

readily understandable and accessible to millennial students.  Jose, for example, makes 

short documentary films related to his undocumented status and the barriers students 

encounter and places them on Facebook and other social media outlets.  Social media is a 

large component of slacktivism.  Students shared their experiences as undocumented 

students on Facebook and created new support systems for each other.  Juan learned 

about scholarship opportunities from this online network and he also advocated for the 

passage of the federal DREAM Act online.  Students, such as Mariany, created Facebook 

groups for undocumented students at their school, connecting these students to additional 

resources and support systems. 

Students’ indirect activism wasn’t only addressed to the external structures that 

existed.  Sometimes, they had to focus inwards to address inequities that existed in the 

structures that they themselves created.  The students focused on the intersectionality 

their identity as an undocumented student created.  By focusing on their intersectionality, 

the students were able to address larger structural inequities.  Karen was very intentional 

in investigating how intersectionality of identities, and more specifically gender 

inequities, played a role in the larger undocumented student movement.  She recounted, 

From there on, I think now, my activism has sort of gotten into this stage of, uh, 
awareness, where it’s more, it’s not so much of looking at the resources that are 
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out there, but more looking at how, um, is the system set up so that our 
communities are at a disadvantage, how our communities being affected by the 
way that the criminal justice system is set up? How are the women and mujeres in 
our group affected by the way that, uh, misogyny, um, and sexism plays in the 
movement itself? So, I think now, of, I’ve kind of, dove, or, I’m diving into more 
of like what is, what are the things going on within our own organization, in our 
organizing, that are really affecting the women and the mujeres who are trying to 
find a safe space in this movement, in this shared narrative, and so that’s the work 
that I’ve been doing more at the national stage with United We Dream. I’ve 
teamed up with some other women from the network and we’re working on really 
constructing a narrative and creating a safe space for women in our network to 
come together and really talk about a lot of the issues happening within other 
organizations and the movement.  

 
Indirect activism wasn’t always about changing the larger societal structures.  

Sometimes, it was about changing the social movement itself so that everyone could feel 

welcome.  Karen was very much interested in changing the dynamic in the larger United 

We Dream movement to be more inclusive of women and women in leadership roles, 

similar to how the MEChA movement and the Brown Berets (Urrieta, 2004) in the 1970s 

had to contend with.  

The majority of the indirect activism these students engaged in was raising 

awareness about the experiences of undocumented students and the barriers they would 

encounter, but specifically focusing on their inability to receive in-state resident tuition 

benefits in Virginia or their inability to receive state and/or federal financial aid in 

Washington.  Students realized the power in raising awareness related to their 

experiences.  Ana, for example, knew that raising awareness would galvanize additional 

support.  She stated, “You know, become passionate about the subject and truly become 

an activist, and try to inspire, and educate, and you know, bring awareness to the subject, 

and get, you know, just be more knowledgeable about immigration issues.”  She further 

elaborated, “I always try to really incorporate my experiences I’ve had and kind of 
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bringing awareness to other people…I really love being able to kind of… use these 

experiences to educate others.”  Ana recognized the immense power of sharing her and 

other students’ experiences and educating the larger public on the subject. 

Cesar believed that by raising awareness on undocumented students and their 

experiences, they would be able to reduce hate towards undocumented students.  He 

stated, “We feel like the reason sometimes there’s a lot of, um, hate, um, is because 

people don’t understand it, they weren’t exposed to, um, the good that, that, that can 

come through this, I guess. So, like, the, the students that actually are here and they really 

want to succeed, they really want to help their country and, um, they just don’t have the 

opportunity to.”  By sharing his and other students’ experiences, Cesar believed that he 

could reduce hate directed towards immigrant families and undocumented students in 

general.   

Cristina believed that raising awareness on undocumented students was a way to 

expose those in power to ways they could become allies to the students, thereby reducing 

barriers and structural inequities they would face.  After a few teachers and counselors 

found out her status in high school, Cristina became a sort of spokesperson for 

undocumented students.  Cristina would work those in charge to reduce barriers and 

educate the educators on the needs of the students.  Cristina would then serve as a go 

between parents and the administration on ways the parents could also assist their 

students in taking advantage of existing resources, such as AVID.  Cristina would utilize 

her linguistic capital and translate for the administration.  Cristina recounted,  

I think that, like, they all were very hopeful, but a lot of these teachers had never 
had that experience before. But, as hopeful as they wanted to be and as, like, as 
excited as they wanted to be, as like for all these things, they really didn’t even 
know how to start. So, for me it was, you know, kind of paving the way. I didn’t 
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understand anything either. I didn’t even know what I was doing, but I was just 
kind of doing it. 

 
This idea and notion of paving the way for others that would come after them was very 

important to the students.  They wanted to serve as positive role models to their 

community and other undocumented students.  They wanted to make a difference not 

only in their own lives, but in the lives of other undocumented students as well. 

Students focused on raising awareness to educate their fellow undocumented 

students on the resources and support systems available.  It was important to Maria that 

she educate others on the available resources so that they too could continue on in their 

educational pursuits.  Maria stated,  

To keep on passing the word, because there is a lot of students that don’t go out 
there to look for the information so we want to make sure we grab everyone, and 
if they’re afraid of coming out to seek for information, we at least know that we 
went out there and gave it to them and that they’re not missing on any good 
information that they might need for, for them to keep achieving their education. 
…We can’t be selfish and keep everything to ourselves, you know, there is many 
people out there that have no idea of what’s going on… it might not be because 
they’re not seeking it, but because they don’t have the resources available. They 
might not have internet at home, they might not have the same, um, the time, they 
might be working full time to help support their family, so just um, passing on the 
word to other students is going to be helpful. I mean, just think about yourself if 
someone were to have told you all of those um, things, like, myself.  

 
Maria recognizes that not all undocumented students have the same knowledge about the 

educational system as she does.  It is an obligation for her to continue to spread the word 

about available resources and support systems because everyone needs someone to look 

out for their best interests, as she received herself when she first learned of these 

resources. 

One form of raising awareness of coming out of the shadows and letting others 

know your status.  Juan came out to his high school AP Government class during a mock 
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General Assembly when he was speaking in support of immigration reform.  This 

empowering act showed the human side to immigration reform, why it was important for 

it to pass, and why undocumented students deserved equal access to postsecondary 

education as their citizen counterparts.  Juan’s AP Government teacher was very 

interested in this topic after Juan brought it up to her, who ultimately became one of his 

biggest supporters to his advocacy for immigration reform.  Juan recalled, “It was after 

that that I sent her like a bunch of research I had done on like so she could learn exactly 

like what undocumented students and what the DREAM Act was. And she was very 

receptive of it.” This empowered Juan to continue to share his story with other 

individuals and bring awareness to the experience of undocumented students in more 

direct ways, including lobbying and testifying before legislative committees.  Many 

students utilized their practice of raising awareness and sharing their own experience as 

undocumented students as an internal source of power to move forward in their activism. 

Direct activism.  Students utilized external transformational resistance, as well as 

internal transformational resistance, when they engaged in direct activism.  Both external 

transformational resistance and internal transformational resistance are motivated by a 

sense of social justice, while aiming to critique or dismantle oppressive conditions and 

structures of domination; however, they differ in the actions and whether they conform to 

institutional or cultural norms.  Some students exhibited overt types of behavior that did 

not conform to the institutional or cultural norms and expectations.  While most students 

participated in direct action behaviors that conformed to the institutional or cultural norm 

and expectations, some students worked outside of the system to dismantle the oppressive 

structures they came into contact with.  A majority of the students would float between 
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the external and internal transformative resistance in their activism; however, it was 

predominantly internal transformative resistance they exhibited. 

Students utilized internal transformative resistance in their decision to participate 

in the creation of or the support of conferences for undocumented students.  These 

conferences provided undocumented students with support mechanisms and other 

avenues they would need to traverse the structural inequities and institutional barriers 

they would encounter.  These conferences were geared towards undocumented students 

sharing information and developing their own networks.  These types of conferences 

conform the institutional norms or cultural norms and expectations as they are similar to 

other student led conferences or other conferences that provide attendees with 

information or a network.  One of the conferences in particular that students attended was 

the NASPA: Student Affairs Professionals in Higher Education annual meeting to present 

their stories of working within the educational system to achieve their educational goals.  

Another conference that adhered to institutional norms is the Undocuqueer Conference 

sponsored in part by NASPA Region V and hosted by Washington State University. 

These conferences allowed the students to talk about different ways they could 

navigate the policies they encountered.  This provided the students with additional 

navigational capital; however, they also gained resistant capital through different 

workshops that taught them how to be activists.  Cristina participated in a LEAP 

Conference where she learned valuable knowledge and skills to be an activist.  She was 

able to meet with people from within the undocumented community and throughout the 

state.  During this conference, she gained and practiced lobbying skills.  She recalled, 

“That’s when we were doing a lot of the lobbying and so that’s when I started 
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participating in that. Then, I would do the lobbying, talking, and finding out what HB 

1079 was and …bringing that information out to students.”  These conferences provided 

students with the critical agency they would need to move forward with their educational 

goals. 

 Some of the conferences and camps these students attended provided more than 

just resistant capital.  They also provided the students with additional knowledge related 

to their intersectional identities.  Karen attended a bi-lingual leadership camp in high 

school called La Cima.  The curriculum centers on students Latino/a identity and heritage 

as well as providing them with resources necessary to move forward.  It was at this 

conference that Karen first heard someone tell their story as an undocumented student in 

Washington.  This individual who shared his story had a profound impact on Karen and 

her eventual involvement with the Washington DREAM Coalition. 

Students attended local, institutional, state and national conferences that provided 

them with trainings and workshops to become better advocates for themselves and other 

undocumented students on their campuses.  Ana attended the Clinton Global Initiative in 

Arizona and presented on UndocuAlly trainings she and her DREAMer organization 

have implemented.  Students in Washington attended the Beyond HB 1079 Conference 

that was started by the Leadership Without Borders center at the University of 

Washington.  They also attended the Undocuqueer Conference at the Washington State 

University.  This conference was unique in that it was the first conference to connect 

undocumented student experiences with queer student experiences, especially as it relates 

to their coming out.  Students in both Virginia and Washington attended the national 

United We Dream Congress meeting in Houston, Texas in 2016.  This conference is 



 246 
 

geared to provide students additional resistant capital on how to activate around 

undocumented issues at their institution, in their community and in their state. 

Another form of internal transformative resistance the students practiced was 

lobbying state legislatures on issues related to undocumented students.  Several of the 

students were able to provide testimony to state legislative committees in the hopes of 

initiating change related to in-state resident tuition benefits or in-state financial aid.  Ana 

wrote letters to various state representatives in hopes of achieving in-state resident tuition 

benefits for all undocumented students, not just DACA recipients.  Juan and other 

students from the DREAMers of Virginia group worked with the Virginia Coalition of 

Latino Immigration and testified in front of the Senate Health and Education Committee 

in Virginia.  Juan recalled his experience testifying against a bill that would have 

removed in-state resident tuition benefits for undocumented students who were recipients 

of DACA.  He stated that there were twelve people lined up to testify against the bill and 

only one person for the bill. 

So we go to go first and we were the only dreamers there, so we got to go first and 
kind of talk about how the passing of this legislation would impact us negatively.  
The chairman of the that committee is actually my Senator there, so I got to tell 
him that we come from the same community, just kind of like we associate with 
the same people we know, the same people we were.  And we lived in the same 
community so I got to tell him that you know it would have a negative impact on 
our community and I know he, he didn’t want that.   

 
The bill ultimately passed on party lines, causing the students to continue to fight against 

it via other forms, including the Democratic leadership, who would successfully push 

back against it.  Providing personal narratives did not necessarily cause legislators to 

change their votes, even if interest convergence and personal politics came into play.  
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Students had the ability to work within the existing political structure to achieve the 

change they were looking for. 

Similarly, students in Washington utilized internal transformative resistance in 

their actions towards the federal government related to the DREAM Act and their state 

government related to the passage of the Real Hope Act that provided undocumented 

students with state financial aid.  Cristina recalled calling the United States Senate to urge 

the passing of the DREAM Act in high school, 

So, when I was in high school I think the DREAM Act was trying to pass. And I 
remember, like, we were calling constantly, like calling, like calling 
representatives or the Senate. Calling whoever. We were making all these calls. 
And we felt very … optimistic. You know, we felt like, man, we’re doing so 
much is going to happen. And then I remember that it didn’t pass. And it was, 
like, the biggest, like, slap in the face. You know? And I remember it just sucked. 
And, I think, for me, it’s like, I always remember the times that it just doesn’t pass 
or the times. Like, it just doesn’t happen. And, I feel like you give something, 
like, that so much and you give so much of your time and you’re willing to really 
work for it and fight for it and then you keep seeing that it’s just not passing. It’s 
just not happening.  
 

Even though the DREAM Act did not pass, Cristina didn’t take it as just defeat.  She 

utilized this experience to continue her social justice work.  Other students would play a 

role in contacting their state representatives for the passage of the Real Hope Act, which 

successfully passed in 2014.  Working within the institutional norms sometimes yielded 

the results they wanted. 

Students also worked within institutional and cultural norms by putting on events 

for other students to come together and educating them on the topics.  Ana and her 

DREAMer organization at her institution have instituted UndocuAlly trainings for 

faculty, staff and students who want to work with and for undocumented students.  Jose 
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utilizes social media and videos he creates and produces to educate others on being 

undocumented.   

Another way students exhibit internal transformative resistance was through 

educating others on DACA.  Maria activated around educating other students on the 

importance of applying for and receiving DACA.  She stated, “I was trying to get as 

many people as possible for them to fill out their applications because um you never 

know what can happen with DACA, like this might be a permit to work right now but 

later on it could lead to bigger opportunities.”  Karen first involvement in activism was 

through educating others on DACA through the Washington DREAM Coalition.  Karen 

recounted, “My involvement started off really to  organizing in a lot of the community 

forums that were happening around around the city of Seattle…”Educating each other on 

ways to navigate the institutional system that was created is a form of internal 

transformative resistance as it conforms to institutional norms; however, it is still 

critiques the oppressive system. 

Another form of internal transformative resistance the students exhibited was the 

creation of DREAMer organizations on their campuses.  Many students on college 

campuses create registered student organizations, or RSOs, around a particular topic.  

Sometimes these RSOs are social justice oriented or identity based; however, they are for 

the most part social organizations oriented around a particular subject or interest.  

Utilizing historical identity-based and social justice oriented RSOs as a template, such as 

MEChA or the Black Student Union (BSU), these students have created their own 

identity-based, social justice oriented RSOs that center on their own identities as 

undocumented students.  These DREAMer organizations provide students with a safe 
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space, additional networking opportunities to share information on how to navigate 

through the institution, a support system, as well as leadership opportunities they may not 

otherwise have.  They also provide these students with organizing training on how to be 

effective activists around undocumented issues, especially if these DREAMer 

organizations are connected with state-wide or national affiliates such as United We 

Dream, DREAMers of Virginia, or the Washington DREAM Coalition. 

Being a part of these organizations provided students with countless professional 

development opportunities.  Cesar helped found a DREAMer organization at his 

institution.  He recounted what he gained from it: 

It’s…definitely influenced me professionally... It’s prepared me to talk to the 
incoming students especially… I think the most important thing it’s taught me is 
how to look past just, um a selling point and actually get to know who I’m talking 
about, talking to … It wasn’t until I talked to the people and I told them why 
we’re doing this. We’re doing this because we think there’s an injustice here, and 
we really want to support… equality. 
 

For Juan, who also created a DREAMer organization at his institution, it has been the 

center of his college experience. It has allowed him to continue his efforts to changing the 

hearts and minds of others as he did in high school.  He recalled the reason why he 

started his DREAMer organization, “How can I continue to like raise awareness and like 

change hearts and minds just like I did in my high school? And that was when I decided I 

wanted to start the DREAMer Organization (changed by author to protect identity) here.”  

Juan ended high school on a high with people knowing that he was undocumented.  

When he went to his new postsecondary insituttion, they did not know this.  As such, he 

wanted to raise awareness related to this.  Having the opportunity to create a DREAMer 

organization had a profound impact on these students in the development of their 
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leadership capabilities and opportunities.  It has also enabled the students to become 

active in other organizations, such as fraternities and sororities and student governments. 

Students would also work within the institutional structures to achieve additional 

change at their institution through conversations with institutional actors.  Cristina sat on 

an Undocumented Students Advisory Board at her institution and had the opportunity to 

present different ways the institution could work with and for undocumented students to 

various institutional actors, including the Assistant Vice President for Financial Aid and 

the Provost.  Juan met with the president of his institution, garnering him accolades from 

various locations.  He recalled,  

I wasn’t sure how much work or like how much of a difference I would make in 
terms of like when it came to undocumented advocacy. But guess what? In like 
this year I have realized that the community here very supportive of the few 
students on our campus. Like I, I’ve met with the president of the university to 
talk about like how, what he could be more inclusive of undocumented students.  

 
This is a similar experience to Karen, who also has worked with presidents from various 

institutions on how they can better support undocumented students on campuses. 

Students exhibited external transformative resistance through traditional activist 

actions, such as protesting, participating in marches and general organizing; however, 

their actions were limited.  The students did not put themselves or their families at risk, 

believing that there was too much at stake for them to get arrested.  While being arrested 

was at the forefront of students minds, they did not necessarily focus on it when they 

engaged in activist actions.  In regards to her attendance at rallies, Cristina would often 

think “If the police come here and they take over, like could I potentially, like, if I get 

arrested, if something happens…”  This is a similar sentiment that Karen expressed.  Her 

mother would often remind her to be careful in her actions. 
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Instead of exposing themselves to potential danger, the students stayed away from 

environments that could have led to an escalation with opponents and did not engage in 

risky activism, such as sit-ins, chaining oneself to a fixed object, blocking transportation, 

or trespassing.  Their actions border external and internal transformative resistance given 

that even though they do utilize their bodies, they do so within cultural traditions of 

activism in the United States. 

Students participation in marches were limited to their youth.  Cesar participated 

in an immigration march when he was 12 with his mother.  Juan also participated in a 

march related to immigration reform in 2007 with his family.  He recalled, “when uh my 

parents uh, after church one Sunday, we went down to Richmond and the capital of 

Richmond and we kind of joined this march that was calling for supportive immigration 

reform by our uh, our U.S. Senators.”  Karen’s entire extended family participated in a 

rally/march for immigrants in Seattle in 2010.  These actions were risky for both the 

students and their families, which may be why additional students did not participate in 

marches for immigration rights. 

Students did participate in protests, both on their campus and in traditional spaces 

for protests, such as their state capitols.  Cristina took advantage of her high school 

experience activating around issues and implemented those practices while in college.  

She stated, “So, I would go to rallies, like, not just for Latino students, I would help with 

rallies, I would help with protests, I would, you know, be a part of everything and just 

kind of be there as an ally.” Cristina not only took part in actions related to 

undocumented students, she activated around other issues facing Latino populations and 

the LGBT community, thereby espousing her social justice and equity values.  She said 
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that she owed it to these other groups.  Mariany took part in rallies and protests at the 

state capitol in Olympia with friends and other undocumented students after they lobbied 

state legislators. 

 Karen had an extensive history with protests, especially relating to her role sitting 

on the National Leadership Team for United We Dream.  Karen recounted the power of 

protests and why they were important: 

 I think the actions were rallying and marching down the streets and seeing just a 
number of people there joining you and they’re kind of with you and protesting 
the same things you’re doing. I love those actions just because I get to see you 
know, what a community looks like when it comes together…Really seeing 
individuals who thought that they would never be doing this publicly. Just 
walking down the sidewalk in the middle of the day, saying I’m undocumented 
and I’m unafraid. Then seeing them actually do that, um, I think that’s really the 
most powerful thing to see and that’s really when I feel the best that I’m actually 
involved um and assuming that I’m actually part of the development that these 
individuals have while they’re there, while they’re in the movement. 

 
Organizing and protests played a large role in students’ external transformative 

resistance.  Students resistant capital provided them with powerful tools to navigate 

through the institutional structures they encountered as they attempted to achieve their 

educational goals.  The students believed that their actions may have influenced 

policymakers and the decisions they would make. 

Conclusion 

Each of these eight students have very different lived histories; however, it is 

through a thorough examination of their experiences that one can truly appreciate the 

agency that they have.  These students have encountered various barriers and structural 

inequities that could have adversely affected their educational trajectories; however, it is 

through their funds of knowledge, their community cultural wealth, and other resources 

that they have been able to navigate through those structures to achieve their educational 
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goals.  Their individual and collective agency has produced substantive results, defying 

the narrative that has long saturated research on the experiences of undocumented 

immigrants.  In spite of the racist nativism they encountered, these students persisted 

through educational pathways that led them to a postsecondary institution, and in the case 

of Cristina, ultimately an undergraduate degree. 

Through their internal and external transformative resistance, these eight students 

have played a role in influencing policymakers and, ultimately, policies related to 

undocumented students.  There are several instances where students’ capital and lived 

experiences assisted in altering policymakers’ decisions and ultimately policies 

themselves; however, it is through their activism in general that larger gains have been 

made in regards to generating awareness related to undocumented students and the 

experiences they encounter on a day to day basis.  In the following chapter, I will 

conclude by offering interpretations on how these students, through the usage of available 

funds of knowledge and other resources, have impacted the policy formation.  
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CHAPTER V 

INTERPRETATIONS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

“If we really want to make a difference out here… we need to pass on the word.  
We can’t be selfish and keep everything to ourselves.  You know, there are many 
people out there that have no idea of what’s going on.  It’s not because they might 
not be seeking it but because they don’t have the resources available.  They might 
not have internet at home, they might not have the time, they might be working 
full time to help support their family, so just, passing on the word to other 
students is going to be helpful.  Just think about myself. If somebody wouldn’t 
have told me so much information at the conferences, I wouldn’t be where I am 
at.” 

- Maria, 19 

Undocumented students must navigate an environment fraught with systemic 

barriers.  Educational, financial, institutional and intrapersonal barriers, coupled with 

racist nativism and legislative policies restricting access to governmental services, shape 

the experiences of undocumented Latino immigrants; however, undocumented Latino 

immigrants have mobilized against these structural barriers in order to achieve their 

educational aspirations.  The resources and strategies applied by undocumented Latino 

student activists present routes to individual academic success despite the structural 

impediments they face.  This study sought to uncover how the experiences of Virginian 

and Washingtonian undocumented Latino student activists inform which resources and 

strategies they employ to achieve their educational goals and mobilize for the passage of 

various state and federal policies aimed to benefit undocumented populations.  This final 

chapter offers several interpretations, conclusions and recommendations of the findings.  

There  

The research found four relevant findings: barriers in the lived histories of the 

undocumented students, the constant presence of racist nativism in their lived 

experiences, funds of knowledge and community cultural wealth were among the 
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resources available to the students, and the students engaged in internal and external 

transformative resistance to structural inequities they encountered.  The respondents 

discussed a series of barriers they felt were present in their lives.  Educational, financial, 

institutional and intra-personal barriers were among the obstacles the students 

encountered throughout their lived histories.  These barriers included lack of ability to get 

employment, incapability to participate in educational and professional activities, 

community issues tied to their socio-economic statuses, and an inability to receive federal 

and at times state financial aid that would have benefited them. 

Students encountered racist nativism throughout their lived histories as well.  

Some of the students encountered racist nativism in the educational setting by being 

bullied by their peers for their language ability or by their professors and counselors who 

asked students to fix their status.  The nomination and election of Donald J. Trump as the 

Republican nominee for president also added to the racist nativism the students 

experienced through the creation of Trump Walls on their college campuses. 

Despite these inherent structural barriers they encountered throughout their lived 

histories, the students had a plethora of resources at their disposal to help them navigate 

the structural barriers they encountered.  Shifting the current deficiency narrative that had 

long permeated higher education research (Bensimon & Bishop 2012) to a narrative of 

individual and collective agency in overcoming structural racism and barriers that have 

been enacted to maintain the status quo, this study found an abundance of resources at the 

students’ fingertips.  Funds of knowledge and community cultural wealth were two of the 

primary resources employed by the students in the study.  
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The final finding that emerged from the data was that these self-described student 

activists engaged in internal and external transformative resistance to the barriers they 

encountered.  Their actions were aimed to dismantle the oppressive institutional 

structures they and other undocumented students would come into contact with.  Internal 

transformative resistance consisted of lobbying, calling their governmental officials, and 

attending conferences aimed at building their capacity and agency.  External 

transformative resistance included participating in protests, marches and general 

organizing.  In the next section, each research question is discussed in connection to the 

results of this study. 

Interpretation of Findings and Conclusions 

To better assist in the interpretation of findings, it is important to return to the 

research questions.  As a guide to this research, the following questions were utilized to 

create the scope of inquiry.  In addition to the three main questions posed in this research, 

there were additional subsets of questions for two of the questions.  The subset questions 

are listed together with the main question.  Structuration theory, Critical Race 

Theory/LatCrit and social movement theory informed the questions, the analyses of the 

data collected and ultimately the interpretation of the findings as presented hereafter.  By 

centralizing the lived experiences of the participants as the focus of the scholarship and 

focusing on Latino student activists, this study has added overall to the body of LatCrit 

research.   

While the study utilized these three theoretical foundations at the core of the 

research, three important conceptual frameworks were centralized in understanding the 

experiences of the undocumented Latino student activists: racist nativism, funds of 



 257 
 

knowledge and community cultural wealth.  The theoretical frameworks of structuration 

theory, LatCrit and social movement theory allowed for a larger understanding of the 

specific research questions; however, the research questions purposely aimed to 

understand their lived experiences of the participants and therefore necessitated the 

additional analytical frameworks of racist nativism, funds of knowledge and community 

cultural wealth to understand how the participants lived experiences impacted their 

ability to navigate through the barriers and ultimately activate around immigration reform 

for undocumented students.   Moreover, these three conceptual frameworks augment 

LatCrit as they centralize the lived experiences of the Latino participants. 

Question 1 

1. How have the experiences of Virginian and Washingtonian undocumented Latino 

student activists informed which strategies and resources utilized to overcome the 

barriers they encounter in their pursuit of their higher education goals? 

a. What structural barriers have Virginian and Washingtonian undocumented 

Latino student activists encountered in pursuit of their higher education 

goals? 

b. What are the resources available to Virginian and Washingtonian 

undocumented Latino student activists to achieve their higher education 

goals? 

c. To what extent are funds of knowledge utilized by Virginian and 

Washingtonian undocumented Latino student activists? 

d. In what ways do Virginian and Washingtonian undocumented Latino 

student activists utilize funds of knowledge? 
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The experiences of the undocumented Latino student activists caused the students 

to heighten their values and rely on the available resources to navigate through the 

structural inequities and barriers they encountered; however, almost all of them did not 

let those structural inequities or barriers keep them from achieving their educational 

goals.  Most of the students valued perseverance, hard work, and positivity.  They did not 

let their lived histories and experiences dictate their potential.  This is in alignment with 

the literature on available resources for undocumented immigrants and their attitudes 

towards education.  Their educational ideologies, aspirations, and high achievement 

expectations are set by their families.  Most of the students knew that their parents came 

to the United States to provide a better future for them, which included them going to 

schools in the United States.  Their educational attitudes align with the available 

literature, as personal motivation, parental encouragement, peer support and family 

background all play a role (Caplan, Choi, & Whitemore, 19991; Fuglini, 1997; Gibson, 

1991; Gibson & Bhachu, 1991; Huber, 2009; Nichols, 2013; Perez, et al., 2010; Suarez-

Orozco, 1989; Waters 1994).  To help us fully understand how the students lived 

experiences informed which strategies and resources they utilized to achieve their 

educational goals, we must first thoroughly interpret the barriers they came into contact 

with and what resources they utilized.  To help interpret the barriers and resources 

available, a LatCrit lens is needed.  By centralizing the lived experiences of Latino 

undocumented students versus other undocumented students, we are able to employ this 

LatCrit lens. 

The participants encountered various barriers; however, they were categorized 

into four main barriers: educational, financial, institutional and intra-personal.  A LatCrit 
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theoretical lens must be utilized in interpreting these findings related to the barriers they 

encountered.  In regards to educational barriers, students encountered primary and 

secondary classroom environments that were not as accepting to students of color and 

immigrants in general.  One of the students reported bullying.  Students also encountered 

counselors and teachers who were unwilling or unable to assist and they were limited for 

participating in student support services due to their lack of a Social Security Number.  

These are specific to students of color and more specifically Latino students, and 

therefore align with existing LatCrit literature.  In regards to financial barriers faced, 

students had to navigate through their own socio-economics status, expensive tuition 

payments, and the difficulty of paying tuition (even if state financial aid was available as 

it was in Washington).   

Institutional barriers included the socio-economic status of their communities and 

governmental limitations, such as an inability to obtain a driver’s license in Virginia, fear 

of deportation, inability to obtain employment given their lack of legal status, and lack of 

clarity regarding their immigration status from a governmental perspective.  These 

barriers are endemic to Latinos and immigrants.  Intrapersonal barriers included having to 

navigate their own identities as undocumented Latino students and their own emotions as 

they took in and processed the world around them.  Their experiences align with previous 

research (Abrego & Gonzales, 2010; Chávez, Lavariega Monforti & Michelson, 2015; 

Pérez, Cortes, Ramos & Coronado, 2010; Pérez, 2012); however, this study has identified 

a barrier that not many researchers have codified: intrapersonal.  This barrier examines 

the socioemotional experiences of the undocumented Latino student activist participants.  

While there have been studies that have uncovered the psychological wellbeing of 
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undocumented students, their identity development coupled with the added layers of 

stress and mixed emotions that teenagers experience adds a new element that necessitates 

further exploration.  This study did find that students covered their identities at times and 

came out of the shadows when they felt most comfortable.  The students experienced 

high levels of stress and other emotions as it related to their identity as undocumented 

students. 

Students had various forms of resources at their disposal and they employed these 

resources to navigate through the barriers they encountered.  Their lived histories 

informed their selection of these resources, especially as it pertains to community cultural 

wealth (Yosso, 2005), which is predominantly found in People and Immigrants of Color.  

As the students knew their parents came to the United States to provide additional 

opportunities for them, the students took full advantage of the educational resources at 

their educational institutions that they were able to.  This included finding mentors and 

other professional staff members, or institutional agents (Stanton-Salazar, 2011), who 

they would utilize to help navigate them through these barriers they would encounter.  

They would not allow these barriers or structural inequities to inhibit their progress 

towards their educational goals.  They engaged external and internal financial resources, 

including their families, work, and academic success to obtain scholarships and other 

forms of financial aid.  The students knew that they would have to pay for in-state tuition 

in both states (after Virginia allowed DACA recipients to pay in-state resident tuition 

rates) and worked to find ways to pay tuition.  Additionally, these students found peer led 

organizations as their support structures.  This is similar to research (Pérez, 2012); 
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however, the peer led groups have shifted from traditional identity-based organizations 

such as MEChA and identity centers to culturally based fraternal organizations. 

The largest available resource was their community cultural wealth.  This is in 

alignment with other research on undocumented students (Allen, 2015; Enriquez, 2011; 

Huber, 2009; Huber, 2010; Muñoz & Maldonado, 2011; Muñoz, 2015; Yosso, 2005; 

Yosso, Smith, Ceja, Solorzano, 2009).  Students applied all six forms of capital in 

navigating through the barriers they encountered.  These forms of capital are available to 

them as they are People and Immigrants of Color.  Throughout their narratives, the 

students referred back to their parents’ or friends’ aspirations for their educational 

endeavors.  This was inherent in their families and was a central focal point as they 

navigated through the barriers.  Students were able to navigate through structural 

inequities utilizing their linguistic capital, or the skills learned by being bilingual and 

through visual art, music, and poetry.  Familial capital was also central to their lived 

experiences.  The students relied on their family and the forms of knowledge they 

brought with them.  This will be discussed further in the section on funds of knowledge.  

Students also had very large social capital as they and their families engaged the vast 

networks of people and community resources they came into contact with.  Students 

utilized navigational capital through their resiliency and utilization of institutional 

resources.  As the students identified as activists, and as they had seen their parents and 

family’s resist oppression themselves through their actions, students employed their 

resistant capital as they attempted to make changes to the oppressive structures they came 

into contact with on their journey to achieve the educational goals.  The findings are 

similar to other recent research that has been conducted, especially Allen (2015), Huber 
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(2009), and Muñoz (2015).  This literature found students leveraging their cultural wealth 

and networks to achieve substantive change. 

Funds of knowledge were prevalent in each of the households of the participants.  

The students have funds of knowledge, or the historically accumulated and culturally 

developed bodies of knowledge and skills essential for household or individual 

functioning, at their disposal.  The research findings demonstrated that the students have 

funds of knowledge in agriculture/farming, business, computer literacy/electronics, 

construction, household management, landscaping, mechanics, medicine, music, news 

and religion that they utilized to navigate their way through the structural barriers they 

encountered as they were on their educational pathway towards postsecondary education. 

The students applied these funds of knowledge to varying degrees, which enabled them to 

navigate through the structures they encountered.  The funds of knowledge identified are 

similar to other funds of knowledge identified in previous research, with the exception of 

computer literacy/electronics and news (Esteban-Guitart & Moll, 2014; Gonzalez, Moll, 

Tenery, Rivera, Rendon, Gonzales, & Amanti, 1995; Kiyama, 2010; Kiyama, 2011; Rios-

Aguilar, 2010; Rios-Aguilar, Kiyama, Gravitt, & Moll, 2011; Rios-Aguilar & Kiyama, 

2012).  While Computer literacy/electronics may come from the students’ generational 

status as they have all been exposed to social media and other electronics at an early age; 

however, it is from their parents and family that the students gain this fund of knowledge.   

Funds of knowledge in agriculture/farming, business, and household management 

were prevalent in many of the students and this knowledge was employed throughout 

their experiences. Agriculture/farming were prevalent funds of knowledge in four of the 

eight households.  Those that had this funds of knowledge utilized it to help navigate 
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through financial difficulties, including working in the fields themselves.  Those who had 

funds of knowledge in business available used them to create their own business 

enterprises or navigate the financial barriers they would encounter.  Household 

management funds of knowledge were employed during their time at their postsecondary 

institution, including living on their own and finding ways to navigate the financial 

difficulties of living in the residence halls. On an individual basis, some students applied 

available funds of knowledge while others did not.   

Esteban-Guitart and Moll (2014) argue that students employ their funds of 

knowledge in their identity development and that “funds of knowledge are funds of 

identity when people use them to define themselves” (Esteban-Guitary & Moll, 2014, p. 

37).  The findings of this study lend support to this notion, especially as Jose and Cesar 

completely identified with their funds of knowledge in electronics and mechanics, 

respectively.  Their funds of knowledge led to their identity development, or at least led 

to interests to in electronics/movie production and automobiles. 

As there has been limited study on the funds of knowledge in college students and 

how they utilize them in pursuit of their educational goals while at a postsecondary 

institution, this study presents a new line of inquiry. The results demonstrate that the 

students employ available funds of knowledge prior to and after entering postsecondary 

institutions.  Student use their funds of knowledge to navigate through barriers they 

encounter.  Kiyama (2010) found similar results; however, the results in that study 

focused on family aspirations and symbols within the household.  It did not focus in on 

the usage of funds of knowledge to achieve educational goals.   

Question 2 
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2. How have racist nativism discourses impacted the strategies employed by 

Virginian and Washingtonian undocumented Latino students activists in pursuit 

of their higher education goals? 

By focusing on their experiences with racist nativism, this study has used LatCrit 

research as it centralizes the lived experiences of undocumented Latino student activists.  

The respondents in the study all faced some form of racist nativism throughout their lived 

experiences; however, through the utilization of their resources and funds of knowledge, 

the students were able to persist towards their educational goals. Some of the students 

encountered racist nativism discourses at an early age, especially in the elementary 

school setting.  For other students, they encountered them later, either in high school or 

college.  This finding is not necessarily typical, but dependent on the students’ lived 

experiences.  The students could not recall any salient interaction with racist nativism 

discourses while they were growing up.  Regardless of when they first encountered the 

racist nativism discourses, the students knew that they couldn’t let these statements and 

actions stop them from achieving their educational goals.  In particular, the students 

applied these experiences as motivation moving forward, a form of aspirational and 

navigational capital.  While their experiences with racist nativism discourses in the 

educational setting were unsettling, the students did not let them limit their opportunities.  

This is similar to Huber’s (2011) findings related to discourses of racist nativism in 

California public education, which have been institutionalized by English hegemony that 

maintains social, political, and economic dominance over Latina/o students and 

communities regardless of actual occurrence. 
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Additionally, students used racist nativism discourses as a catalyst to engage and 

strengthen their resistant capital.  Students would exercise their internal transformative 

resistance to educate others on the experiences of undocumented students in general as a 

way to combat these racist nativism discourses.  Students would exercise additional 

internal transformative resistance through attending conferences and workshops to better 

address these discourses in their own activism.  Students would also exercise their 

external transformative resistance through protests and marches against racist nativist 

discourses, especially after the nomination and election of Donald J. Trump as the 

Republican nominee for president.  The findings of this study lend support to how 

students combat racist nativism (Huber 2008; Huber 2009; Huber 2010; Muñoz & 

Maldonado 2011; Muñoz 2015; Solórzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001) through their 

activism and internal and external transformative resistance.   

 Question 3 

3. In what ways have Virginian and Washingtonian undocumented Latino student 

activists impacted the policy formation of federal and state level DREAM Acts? 

a. What forms of activism do Virginian and Washingtonian undocumented 

Latino student activists utilize to achieve the passage of federal and state 

DREAM Acts? 

Through the forms of activism, these students analyzed the impact that could take 

place.  Students employed internal and external transformative resistant capital in their 

activist actions, similar to other research in social movement theory and Latinos (Muñoz 

2015; Solórzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001).  The forms of activism engaged are unique to 

each one of the study respondents as they represent a portion of the individuals’ identity.  
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Almost all of the students were hesitant to use their bodies as politic for fear of arrest 

and/or deportation.  As such, the students primarily utilized internal transformative 

resistance as the basis for their activism. Internal resistance refers to actions that fall 

within cultural norms and expectations of achieving change.  This includes presenting to 

educate others on the experiences of undocumented students, workshops to build their 

capacity as leaders in the movement, educating others on DACA, social media activism, 

and lobbying state legislators to achieve the result they desire.   

These forms of internal transformative resistance have yielded results to varying 

degrees.  In Washington, internal transformative resistance has yielded the passage of the 

Real Hope Act through cultural norms and expectations such as lobbying and calling 

state legislators.  Internal transformative resistance has also yielded policy changes at the 

institutional level through educating institutional actors.  In Virginia, testifying in 

committees and lobbying state legislators did not necessarily yield the result desired.  The 

Virginia Senate Committee on Education and the Workforce passed a bill that would 

repeal in-state resident tuition for DACA recipients.  Yet, the lobbying of the Democratic 

Caucus and its leaders led to unity in voting once the bill came to the floor of the Senate.  

Phone calls to United States Senators, as Cristina did in 2010, did not yield the result the 

movement was looking for; however, she continued with these actions despite knowing 

that it may not produce the results she was looking for.  Internal transformative resistance 

has the possibility of impacting the policy formation on multiple levels. 

The usage of traditional forms of activism that fall within cultural norms and 

expectations differs from other research and may represent a new line of inquiry.  Other 

research (Anguiano, 2011; De La Torre & Germano, 2014; Gonzales, 2008; Muñoz 2015; 
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Negrón-Gonzales, 2015; Nicholls, 2013; Reyes, 2015; Unzueta Carrasco & Seif, 2014) 

has indicated that undocumented student activists have engaged in external 

transformative resistance and have utilized their bodies in their activism, even though the 

students risk arrest and deportation.  Student respondents did not employ external 

transformative resistance and only performed actions that conformed to cultural norms 

and expectations to initiate change.  For example, there were no sit-ins, mock 

graduations, or other actions described by the students.  This differs substantially from 

the literature. 

There could be varying reasons for the lack of external transformative resistance; 

however, the largest may be the states the students live in.  Washington was one of the 

first states to offer in-state resident tuition benefits and recently began offering state 

financial aid to students.  There may be a complacency that exists and current students 

may not know what the former leaders of the movement had to go through, as students 

are far removed from the passage of in-state resident tuition benefits almost 15 years ago.  

Moreover, many of the students selected attended schools in Washington’s rural areas.  

Perhaps attending school and living in a rural area has impacted students’ understanding 

of activism.  There is no research that has been conducted on organizing in a rural 

context.  Virginia began offering in-state resident tuition benefits to DACA recipients in 

2014.  Virginia is located relatively close to the federal government and other authorities 

of power.  This may dissuade students from engaging in external transformative 

resistance.  Furthermore, the institutional identity may impact the student’s activism.  

None of the schools the participants attended have had a history of activism and have at 

times limited free speech and activism on their campuses. 
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In Virginia, the country of origin of the participants also differs from other states 

where external transformative resistance activism takes place.  This may be a 

contributing factor.  Two of the participants in Virginia were from Central American 

countries.  Their experience differs from other participants from Mexico.  Another reason 

may be that as the students are already attending postsecondary institutions, they may not 

want to risk their enrollment or financial aid.  Some scholarships are limited to those 

without felony convictions (although most arrests for civil disobedience and activism are 

misdemeanors).  While students have learned in workshops on how to be activists around 

undocumented issues, there is limited information related to discussions related to arrest 

and deportation.  This may mean that the student respondents did not mention it or that 

they were not interested in that topic.  Regardless of their trainings, it is apparent that the 

students believed internal transformative resistance to yield more results on behalf of 

undocumented issues.  Students’ activism impacted the policy formation on federal and 

state DREAM Acts; however, it was their internal transformative resistance actions that 

yielded the most results of achieving substantive change, whether at their educational 

institutions policies or through state policy formation. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

As a result of this study, it was apparent that further research on this emerging 

topic of funds of knowledge utilization in navigating towards and in postsecondary 

institutions is needed.  While there has been a recent increase in the amount of literature 

as it relates to undocumented Latino student activists (Muñoz 2015; Nicholls, 2013), this 

study demonstrated that more scholarship is needed as well as an extension of available 
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theoretical and foundational frameworks.  The following section details ten 

recommendations for research that would benefit the field of study. 

The first recommendation relates to how undocumented students are studied.  

Upon completion of my final interview, I realized that the lived histories and experiences 

of undocumented Latino student activists and their usage of funds of knowledge should 

be studied longitudinally.  The outcomes of the lives of these students should be studied 

to have a better understanding of the effects of their undocumented status and their funds 

of knowledge usage on their career paths, educational attainment, and additional life 

decisions.  The study of how their funds of knowledge impact their life choices and what 

life choices these undocumented students make after graduation could be important 

research in exploring additional barriers and structural inequities these students encounter 

and how they navigate through these obstacles. 

A second area for further research should be experiences of undocumented 

student activists in states that are not traditionally researched, thereby adding to the body 

of LatCrit research and social movement theory.  While this may be difficult given the 

lack of support mechanisms for undocumented students in those states, these students’ 

lived histories and experiences should be documented for others as well.  Students in 

states not traditionally researched continue to play a vital role in impacting policy 

formation in the states where institutional barriers are implemented.  In Virginia, for 

example, it is due to the work of DREAMers of Virginia and other DREAMer student 

organizations that progress is being made to provide undocumented students in-state 

resident tuition benefits.  The story of undocumented students outside of the largest states 

with undocumented Latino populations tend to be forgotten.  These students still 
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experience institutional inequities and structural barriers and must navigate through them.  

Their stories are just as important to be heard as those from Texas, California, Florida, 

New York and Illinois.  This would augment research on undocumented student activists, 

especially as it relates to social movement theory.  Currently, research on undocumented 

student activists had focused on activists in large urban areas; however, there are different 

forms of activism (internal and external transformative resistance) that may be impacted 

based on the location of the activist. 

The third area for additional study are undocumented students desire to enter into 

multicultural fraternities and sororities.  Two of the eight respondents are members of 

multicultural fraternities and sororities.  As multicultural fraternities and sororities 

continue to grow in size and impact on college campuses, what role will they play?  How 

are undocumented students’ fraternal brothers and sisters equipped to support them?  

What makes undocumented students interested in joining the organization?  Are there 

other leadership opportunities they could take advantage of beyond fraternities or 

sororities?  Multicultural fraternities and sororities, as both social and service-oriented 

organizations, play a role as counter-spaces, thereby adding an additional location for 

internal and external transformative resistance to take place.  Historically, multicultural 

fraternities and sororities have been locations of activism on college campuses, especially 

as it relates to issues of equity and inclusion.  Social movement theory should look at 

these locations as additional sites of resistance. 

Shifting from the individual to their support networks, the fourth recommendation 

revolves around undocumented Latino student activists parents.  The respondents in this 

study all wanted to make good on their parents’ sacrifice to come to the United States for 
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a better future.  Given the aspirational capital that the students utilized, it would be a 

great opportunity for additional research if undocumented students’ parents were 

interviewed to understand more fully their reasons for immigration.  These interviews 

may yield additional information as to the role education plays not only in the lives of 

undocumented students, but also in the hearts and minds of the parents.  Many of the 

parents had limited educational backgrounds and yet they continuously pushed their 

students to achieve academically and encouraged them to attend a postsecondary 

institution.  Why is education so important for the parents?  Have the reasons for 

educational attainment, as first explored by Fuligini (1997) remained the same or has 

there been a change nearly two decades later? 

The fifth recommendation for additional research focuses on parents’ sentiments 

related to their students’ activism.  While some of the students in this study mentioned 

how their parents felt related to their activism and the risks associated with activism, not 

enough information was garnered.  Parents’ sentiments related to their students’ activism 

may cause their student to be more cautious than their peers who parents were not as 

worried or concerned about their activism, thereby limiting their application of resistant 

capital.  Determining whether undocumented Latino student activists’ parents were 

accepting and supportive of their activism could add an additional layer to understanding 

how undocumented students utilize their community cultural wealth and navigate towards 

their educational goals. 

Sixth, further research should be conducted between the educational trajectories 

of these students as compared to their citizen siblings.  Many of the students in the study 

had citizen siblings who were still in the primary and secondary education system.  How 
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does seeing their older sibling navigate through structural barriers to achieve their 

educational goal impact these students?  What type of structural barriers are these citizen 

students encountering?  Are they receiving the same type of support from their parents?  

Are the funds of knowledge available the same for these students as their older siblings?  

How are these students utilizing their funds of knowledge to navigate through barriers 

and achieve their own educational goals? 

The seventh potential area for research that arose during data analysis revolves 

around social movement theory and the almost sole focus on internal transformative 

resistance by almost all of the student respondents.  This differs from the existent 

research on undocumented student activists (Nicholls, 2014; Muñoz, 2015).  This 

presents an opening for additional research and potential impact on social movement 

theory.  As the 2016 presidential election resulted in a president who has vowed to deport 

all undocumented immigrants, will there be a substantive change in their activism?  Will 

students remain unapologetic and unafraid as previous research has demonstrated or will 

there be a silencing of activism by undocumented students for fear of deportation?  Is 

there is a shift nationwide related to the forms of activism undocumented students are 

now utilizing?  Has the increased importance of social media and other outlets shifted 

views related to external transformative resistance?  How have the actions of the Black 

Lives Matter movement impacted student activists?  Further research is needed on the 

reasons undocumented Latino student activists may not be as willing to utilize their body 

as politic.  Perhaps their opinions on activism and actions have changed after they 

became DACA recipients.  Further study is also needed on whether additional state and 
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institutional support structures, such as DREAM Centers, play a role on their levels of 

activism and the forms of activism they chose to engage in. 

The eighth area for additional research relates to the identity development of 

undocumented Latino student activists.  The findings of this study differ somewhat from 

other research on undocumented student activists.  Research (Nicholls, 2014; Muñoz, 

2015) has shown that many undocumented students chose to identify themselves as 

student activists based on their activist actions; however, during the course of this 

research, that was not the case.  Many of the students approached to participate in this 

study did not identify as student activists even though, by definition, their actions aligned 

with social movement theory and they exhibited both internal and external forms of 

transformative resistance.  Their denial of their activist identity was not explored further.  

It appears that either the students did not label themselves as a student activist or that the 

label of student activist had a negative connotation to it, causing the students to not 

participate in the study.  Even some those that participated in the study did not initially 

identify themselves as student activists in the larger undocumented movement, as they 

viewed themselves as change advocates on their specific college campuses and as a 

resource guides for other undocumented immigrants.  They had a vague idea of that they 

were activating for change but did not necessarily identify as an activist.  Once they 

participated in the study and began reflecting on their experiences, they became aware of 

their activism in a traditional sense.  This may be due to the fact they did not have 

formalized activist or grassroots community organizing training.  Their self-identity as a 

student activist transformed throughout the course of the interview process.  
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The final two areas for additional focus and research relates to the theories and 

conceptual frameworks selected for usage in this study.  The ninth recommendation 

relates to structuration theory.  While structuration theory focuses on the 

interconnectivity between structures and the individual agency to affect social structures, 

it is does not fully allow for the dismantling of social structures from an individual 

agency perspective.  For the most part, structuration theory, due to the duality of 

structures, allows for individual agency within existing social structures; yet, it is humans 

who create the very structures that are in play and those with power have the ability to 

create larger institutional structures.  While Baez’s (2000; 2002) argument that 

minoritized populations have critical agency to resist oppressive institutional structures is 

very valid in the discussion of undocumented Latino student activists, it is limited in 

understanding whether these students have the ability to dismantle the very structures that 

they are resisting.  When viewed as a form of resistance to the oppressive structures they 

encounter, structuration theory creates an opening and a strong connection with social 

movement theory; however, it does not fully lend itself to the notion that minoritized 

populations have the ability to dismantle oppressive structures. 

Finally, the study showcased the necessity to utilize both the funds of knowledge 

and community cultural wealth conceptual frameworks when attempting to understand 

the lived histories of undocumented Latino student activists.  Historically, these two 

conceptual frameworks are utilized separately as a way to understand the resources 

available in the lived histories of Latinos and other minoritized populations.  Each of 

these conceptual frameworks is utilized to understand the individual agency available to 

minoritized populations that they inherently have available by virtue of their identities 
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and historical roots.  By themselves, these conceptual frameworks are able to illuminate 

the various resources available to these individuals and families; however, there are 

several limitations when working with undocumented Latino student activists.   

Funds of knowledge does not elucidate all of the available resources to these 

individuals, especially as it relates to aspirational capital, linguistic capital, navigational 

capital, and resistant capital, even though it does reveal the knowledge and skills needed 

for individual or household well-being and functioning.  By itself, Yosso’s community 

cultural wealth does not fully explain the funds of knowledge inherent in the lives of 

undocumented Latino student activists.  While it does have familial capital as a 

component, it does not focus on the conversion of funds of knowledge to social capital.  

Rather than create a separate form of capital available in a new conceptual model that 

would incorporate the two conceptual frameworks together, I argue that a researcher must 

utilize both of these conceptual frameworks when broadly studying undocumented 

immigrants, and more specifically, undocumented student activists.  This new approach 

will greatly benefit a deeper understanding of the lived experiences of undocumented 

immigrants as they navigate through the various structures they encounter. 

Policy and Practices 

There are a number of recommendations for policy and practices based off the 

study and its findings.  The recommendations are focused on dismantling the oppressive 

structures undocumented immigrants face on a federal, state, and institutional level.  

There is specific focus on what individual practitioners can also do in the context of 

higher education environments to better support undocumented immigrants.  The 

following section focuses specifically on these five policy and practice recommendations. 
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The first recommendation focuses on federal immigration policy.  Local and 

federal lawmakers must consider the ramifications of policies related to comprehensive 

immigration reform.  The inability to produce results to assist undocumented students is 

almost farcical in nature.  Nearly two decades after the passage of IIRIRA and 

PWRORA, little has changed except for a convoluted patchwork of state policies 

undocumented students must navigate through to attend a postsecondary institution and 

receive in-state resident tuition rates.  Inconsistent policies provide better educational 

outcomes to some undocumented students while leaving behind a large amount of their 

undocumented peers.  There is an extensive body of research that has shown the 

experiences of undocumented students and provided ample opportunity to policymakers 

to expand in-state resident tuition benefits; however, a nativist fervor has taken over the 

American political landscape. 

With the election of Donald J. Trump, there most likely will be a focus on 

immigration, including the deportation of undocumented immigrants.  His campaign 

advocated for the removal of all 12 million undocumented immigrants and the banning of 

all Muslim entries from abroad.  There was no rebuke of these nativist policy 

recommendations during the 2016 election.  Republicans gained control of more state 

legislatures and governorships.  Republicans maintained control over the U.S. House of 

Representatives and the U.S. Senate.  Donald J. Trump has named outwardly racist 

nominees to serve as the Attorney General and Senior Counselor.   How will lawmakers, 

many of whom have supported undocumented initiatives in the past, heed the call to 

protect and shield undocumented immigrants?  Many immigration policies will be 

affected by the Donald J. Trump’s election and the end result may be a cacophony of 
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nativist policies strewn together to appease his political base.  While there may be hope 

for the rescinding of his nativist policies in the long-term, the new political landscape 

offers a great deal of uncertainty and heavy skepticism.  Was this a political re-alignment 

that could affect decades’ worth of racial and social progress?  As a result of Trump’s 

election, a renewed fervor towards achieving legislative protections has occurred.  

Students have activated towards securing the passage of the BRIDGE Act (Bar Removal 

of Individuals who Dream of Growing our Economy) on a national level, as well as have 

activated towards the creation of sanctuary campuses and cities. 

What is apparent is that undocumented students and their allies have the ability to 

affect policy related to undocumented students in states that are more open to 

understanding the contributions of the population.  In Washington and in Virginia, 

undocumented students were able to achieve their legislative goals to expand state 

financial aid and in-state resident tuition benefits, respectively.  Yet, these actions were 

only possible given the willingness of politicians to listen to their stories.  Given the 

hyper-partisan political environment, coupled with the resurgence of nativist politicians 

and agenda, it is going to be difficult to persuade Republican lawmakers in Washington 

to pass legislation benefiting undocumented students.  The greatest path forward may be 

the beating back of nativist policies.  There are several Republican U.S. Senators who 

have vowed to ensure undocumented students are not targeted, including Senator John 

McCain (AZ) and Lindsey Graham (SC); however, their situation is precarious given the 

fact that Republicans now control all three branches of government for the first time since 

the Great Depression. 
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The second recommendation relates to state policies related to undocumented 

immigrants.  Most states that allow for in-state resident tuition rates do not provide 

undocumented students with state financial aid.  State financial aid is a game changer for 

undocumented students in that the students can enroll fulltime and complete their degree 

in a timely fashion.  Lack of state financial aid limits the educational outcomes for 

undocumented students.  Postsecondary institutions located in states that do not allow for 

state financial aid should provide a pool of funding for scholarships for undocumented 

students.  More and more undocumented students will be graduating from high schools 

and attending postsecondary institutions.  Additional support levels will be needed.  Even 

if a state does offer state financial aid, additional institutional support should be provided.  

Washington State University, for example, has the Cougar Commitment, which provides 

undocumented students with additional financial support that covers the costs of tuition 

and fees minus all forms of financial aid.  This ensures the students remain at the 

institution and complete their degree. 

The third recommendation focuses on institutional policies and specifically aims 

to support undocumented immigrant students in higher education settings.  Institutions 

must also continue to build support structures for undocumented students, including the 

creation of a DREAM Center.  This shifts the responsibility of finding support from the 

student to the institution where it should be.  DREAM Centers can provide a social outlet 

and support structure once students are attending the institution, but they can also play a 

role in educating other undocumented students on how to navigate the application 

process, where financial aid opportunities are and educate around DACA issues.   
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All personnel should be trained on appropriate forms of discourse related to 

undocumented students so that they are not targeted and feel unwelcome.  As agents of a 

higher education institution, personal opinions related to undocumented students must be 

put aside in one’s duty to work on behalf of students.  The same trainings should be 

available for high school teachers and counselors so that they too do not create a hostile 

environment for students.  Furthermore, the election of Donald J. Trump has increased 

the necessity of college campuses ensuring the safety and continued enrollment of their 

undocumented students.  Undocumented students may have their ability to work removed 

by the rescinding of the executive order that created DACA.  How will college and 

universities work to ensure these students are able to receive the same type of financial 

support?  How will colleges and universities respond to those who never received DACA 

but would otherwise be eligible?   

There are countless ramifications for undocumented students given the election of 

Donald J. Trump and higher education administrators must play an active role in 

determining how to best support these students.  In the immediate aftermath of the 

election, scores of university presidents have called on the new administration to continue 

to support undocumented students through the continuation of DACA (Redden, 2016B).  

Other college presidents have vowed to transform their campuses into sanctuary 

campuses (Redden, 2016A), while the Chancellor for the California State University 

system has stated that the system will not assist in the deportation of undocumented 

students.  Undocumented student activists and their allies have sparked a movement to 

create sanctuary campuses across the country; however, the viability and legality of these 

proposals have yet to be fully understood.  At all of the institutions where the students 
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from this study attended, the undocumented student population have all petitioned their 

campus president to create a sanctuary campus and support undocumented students.  It is 

incumbent for university presidents to actively play a role in this ongoing issue for 

undocumented students. 

The fourth recommendation for practice focuses on individual practitioners and 

the necessity to exercise their own agency to advocate for and support undocumented 

students. Practitioners must become institutional agents and work with and for all of their 

minoritized populations, but especially their undocumented students.  Embedded in the 

lived histories of the students is a lack of institutional agents who truly advocated for 

their students and were knowledgeable on the issues facing their community.  

Practitioners can no longer sit on the sidelines and allow undocumented students to 

experience racist nativism on a daily basis.  After the election of Donald J. Trump as 

president, there was an uptick in the amount and severity of racialized incidents, 

including hate crimes.  At one high school volleyball game, Latinos were the targeted of 

racist nativist chants targeting their identities and utilizing Trump messaging (Holley, 

2016).  Latino children have expressed fear in public schools and there have been reports 

of elementary school students being targeted due to their Latino ethnicity (Sanchez, 

2016).  This harkens back to 1994 and the nativist fervor that permeated the California 

landscape.  This has also taken hold at college campuses (Gilbert, 2016).  

As practitioners, it is imperative that we build a safe and supportive environment, 

coupled with the utilization of our agency to advocate for our students.  This includes not 

only educating ourselves on issues facing our undocumented students, but also includes 

becoming engaged in policy development and politics.  Practitioners must continuously 
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push their administrations to create spaces where their undocumented students feel 

welcome and protected from the nativist fervor, regardless of the consequences.  A 

practitioner could achieve this through traditional forms of advocacy, such as petitions or 

protests, but could be through internal transformative resistance, such as social media 

activism and private meetings with institutional actors who had the ability to make 

substantive changes.   

Practitioners must don their social justice activist cloaks and continue to advocate 

for equity for all of their minoritized populations, but especially our undocumented 

students.  Practitioners who were activists during their time in college should share their 

organizing information and training.  Students do not necessarily have the training and 

skills development as their previous peers.  This should be shared with students as an 

intergenerational learning opportunity.  Moreover, practitioners must not let nativist 

statements and mentalities permeate college campuses.  If some administrators are 

unwilling to assist undocumented students based off of their own political views towards 

immigration, perhaps they shouldn’t be in the field of working with students.  It is up to 

allies to call other practitioners out who do not support all students.  Perhaps the election 

of Donald J. Trump as president will galvanize a new wave of activism that the country 

hasn’t seen since the Civil Rights Movement, starting on college campuses and being led 

by student affairs professionals.  This could lead to substantive gains in social movement 

theory research, especially given the new forms of activism (e.g., slacktivism). 

The fifth and final recommendation for practice is the understanding of and 

utilization of funds of knowledge in a higher education setting.  Professors, student 

affairs administrators, and other administrators should be trained on funds of knowledge 
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and how Students and Immigrants of Color bring these with them when they attend 

postsecondary institutions.  These funds of knowledge provide the students with 

additional navigational tools that are often overlooked.  Funds of knowledge reserve as a 

tremendous resource in identifying leadership development opportunities for all Students 

and Immigrants of Color.  It is through the utilization of funds of knowledge that the full 

identity of these students can be achieved.  It is incumbent that as practitioners we seek to 

discover the full identities and capabilities of students and centralize their lived histories 

as the fulcrum of our practice, thereby challenging the dominant ideology of privilege 

and power.  

Conclusion 

Undocumented Latino student activists have a wide variety of resources and 

strategies at their disposal to navigate through structural inequities and barriers they 

encounter as they progress towards their educational goals.  Funds of knowledge and 

community cultural wealth equip these students with capital necessary to traverse the 

most difficult of situations; however, it is the continuous support of families and allies 

that provide students with the impetus to continue moving forward.  These students 

employ their internal and external transformative resistance to impact policy formation 

related to federal and state DREAM Acts that would benefit not only themselves but 

countless other undocumented students.  Undocumented Latino student activists’ usage 

of their funds of knowledge to achieve their educational goals has led to a transformation 

in the undocumented immigrant social movement.  The lived histories of these eight 

students demonstrate the internal drive and personal motivation to achieve their 

educational goals despite the constant threat of racist nativism, structural inequities and 
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other barriers they encounter.  As Maria stated at the beginning of this chapter, in order 

for us to make a difference it is “up to us to spread the word” to other undocumented 

students and practitioners their lived histories and experiences navigating through the 

educational system. 
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EPILOGUE 

The study spanned nearly two years from start to finish and encompassed one of 

the most negative, vitriolic, and nativist presidential campaigns in modern U.S. history.  

Given the dramatic change in the social, cultural and political landscape of the United 

States, it is important to take stock of where the movement in the states of Virginia and 

Washington are headed and where the participants are currently at in their lives.  While 

specific policies have not changed in the course of the first six months of the Donald J. 

Trump presidency, a whole host of actions have been proposed and the lived experiences 

of many undocumented immigrants continue to be impacted by the nativist policies of the 

current U.S. president.  This closing session briefly discusses the current political and 

social landscape and details what the study participants have experienced since their 

interviews. 

Since assuming the Office of the President, Donald J. Trump has continued his 

nativist rhetoric and has continued to propose the construction of a wall on the Mexican 

border to be paid for by the U.S. taxpayers.  The nativist rhetoric started in his Inaugural 

Address, where he scapegoated the “Other” as the reason for many of societal ills 

plaguing the United States (Hamilton, 2017a).  Shortly after assuming office, Donald J. 

Trump issued an executive order limiting immigration from several Muslim countries, a 

so-called Muslim ban, which was struck down by various judicial courts throughout the 

country.  He also issued an executive order calling additional border security and 

immigration enforcement improvement, that called for the creation of the border wall, 

additional detention facilities, and additional immigration enforcement officers.   
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Through the appointment and confirmation of his Attorney General, Jefferson 

Beaureguard Sessions, Donald J. Trump has signaled his intention to prioritize 

immigration enforcement.  During the first six months of his presidency, Donald J. 

Trump has attempted to deport recipients of Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals 

(Hamilton, 2017b); however, several judges have intervened to limit their deportation.  

Donald J. Trump has stated publicly that his actions are not targeting Dreamers (ibid); 

however, the actions of his administration do not match to that rhetoric.   

Federal legislation proposed to address the needs of DACA recipients (BRIDGE 

Act) as well as comprehensive immigration reform have failed to gain traction in 

Congress, leaving the status of millions of individuals in flux.  Donald J. Trump has not 

advocated for comprehensive immigration reform and his proposed budget included 

items aimed to at decreasing the flow of immigrants and removing immigrants already in 

the United States through the addition of thousands of new Border Patrol and 

Immigration and Customs Enforcement personnel. 

Over the course of this study, the lives of the participants expanded in various 

ways that they themselves would be unable to understand or predict while they were 

going through the interview process.  The vast majority of the students continued their 

activism towards dismantling barriers undocumented students face on an every day 

occurrence, specifically focusing on barriers faced at their institutions.  The initial 

activism that the students channeled their energy towards after the election of Donald J. 

Trump was the creation of sanctuary campuses to protect undocumented students and 

campus environments from immigration enforcement activities occurring.   
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This activism yielded varying results; however, the overarching theme as related 

to their activism was to raise awareness about their lived experiences and the constant 

state of fear and othering they experience from the federal government as well as their 

fellow students.  Activists in the Commonwealth of Virginia had to beat back several 

anti-immigration laws while simultaneously advocating for HB 1857, the 2017 iteration 

of the Virginia DREAM Act.  In the state of Washington, activism has taken a different 

form with marches aimed at limiting the impact of federal immigration policy.  There 

have been additional educational conferences and other training aimed at educating 

undocumented immigrants throughout both states, including additional legal clinics on 

what actions undocumented students should take if approached by Immigration and 

Customs Enforcement personnel. Together, these forms of activism mark a slight shift in 

the forms of transformative resistance that was seen in the research.  Each student has 

also progressed, both personally and professionally, since they finished their participation 

in this study.  

Jose has continued his social media activism with DREAMers of Virginia.  He 

utilizes his trainings from United We Dream to advocate on behalf of others in Virginia 

while also providing other students with additional information.  Jose has not completed 

his course work at his community college, primarily due to cost; yet, he continues to take 

courses on a consistent basis.  He has increasingly focused on providing his siblings with 

the resources and knowledge necessary to navigate through the barriers they encounter in 

high school and middle school. 

Ana has since chaired the local DREAMers organization at her institution and has 

continued to advocate on a state level for undocumented student rights, including 
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providing testimony at the Virginia state legislature.  She ran for student body vice 

president, ending up short of winning. She has participated in FWD.us campaign to 

promote policies towards commonsense immigration reform and criminal justice reform.  

Ana has participated in various speaking engagements throughout the Greater DC 

metropolitan area speaking on immigration reform, including have a brief meeting with 

former Vice President Joe Biden.  Ana will be graduating in Spring 2018. 

Juan has not shied away from activism on behalf of undocumented students and 

proudly wears his undocumented identity.  Juan has continued to serve as president of his 

university’s DREAMer organization while continuing to work to remove barriers at his 

institution by creating UndocuAlly trainings and having conversations with 

administrators on the best ways to support undocumented students on his campus, such as 

the creation of a sanctuary campus for undocumented immigrants.  Juan has spoken on 

behalf of undocumented students with NPR’s All Things Considered and other media 

outlets throughout the Commonwealth of Virginia.  Utilizing his external transformative 

resistance, Juan interrupted Homeland Security Secretary Jeh Johnson’s testimony on 

Capitol Hill and was arrested.   Prior to Donald J. Trump’s inauguration, Juan led a rally 

against his policies in the town of his university.  Juan recently graduated from his 

institution. 

Cristina still works as a pre-school teacher, remaining semi-active in the DREAM 

movement in the state of Washington. She advises undergraduate students on how to 

navigate through their institution while being active and engaged via social media.  Karen 

has graduated from her undergraduate institution, but not being serving as the Executive 

Director of the Washington Dream Coalition.  Karen received a prestigious community 
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award from the Latino Hope Foundation as an emerging Latina/o in the larger 

community.  Her activism has continued with United We Dream and the Washington 

Dream Coalition; however, she has focused her efforts on dismantling the oppressive 

structures from the inside out by working as an Admissions Counselor for her alma 

mater. 

Cesar has continued to work on advancing undocumented immigrant causes while 

at his undergraduate institution.  He continues to create videos for the institutional 

DREAMer organization and assisted in creating an online webinar/training module for 

university employees on how to best work with and for undocumented students.  After 

the election, Cesar participated in several rallies to advocate for the creation of a 

sanctuary campus at his institution.  He continues to educate students on their rights in 

the state.   

Mariany graduated in Spring 2017 and will be attending a prestigious dental 

school in the Fall.  She joined a multicultural sorority and advocated for increased 

services for undocumented immigrants at her undergraduate institution.  Mariany focused 

on finishing her undergraduate degree for the most part; however, he participated in 

several rallies after the presidential election and attended the Beyond HB 1079 

conference in Fall 2016. 

Finally, Maria has enjoyed the first year at her new institution.  She received a 

prestigious leadership award as a sophomore student provided by the president of her 

institution for her advocacy for undocumented students.  She was a part of her 

institution’s DREAMer organization and attended the Beyond HB 1079 conference in 

Fall 2016.  After the election, she worked with her DREAMer organization to provide the 
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university president with a set of demands to support undocumented students, including 

the declaration of her institution as a sanctuary campus.  She participated and led several 

rallies for undocumented students.  Maria continued to pay it forward to other 

undocumented students by hosting know your rights workshops with the local law clinic.  

Maria is excited to continue her work with and for undocumented students in the state of 

Washington. 
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APPENDIX A 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
 
Phone Interview 

1. Tell me a little about yourself. 
a. Name, Age, Gender 
b. Degree program 
c. Minor area of study 
d. Personal Interests 
e. Previous work experience 

 
First Interview 
Part I: Personal History and Background 

1. Tell me about yourself.  As you do this, recall some significant events in your life as a 
way to give more information about you. Keep in mind to explain what you consider to 
be the main influences that helped shape you. 

a. Family life, family values and influences, gender roles 
b. Cultural heritage and background 
c. Family make-up (values and influences) 
d. Educational background (you and family) 
e. Where did you attend school – public/private? 

 
2. What/who would you describe as your support group?  How have the supported you?  

Who is your role model?  Who is your mentor?  Why? 
 
Part II: Undocumented Experiences 

1. How would you say being an undocumented immigrant has influenced you?   
 

2. Thinking back to first finding out you were an undocumented immigrant, how did you 
react? Did you notice a difference in how you were treated as a student? As a community 
member? 

 
3. Are there particularly memorable experiences that you have encountered as a direct result 

of your status as an undocumented immigrant?  Are there stressful moments?  Are there 
positive moments?  Are there negative moments?   

 
4. What strategies did you use to cope with these experiences?  Is there anyone in particular 

you utilized to assist in your coping with these experiences?  How have these experiences 
influenced you? 

 
Part III: Undergraduate Experiences 

1. When did you first know that you wanted to go college?  Explain the role others played 
(or did not play) in you deciding to go to college?  Who, if anyone, encouraged you to 
attend college? 

 
2. Explain your interaction with the admission process at your university.  How did you 

know how to fill out the application as an undocumented immigrant?  How did you know 
how to fill out scholarship applications? 
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3. Think of the memory you have of receiving your acceptance letter.  Tell me about it.  

When did you find out that you would have to pay out of state tuition?  How did you 
react?   

 
4. How have you managed to pay tuition?  Where do you work?  How have you managed to 

get to work?  Does your family assist with tuition payments? 
 
Second Interview 
Part IV: Activist Experiences 

1. What influences in your life have impacted your activism? 
 

2. What triggered you to become active in the DREAM movement?  Why?  How would you 
say this trigger moment influenced you?  What role did others play in this trigger event? 

 
3. Describe your history of activism. 

a. First activist action 
b. Group support 
c. Informal v. formal actions 
d. Lobbying 
e. Events 
f. Virginia DREAM Act 
g. Federal DREAM Act 

 
4. What actions have you participated in as a DREAM activist?  How have these actions 

influenced you?  What role have others played in your activism?   
 

5. Where did you learn how to be an activist? Who/what shaped your actions? 
 

6. What challenges have you encountered in your activism?  How have those challenges 
influenced you? 

 
7. Describe your relationships with other student activist groups and networks.  How have 

you worked together?  How have you worked separately? 
 
Part V: Meaning Making 

1. What are you taking away from your activist experiences?  How have your collective 
activist experiences shaped your beliefs? 

 
2. How have your activist experiences influenced your plans for the future? 

 
3. What have you discovered about yourself that you did not know before the interviews? 

 
4. What other things would you like to say to add to what you have already said? 
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APPENDIX B 

CODING NODES 

Name Sources References 

Activism 8 203 

  CAIR 1 1 

    Idea 1 1 

  Clinton Global Initiative 1 1 

  Community Involvement 5 8 

  Conferences 5 11 

  Conversations with Institutional Actors 3 3 

  DACA Educating 3 5 

  DREAMer Org 5 18 

  Empowerment 2 10 

  Events 7 15 

  Fasting Families 1 1 

  Film 2 2 

  Formal 1 1 

  Informal 2 2 

  Intersectionality 1 3 

  Letter Writing 1 1 

  Marches 2 2 

  NASPA 1 1 

  Negative Reaction 1 1 

  Networking 7 25 



 318 
 

  organizing 1 1 

  Personal story 3 5 

  phone calls 1 3 

  Positive Role Modeling 4 15 

  Protests 3 8 

  Raising Awareness 7 43 

  Social Media 3 4 

  Testify Committee 2 3 

  UndocuAlly Training 1 2 

  United We Dream 1 5 

  Washington DREAM Coalition 1 4 

Barriers 8 418 

  Educational 8 67 

    Bullies 2 5 

    Classes 2 3 

    College Applications 6 10 

    College Prep Progams 2 2 

    Counselors 2 4 

    Essay Writing 3 4 

    First Generation College Student 4 6 

    Lack of Parental Education 7 13 

    Professors 1 3 

    Scholarships 6 7 

    Student Support Services- Higher Education 3 4 



 319 
 

    Trips 2 5 

  Financial 8 66 

    Employment 1 1 

    Family Finances 6 20 

    Finances for DACA 3 4 

    Financial Aid 4 5 

    ISRT 3 9 

    Parental Employment 2 4 

    Parents working 1 3 

    Tuition Cost 5 9 

    WAFSA 3 5 

  Institutional 8 118 

    Arrest 2 2 

    Community SES 6 19 

    DACA 4 10 

    DACA Application 1 2 

    DAPA 1 1 

    Deportation 2 6 

    Detention Centers 1 2 

    Drivers License 2 4 

    Employment 1 1 

    Financial Aid 4 7 

    ISRT 3 8 

    politics 2 3 
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    Predominantly White Neighborhood 3 10 

    PWI 4 6 

    Scholarships 8 16 

    Schools 3 7 

    SSN 5 11 

    Tolken 1 2 

  Personal 8 167 

    Away from Parents 2 7 

    Border crossing 5 10 

    Coming Out 3 6 

    Covering 7 17 

    Deportation 2 3 

    Emotions 6 12 

    Employment 1 1 

    Family 3 8 

    fear 2 4 

    Gangs 1 2 

    Identity as Activist 1 1 

    Inauthentic Self 2 2 

    Lack of community 4 5 

    Lack of Cultural Capital 3 10 

    Language 6 27 

    Parental status 2 2 

    Personal Resentment 5 14 
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    Shame 1 2 

    Stress 4 13 

    Transportation 2 3 

    Travel 3 8 

    undocumented status 5 10 

Funds of Knowledge 8 58 

  Agriculture 3 6 

  Business 5 15 

  Computer Literacy 2 5 

  Construction 3 6 

  Engineering 1 1 

  Farming 2 3 

  Household chores 5 7 

  Landscaping 1 1 

  Mechanics 1 4 

  Music 1 1 

  News 2 4 

  Religion 3 5 

Policy Influence 5 24 

  Clinton Global Initiative 1 1 

  DACA 1 1 

  Institutional Actors 1 1 

  Letter Writing 1 1 

  Lobby 5 12 
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  Raise Awareness 1 3 

  Social Media 1 2 

  Testimony 2 3 

Racist Nativism 8 46 

  Bullying 2 5 

  Classes 1 5 

  College Applications 2 5 

  Donald Trump 1 3 

  Elections 2 2 

  Hate Mail 1 1 

  Language 7 17 

  Negative reaction to activism 3 6 

  Teachers 1 2 

Resources 8 639 

  Activism 5 11 

    Activists 2 3 

    DREAMers of Virginia 2 3 

    United We Dream 1 4 

  Community 8 107 

    Cultural Capital 4 9 

    Friends 8 31 

    Navigational Capital 6 15 

    Other undocumented students 8 34 

    Religion 1 4 
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    Social Media 1 1 

  Educational 8 154 

    College Applications 5 12 

    College Prep programming 5 18 

    Counselors 6 15 

    friends education aspirations 6 14 

    Governors School 1 4 

    Professors 1 5 

    School 3 5 

    STEP 1 2 

    Student Organizations 7 31 

    Student Support Services- Higher Education 4 18 

    Teachers 6 30 

  Financial 8 70 

    Financial Aid 2 4 

    Jobs 7 16 

    Money Pools 1 1 

    Parent financial support 4 8 

    Scholarships 7 32 

    Sponsors 1 4 

    WASFA 1 4 

  Institutional 8 30 

    College Financial Commitment 1 2 

    DACA 5 9 
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    DREAM Act 1 1 

    HB 1079 3 7 

    ISRT 2 4 

    Permanent Residency 1 1 

    Real Hope Act 4 5 

    WSU housing policy 1 1 

  Personal 8 127 

    Age 1 1 

    Community Service 4 5 

    Computer Literacy 2 2 

    Covering 6 9 

    Family 8 54 

    Film 1 6 

    Mentors 6 14 

    Music 2 4 

    Parental Educational Level 4 7 

    Parental employment 1 1 

    Pathways 1 2 

    Phenotype 1 3 

    self-awareness 7 19 

  Values 8 140 

    Communication 1 6 

    Determination 1 3 

    Education 8 33 
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    Equality 2 4 

    Family 5 14 

    Goal Oriented 2 3 

    Hard Work 6 19 

    Independence 3 5 

    Persistence 4 14 

    Positive Role Modeling 5 11 

    Positivity 3 9 

    Religion 4 11 

    Respect 4 4 

    Sacrifice 2 4 

 

 

 


