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Abstract 

 

“Undocumented and Unafraid”: An Investigation into the Political 
Identities of Undocumented College Students in Texas 

 

Chloe Elizabeth Sikes, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2016 

 

Supervisor:  Luis Urrieta, Jr. 

 
In 2001, Texas became the first state to pass legislation that permitted 

undocumented high school students to qualify as state residents for the purposes of in-

state tuition eligibility at Texas public colleges and universities (Rincón, 2008). Passed 

through House Bill 1403, in-state tuition made higher education more accessible than it 

had been prior to the legislation. This legislation, as well as successful efforts to protect it 

over the years, was due in no small part to the advocacy of undocumented college 

students and alumni themselves (Rincón, 2008; Nicholls, 2013). These efforts do not 

solely revolve around the issue of in-state tuition; they can be contextualized through a 

long history of Chicana/o social movements, community and youth organizing, and 

broader immigrant rights struggles (Berta-Ávila, Tijerina Revilla & Figueroa, 2011; Seif, 

2004). These histories highlight how education has traditionally been a nexus for tensions 
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surrounding citizenship, civic participation, and access to societal resources and 

recognition (Pérez, Espinoza, Ramos, Coronado, & Cortes, 2010).  

Despite the well-established relationship between citizenship, education, and 

immigrant students’ movements (Gonzales, 2008; Negrón-Gonzales, 2009, 2014; Berta-

Ávila, Tijerina Revilla & Figueroa, 2011; Abrego, 2008), little research has been 

conducted that 1) incorporates students’ voices directly in substantial ways, and 2) 

focuses on the Texas context. To address this gap in literature and knowledge, I pose the 

primary question: how do undocumented advocates in Texas conceptualize their political 

identities? This study attempts to uphold the narratives of identity construction from 

advocates’ own perspectives and contribute to the knowledge of the undocumented 

student movement in substantial ways. Implications involve suggestions for educators 

across grade levels and higher education, policymakers, and advocacy groups.	
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
	

SIGNIFICANCE & BACKGROUND 
	

In 2001, Texas became the first state to pass legislation that permitted 

undocumented high school students to qualify as state residents for the purposes of in-

state tuition eligibility at public Texas colleges and universities (Rincón, 2008). In-state 

tuition eligibility for these students, passed through House Bill 1403, made higher 

education more accessible than it had been prior to the legislation. In 2005, Texas passed 

Senate Bill 1528 which qualified undocumented students for limited state financial aid 

for higher education. Since undocumented students in the US do not qualify for federal 

financial aid, access to post-secondary education is dependent upon lower tuition costs, 

institutional scholarships and outside scholarships from other foundations and 

organizations. Without in-state tuition eligibility, higher education is made virtually 

impossible for many undocumented students. After the 2001 HB 1403 passage, other 

states soon followed Texas’s model for in-state tuition access, although the past decade 

has seen components of this legislation stripped away through swells in anti-immigrant 

sentiment (Madera, Mathay, Najafi, Saldivar, Solis, Titong, Rivera-Salgado, Shadduck-

Hernandez, Wong, Frazier, & Monroe, 2008). The legislative fights for in-state tuition 

eligibility for undocumented students, which are ongoing, represent real struggles for 

higher education access (Dougherty, Nienhusser & Vega, 2010; Baum & Flores, 2011; 

Rincón, 2008). 
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Both the 2001 and 2005 Texas legislation, as well as successful efforts to protect 

them over the years, are due in no small part to the advocacy of undocumented college 

students and alumni themselves (Rincón, 2008). These efforts, however, are not solely 

based on the issue of in-state tuition. They can be contextualized through a long history 

of Chicana/o social movements, community and youth organizing and broader immigrant 

rights struggles (Berta-Ávila, Tijerina Revilla & Figueroa, 2011; Seif, 2004). Education 

has consistently been a nexus for tensions surrounding citizenship, civic participation and 

access to other societal resources (Pérez, Espinoza, Ramos, Coronado, & Cortes, 2010). 

These issues have likewise arisen through national discourses and movements toward 

undocumented students’ access to education and society (Gonzales, Heredia & Negrón-

Gonzales, 2015).  

Despite the well-established relationship between education and immigrant 

students’ movements (Gonzales, 2008; Negrón-Gonzales, 2009, 2014; Berta-Ávila, 

Tijerina Revilla & Figueroa, 2011; Abrego, 2008), little research has been conducted that 

1) incorporates students’ voices directly in substantial ways, and 2) focuses on the Texas 

context. Investigation into the reasons for the paucity of research on undocumented 

student advocacy and the DREAMer movement in Texas is beyond the scope of this 

research. However, the advocacy efforts of Texas students, communities and educators 

must be recognized and remembered as formative policy work that has helped lay the 

foundation for in-state tuition policies elsewhere, as well as contribute to the national 

youth-led movement for increased immigrant rights (United We Dream, n.d.).  
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This study attempts to uphold the narratives of identity constructions from advocates’1 

own perspectives, and contribute to the knowledge of the undocumented student 

movement in substantial ways. 

This study explores discourses on citizenship, processes of identity formation, and 

the notion of laying claim to education as a right. More specifically, it contextualizes the 

sampled experiences of Texas advocates in a history of youth activism that unites racial 

and ethnic identities, as well as those with varying legal statuses. Citizenship is explored 

broadly here, and I use the interpretations of cultural citizenship put forth by Rosaldo 

(1994) and expounded upon by other scholars (Flores, 1997; Abowitz & Harnish, 2006; 

Oboler, 2006). Cultural citizenship denotes a claim of determination and belonging 

(Rosaldo, 1994) through oppositional social practices (Flores, 1997). Oboler explains 

cultural citizenship as involving senses of belonging that extend to community relations, 

quality of life for social actors, and argues “it is a lived experience, grounded in the 

negotiated participation of all groups, of all sectors and individual within the community” 

(2006, p. 5). Cultural citizenship involves lived experiences of negotiating both 

communal belonging as well as acts of “struggle and political mobilization”, as in the 

Civil Rights social movement (Oboler, 2006, p. 7). This notion of citizenship 

distinguishes it from popular conceptions of formal, state-issued documentation as 

citizenship or “citizen”-making, which arose only in the 20th century (De Genova, 2006; 

Ngai, 2004). I frame citizenship here as engaged and purposeful participation in the 
																																																								
1 I use the term “advocates” to reference the collective membership of those involved in the undocumented 
student movement. Since all interviewed participants are also active in regional and university campus 
undocumented advocacy organizations, they are frequently noted as “advocates” over “participants” in this 
writing. 
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social sphere, based on a sense of belonging. Because the concept of citizenship in 

today’s era of neo-liberal globalization and transnationalism has various implications, I 

acknowledge my usage of the term as a form of space-making to united temporally 

specific discourses on citizenship and the citizen (Inda and Rosaldo, 2008). The advocacy 

of undocumented students, which is largely comprised of Latina/o2 students, though by 

no means exclusively, arises from a lengthy history of Chicana/o3 activists and struggles 

for education access and equity (Berta-Ávila, Tijerina Revilla, Lópzez Figueroa, 2011; 

Kozol, 1991; Ngai, 2004) and cultural recognition (Rosaldo, 1994).  

Another element of the study entails identity formation. Identity formation is a 

complex and intangible process. Negrón-Gonzales has conducted extensive work on 

Latina/o undocumented college students’ identities and political consciousness in 

California (2009, 2011, 2014). She argues that undocumented Latina/o youth develop an 

“oppositional consciousness” through a process of negotiating their social position 

through feelings of fear, shame and stigma attached to their lack of legal status as defined 

by the hegemonic US governmental system (Negrón-Gonzales, 2009). In her work, she 

claimed that oppositional consciousness compelled undocumented students to become 

politically engaged to work toward a better society, and this engagement in mobilized 

groups contributed to the development of a collective undocumented identity (Negrón-

																																																								
2 While literature (Baum & Flores, 2010) demonstrates large populations of US immigrant youth are 
Mexican-born, the term “Latina/o” is used to acknowledge the national origins of immigrant students from 
across Latin America. 
3 My usage of “Chicana/o” references the active, political self-identification and description of advocates in 
past movements for Mexican and Mexican-American rights, especially in California (Urrieta, 2004). 
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Gonzales, 2009). The importance of identity production4 through collective action and 

communal identity appears in other works as well (Seif, 2004; Oboler, 2006). Collective 

action, as in the mobilization of groups of people around particular shared interests and 

objectives, significantly influences how individuals begin to view themselves within a 

cohesive membership and become engaged (Della Porta & Diani, 2006). Membership 

and action offer undocumented youth alternative ways of interacting within and against 

the hegemonic, exclusionary social-political system, which are critical to identity 

formation. For instance, Negrón-Gonzales’s (2009) analysis begins to address why the 

undocumented students in her studies sometimes capitalize upon dominant discourse of 

“deserving” and “undeserving” immigrants, yet simultaneously reject this paradigm in 

their advocacy work and lives. In this way, undocumented student advocates collectively 

renegotiate and redefine the features of citizenship through their political involvement 

(Negrón-Gonzales, 2011, 2014).  

Apart from the collective mechanisms of identity production, the individual 

process of navigating these social settings of identification requires that the individual 

deliberately assess their values, perceptions of their self, and recognition of their own 

social position and history. In doing so, the individual displays agency, or the ability to 

align one’s sense of self with ways of acting in the external world. In the context of 

oppositional consciousness, the decision to actively identify oneself against dominant 

social governing structures and take action accordingly is a display of agency, or “activist 

																																																								
4 Identity production references an individual’s development of “an internalized set of meanings attached to 
a role played in a network of social relationships” (Stryker, 2000), and critically impacts how individuals 
view themselves and others in relation to their social world. 
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agency” (Urrieta, 2010). Identity production, then, involves an individual’s active 

negotiation of social groups, forms of action, assigned labels (i.e. “activist”), lived 

experience, and ways of identifying as members of particular communities (Urciuoli, 

2006). The complexities of this process in the context of the social-legal system shape the 

construction of one’s political identity. I draw upon Nasir & Kirshner’s (2003) combined 

definitions of moral and civic identity to define political identity as “one’s connection to 

and participation in a civic community…[and] personal commitment to lines of action 

that support the welfare of others” (p. 139). How undocumented advocates connect to, 

participate in, and view their personal commitment to the political advocacy within the 

movement is the central question of this study. 

 

PROBLEM STATEMENT 
 
 The existent research covering undocumented students’ advocacy and in-state 

tuition policy lacks a substantial focus on students’ and alumni voices, and often has been 

situated outside of Texas, primarily in California, Arizona or other contexts in the US 

Southwest region (Abrego, 2008, 2011; Orner, 2008; Gonzales, 2011; Nicholls, 2013; 

Madera et al., 2008; Seif, 2004; Valdivia & Valdivia, 2014). Thus, this study poses the 

question: How do undocumented students and alumni in Texas advocacy groups 

conceptualize their political identities? Due to the lack of research on undocumented 

students and their work in the Texas political, educational and immigrant context, my 

primary research question is broad and constructivist in nature (Locke, Silverman, & 

Spirduso, 2010). I take a constructivist approach to the research, as I did not prescribe 
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forms of political involvement, advocacy, or identification. Rather, advocates constructed 

their own impressions of what it means to be political, and their corresponding notions of 

identification and involvement in their own words.   

 The purposes of this study are to 1) understand the constructions and 

conceptualizations of undocumented student advocates’ political identities, 2) situate this 

in the literature of citizenship, identity and activism, and 3) contribute to the body of 

knowledge that documents this movements’ work and legacy thus far, especially in 

Texas.  

 

MY POSITIONALITY AS AN ACTIVIST RESEARCHER 
	
	 My research approach through this study has been framed by activist scholarship 

(Hale, 2008). I view this as the primary way to conduct ethical research in this area, 

especially as a white, documented US citizen researcher and educator. My current 

adoption of this researcher identity results from six years of professional work with 

college-going undocumented students, and a critical race approach to my stance as an 

outsider of the undocumented community. While my methodology in Chapter Three 

details my ongoing involvement with undocumented advocates, I feel it is imperative for 

ethical research and as an ally-in-process to continuously reflect on my own intersecting 

identities that carry socio-legal privilege. The contemporary issues of immigration, 

documentation, and deportation are not merely matters of formal, documented 

citizenship. They are highly racialized issues that draw upon features of culture, class, 

and legacies of US colonization of what is considered today’s American Southwest 
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region (Flores, 2002; Urrieta, 2004). Thus, my stated positionality as a white, 

Euroamerican, and formally documented US-born citizen is critical to acknowledging my 

outsider approach to this work. In addition, as an educator committed to advancing issues 

of educational access and equity, especially for students in the most marginalized 

positions, I understand that open and vocal support of the undocumented movement is a 

crucial component to allyship. As one of the advocates featured in this study, Ana, 

concluded in her interview, “I think as an ally, y’all could be doing a thousand million 

things but you’re staying here [in the movement] with us, I think for me that’s… also 

helping to motivate myself” (Interview with Ana, December 2015). Openly supportive 

allyship from educators and researchers is one mode of activism that can contribute to 

advocates’ efforts. 

 My previous work with high school and college-going undocumented students 

inspired me to pursue graduate studies in order to answer my longstanding questions of 

education barriers and inequities that frustrated and angered me. During my Master’s 

program, I have had the fortune of working both in university and activist settings as well 

as through legislative advocacy and lobbying alongside undocumented students across 

Texas in order to protect their in-state tuition eligibility in the 84th Texas legislative 

session. I strive to be considered an ally and advocate in the persisting struggle for 

undocumented students’ equitable access to higher education and social inclusion. This 

study, and the findings presented here, represents an element of uncovering and 

celebrating the long history of undocumented student education advocacy in the state of 

Texas. I am humbled to work in solidarity with these advocates. 
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 As a contribution to activist scholarship, this study was conducted in a 

participatory action research approach (Hale, 2008). As such, the president of the primary 

undocumented advocacy organization where observations took place approved interview 

questions prior to the study beginning, though shortly after IRB approval. All interviewed 

participants were provided with the transcripts from their respective interviews in order to 

review them and provide feedback, and findings were made available to undocumented 

students currently in advocacy organizations for them to decide how to use this 

knowledge for their purposes. While I am interested in the discourses of citizenship, 

education advocacy and immigration that this study illuminates, the knowledge produced 

from and implications of this research are for the participants and undocumented student 

communities to determine. My hope is that it is helpful to the overall cause. 

 The following five chapters will review the relevant bodies of literature that this 

study is situated in and contributes to, the theoretical and conceptual frameworks that 

frame the thesis, and the study findings and implications. Chapter Two contains the 

literature review of three main bodies of work: 1) undocumented students’ activism, 

advocacy, and relevant policy history, 2) theories of citizenship, and 3) theoretical and 

analytical approaches to the field of identity production. These three areas of research 

lead me to my conceptual and analytic framework for political identity analysis. Chapter 

Three covers the methodology of the study, the means of data collection, and my process 

for analyzing qualitative data for the main findings and emergent themes. Chapter Four 

presents the three main findings that emerged across observations, interviews, and 

document analysis. These include the types of activities advocates partake in, the 
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importance of relationships to the advocates, and the shared perception of the meaning of 

“politics”. Chapter Five continues with the overarching themes encompassing and 

connecting these findings. Three emergent themes include the salience of an identity 

related to DACA approval (Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals), the characterization 

of the undocumented student movement as a rights-based social movement, and the 

negotiation of undocumented advocates recognizing the politicization of their identities 

while maintaining an aversion to claiming a political position. Chapter Six concludes 

with the discussion of how the presented findings and themes lead to a different concept 

of citizenship, and implications of the study. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
 	

The policy literature regarding undocumented student advocacy has frequently 

focused on the key players, policymakers, advocates and legislative battles (Rincón, 

2008; Hernández-Hart, 2012; Olivas, 2009; Madera et al., 2008; Dougherty, Nienhusser 

& Vega, 2010). Comparative policy studies across states have consistently revealed that 

in-state tuition policies for undocumented students constitute sound public policy in 

terms of workforce development, economic growth, university enrollment and immigrant 

services (Rincón, 2008; Flores, 2010; Dougherty, Nienhusser & Vega, 2010). However, 

the actual voices of the students who have fought these battles are only sparsely conveyed 

in the literature (Negrón-Gonzales, 2009; Orner, 2008; Madera et al., 2008). This 

literature tends to focus on California, with samplings of other Southwestern and 

occasionally East coast states. Substantial narratives from the undocumented students and 

alumni of Texas remain noticeably absent. Direct narratives contribute to the study of 

how undocumented students, who occupy a marginalized or “liminal” legal position in 

the United States, advance their access to higher education through discourses of rights 

and citizenship (Abrego, 2008; Glenn, 2011). The demonstrable power of rights-based 

discourse is particularly interesting, as access to higher education is not a protected legal 

right in the United States. This study seeks to explore the ways in which undocumented 

students construct salient political identities, as they simultaneously and seemingly 

contradictorily capitalize upon hegemonic notions of educational rights (Abrego, 2008; 
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Negrón-Gonzales, 2009, 2011) and disrupt rigid notions of citizenship and political 

involvement (Rosaldo, 1994; Glenn, 2011; Seif, 2004).  

HISTORY AND ACTIVISM 
 

The literature chronicling the political involvement of undocumented and 

immigrant students reaches as far back as the social movements era of the 1960s in the 

US, which stemmed from a longer history of social and political exclusion and resistance. 

Since the War of the North American Invasion in 1846 (commonly known as the US-

Mexican War in mainstream US history), the United States has engaged in recorded legal 

and social practices to unmake the Mexican American citizen (Flores, 2002; Urrieta, 

2004). The 1848 Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, which marked the end of the Invasion5, 

ostensibly granted full citizenship rights to Mexican nationals residing in the territory that 

the US consequently claimed, including Texas. However, the US government proceeded 

to renege on the recognition of full citizenship to Mexican American individuals, denying 

them voting rights, property entitlements, and other crucial social, legal, and economic 

liberties granted to US citizens (Urrieta, 2004; Menchaca, 2011).  

Refusal to recognize Mexican Americans as full citizens and to cast them as 

perpetually foreign became a project of US social institutions, such as the schools 

(González, 1999; Donato & Hanson, 2012; Gonzales, 2014). Mexican and Mexican 

American children were consistently denied equal schooling facilities to white students’, 

																																																								
5 In keeping with the commitment to center the narratives and subjugated histories of Latina/o, Mexican 
American, and other residents of the United States who have been racialized as noncitizens, I refer to the 
US-Mexican War as the “War of the North American Invasion”, or the “Invasion”. 
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offered sub-standard materials and curricular instruction (De Leon, 1974), and were 

otherwise excluded from physical, historical, and cultural inclusion from dominant US 

society (Rosaldo, 1994; San Miguel and Valencia, 1998; Flores, 2002). In Texas in 

particular, this systematic exclusion served to divorce Mexican Americans and those of 

Mexican descent from depictions of US citizenry. Flores (2002) offered an historical 

account of how mainstream, collective memory of the Alamo as a Texas victory from 

Mexican dictatorial rule by Santa Anna functions as a racialized narrative that upholds a 

white Texas valor and authenticity in the fight for independence. Despite the political and 

ideological schism at the time over Mexican centrism and Texas independence that 

divided Texas residents of all backgrounds—Mexican nationals, Texas born residents of 

Mexican descent, and US whites—the modern-day telling of the Battle of the Alamo 

continually construes the historical event as a battle of race and culture, of a form of 

Texan authenticity over the Mexican “Other”. Flores noted how this process unmakes the 

image of the Mexican citizen in US collective memory in stating, “The rupture of 

previous social alignments between Anglos and Mexicans required a reimaging of 

Mexican subjectivity and a remapping of Anglo-Mexican relations so as to underwrite the 

social and cultural forces of the Texas Modern. In this process, the cultural memory of 

the Alamo represented Mexican subjects, regardless of citizenship or country of origin, as 

‘subjugated Others’” (2002, p. 12). The Othering depiction of the Battle of the Alamo 

and Mexicans in general in Texas played a role in the implementation of tragically 

consequential US immigration and social policies. The Bracero workers program, which 

exploited Mexican laborers to undercut US laborers and keep capitalist business 
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production costs low (De Genova, 2006), as well as the 1930s repatriation—or rather de-

patriation—of US-born citizens of Mexican descent and Mexican immigrants, further 

denigrated Mexican American citizens and Mexican citizenship (Johnson, 2005). 

Repatriation involved forcibly deporting Mexicans and Mexican Americans to Mexico 

regardless of their legal US documentation, instilling a generational fear of US 

government and law enforcement (Johnson, 2005). The US, and Texas, undertook 

deliberate strategies to unmake the image, memory, social and legal rights, and even the 

physical presence, of Mexican US citizens.  

Today’s current undocumented movement, then, is situated in a “time-space” 

context of historical resistance to social, legal, and educational exclusion that is culturally 

and geographically specific (Tejeda, 2011). The 2006 high school walkouts in California 

and other cities spread awareness of the undocumented student movement, and mirrored 

the East Los Angeles school walkouts or “Blowouts” of 1968 that ignited much of the 

Chicana/o student movements for education equity and access (Berta-Ávila, Tijerina 

Revilla & López Figueroa, 2011). The 2006 walkouts represented a “time-space” 

moment influenced by the legacy of immigrant exclusion and oppression. Students across 

grade-levels “walked out of school in unprecedented numbers and sparked the local 

immigrant rights movement” (Tijerina Revilla & Rangel-Medina, 2011, p. 177). 

Henceforth, the contemporary immigrant rights movement has been one largely 

orchestrated by youth, students, and younger organizers. 

The highly visible and public demonstrations by immigrant students and 

communities, before the walkouts and afterward, disrupted traditional notions of student 



	

	 15 

political involvement and immigrant rights activism (Seif, 2004; Negrón-Gonzales, 

2009). They presented a show of resistance against what Tijerina Revilla & Rangel-

Medina call “citizenism” (2011), which refers to the current “global system founded on 

the subordination of noncitizens” and the resulting “ideological practice of inherent 

citizen superiority, the right to dominance of citizens over noncitizens, and a system of 

unearned advantages and privileges based on citizenship granted at birth” (p. 168). While 

there are varying interpretations and manifestations of citizenship that will be explored 

later in this chapter, they are no doubt intersecting, overlapping, and mutually reinforcing 

for personal and communal empowerment (Moreno, 2008). 

Traditionally, it has been assumed that youth do not engage in civic or political 

participation unless they feel confident and trustful of the political process (Flanagan & 

Sherrod, 1998; Westheimer & Kahne, 2004; Negrón-Gonzales, 2009), and only adult 

citizens who compose a legislator’s voting constituency can have impactful political 

involvement (Seif, 2004). Moreover, existing literature has largely assumed that 

immigrant youth encounter “hostile environments” that encourage them to “turn away 

from the public sphere of receiving countries” (Nicholls, 2013, p. 8). The undocumented 

student movement overturns these assumptions, as it involves largely young people who 

are not US citizens, thus do not hold direct voting power, and who have been historically 

marginalized from the political process. Nevertheless, the movement has achieved 

political efficacy in its policy victories, namely in-state tuition battles at the state level 

and Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) and Deferred Action for Parents of 

Americans (DAPA) at the federal level (United We Dream, n. d.).  
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Research has demonstrated that immigrant youth have become involved through 

activism that unveils the shame, stigma and secrecy surrounding legal status (Orner, 

2008; Negrón-Gonzales, 2009, 2014), and are able to cultivate collective identities 

through activism and advocacy (Rincón, 2008; Madera, et al. 2008; Negrón-Gonzales, 

2011). The strategy to elevate undocumented college students, or college-aspiring 

students (López, 2007), represented a political strategy within the immigrant rights 

movement. Here, I mean “political” as in having policy impact and not necessarily in 

partisan terms (Hess & McAvoy, 2015). Mobilization around the federal DREAM Act 

capitalized upon a “niche opening” in the US anti-immigrant sentiment and restrictive 

immigration policies of the 2000s (Nicholls, 2013). Nicholls provided a thorough account 

of the rise of the national DREAMer movement (2013). Undocumented college students 

were able to take up the image of the “poster-children” of the immigrant rights movement 

in their push for DREAM Act legislation that rewarded good character, childhood arrival, 

and condoned socially productive aspirations such as college or military enrollment 

(Nicholls, 2013, p. 43). Nonetheless, this image and the politicized identity of being 

undocumented that it carried was somewhat imposed by government officials. This 

imposed identity not only drew upon the hegemonic stigmatization of being 

undocumented and its corresponding notions of being “illegal” (see: De Genova, 2006), it 

simultaneously lauded the meritocratic appeals to the “poster-child”, “good” immigrant 

narrative (Abrego, 2008). While some of the early stages of the movement built on the 

narrative of “good” and “bad” immigrants, this narrative has started to shift as 

DREAMers connect their momentum with other immigrant rights causes.  
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TEXAS HOUSE BILL 1403, 2001 
	
 Rincón (2008) provided a thorough account of the grassroots and legislative 

mobilization to pass Texas House Bill 1403 in 2001 during the 77th Texas State 

Legislative session. Inspired by grassroots mobilization of high school undocumented 

students, Texas State Representatives Rick Noriega, Domingo Garcia, Fred Hill, Ismael 

Flores and Elvira Reyna authored HB 1403. Students from the Representatives’ districts 

who were struggling to access higher education due to their immigration status had 

approached the members with their stories. Some students only become aware of their 

legal status upon attempting to enroll in college and finding they lacked the required 

documentation. This issue brought a bipartisan group of authors and co-authors together 

in the effort to ensure that all Texans, regardless of immigration status, could afford 

higher education and access greater opportunities. The bill passed in the House nearly 

unanimously, and then-Governor Rick Perry signed the legislation. The State Senate 

added and operationalized additional measures during the 79th Texas State Legislature 

with the passage of Senate Bill 1528 in 2005.  

Given Texas’s history of systematic exclusion and disenfranchisement of 

Mexican Americans and immigrants, the passage of HB 1403 and its standing as the first 

in-state tuition eligibility legislation for undocumented students in the country is 

significant. The bill makes four stipulations: (1) students must graduate from a Texas 

high school; (2) they must be a dependent of a parent or guardian in Texas; (3) they must 

live in Texas for at least three years before high school graduation and for the year before 

they enroll in college; and (4) they must promise to seek legal permanent residency (HB 
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1403, 2001).  The bill was made effective immediately for the following fall semester of 

2001, and subsequently had enormous impact for immigrant student college enrollment in 

Texas (Baum and Flores, 2011). While today less than 2% of Texas’s 1.3 million students 

enrolled in higher education attend under HB 1403, this impacts approximately 25,000 

undocumented students every year (In-state Tuition for Non-Citizen Resident Texans, 

2015). In 2005, the Texas legislature passed Senate Bill 1528 which qualified 

undocumented Texas college students for limited state financial aid and clarified 

elements of HB 1403. Paired with in-state tuition rates, this legislation increased access 

for more students to attend public institutions of higher education (SB 1528, 2005). HB 

1403 and SB 1528 are together commonly referred to as the “Texas DREAM Act”, 

despite not offering a path to citizenship as the proposed federal DREAM Act would 

have. 

 Notwithstanding recurrent political attacks that seek to repeal in-state tuition 

eligibility for undocumented Texas resident students each legislative session, the 

legislation still remains in effect. Sustained bipartisan support passed the legislation in 

2001 and 2005 respectively, and has continued to protect it (Dougherty, Nienhusser, & 

Vega, 2010). However, those in opposition to the bills have capitalized on inflammatory 

anti-immigrant rhetoric to gain support for their efforts. While HB 1403 and SB 1528 

both originated in committees for Higher Education in the Texas legislature, some recent 

repeal efforts have filed bills through other committees that regulate interstate commerce 

and law enforcement, such as the Committee on State Affairs. In 2015, Senate Bill 1819 

garnered the most attention as a potential threat to in-state tuition eligibility legislation, 
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and was filed through the committee on Veteran and Military Installations, sub-

committee on Border Security with the intent to reclassify the term “resident” in the 

original legislation to exclude US noncitizens (Texas Legislature Online). SB 1819 stated 

“a person who is not authorized under federal statute to be present in the United States 

may not be considered a resident of this state” (SB 1819, 2015, p. 1). This bill would 

have effectively prohibited undocumented Texans from enrolling in institutions of higher 

education, as it would require them to pay the international tuition rates set by those 

institutions. Additionally, SB 1819 permitted university officials to require federal 

residency documentation for enrollment as a means of verification, an onerous obligation 

that attempted to mandate university admissions offices to work as Immigration and 

Customs Enforcement officials. The bill’s assignment to the Sub-committee on Border 

Security represented a convenient choice as the Chair of the Veteran and Military 

Installations committee authored SB 1819, yet it also denoted the expectation for anti-

immigrant support and attempted to cast undocumented students as “aliens” (SB 1819 

hearing, 2015). By filing repeal bills in committees that are seemingly irrelevant to higher 

education, those in opposition attempted to alter the image and narrative of 

undocumented student advocates from successful and aspiring US residents to the 

perpetually foreign “criminal” (Ngai, 2004).  

 The strategy to heighten criminalizing rhetoric to taint the image of 

undocumented college students is unfortunately not limited to Texas. In recent years, the 

state of Arizona experienced an immense tide of anti-immigrant fervor that facilitated the 

passage of highly restrictive social and educational policies (Powers & Williams, 2012). 
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Arizona Proposition 300, passed in 2006, denied outright the eligibility of undocumented 

students to be recognized as in-state residents for the purposes of in-state tuition 

eligibility (Dougherty, Nienhusser, & Vega, 2010). While the extent of the reasons that 

made the Arizona political climate so averse to policies perceived to be immigrant-

friendly lies outside the bounds of this study, the investigation of how and why 

undocumented college students conceptualize their political identities and mobilize 

accordingly can enlighten our understanding of this complex process. The following 

review of the theoretical frameworks for citizenship and its varying interpretations 

provides the foundation to further explore discourses on the membership, rights, and 

protections of citizens. 

CITIZENSHIP 
	

The undocumented student movement, often referred to as the DREAMer 

movement, draws upon discourses of citizenship while occupying a unique position in 

today’s political climate. Undocumented student groups across the nation at numerous 

universities have repeatedly been involved in political advocacy and activism to advance 

immigrant rights, education access, and related issues (United We Dream, n. d.). Their 

efforts challenge traditional notions of citizenship that only recognize adult citizen voting 

constituents as being effective in civic and political engagement with policymakers (Seif, 

2004). Nonetheless, the political advocacy and involvement of undocumented student 

groups in Texas has been infrequently researched in terms of citizenship, which lies at the 

heart of contention in the movement. The undocumented advocacy movement has made 
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claims to citizenship in multiple ways. During the push for the DREAM Act in 2010 and 

before, the movement emphasized the critical component of a pathway to citizenship for 

undocumented youth (Negrón-Gonzales, 2009; Nicholls, 2013). In asserting this political 

push, and the following change in approach toward more localized, grassroots organizing 

on relevant issues through regional organizations, the movement has made arguments for 

the formal conferring of the rights of US citizens, social rights of educational and 

economic opportunity, and their political rights to demonstrate, assemble, protest, and 

lobby legislators.  

From the review of literature on theories of citizenship, I contend that 

undocumented college student advocates’ successful advocacy efforts highlight the 

contradictions and disjuncture between legal US citizenship, public civic engagement, 

and political efficacy and action. Given that studies on citizenship and citizenship 

education reveal a clearer understanding of what demonstrable citizenship entails, but not 

necessarily who are citizens themselves (Urrieta and Reidel, 2008; Covarrubias, 2011a), 

literature that focuses on citizens’ active citizenship, public and civic engagement, and 

political efficacy uncritically assumes the white, US documented citizen (Urrieta and 

Reidel, 2008; Banks, 2004; Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). This assumption allows for a 

narrow and exclusionary approach to conceptualizing who participates in civic society 

and achieves political advancement of issues (Seif, 2004; Pérez, 2009; Torres & Wicks-

Asburn, 2014; Dabach, 2015). The following review encompasses literature across 

discourses and constructions of citizenship. With full acknowledgment that historically 

dominant constructions of citizenship have served to establish exclusionary qualifying 
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parameters of legal recognition, this review focuses on the ways in which individuals and 

collectivities (groups, communities, etc.) work to secure rights and protections through 

discourses of citizenship. This actionable work toward citizenship functions in action-

oriented frameworks for understanding identity production, elaborated upon in the 

following section. While there are useful interpretations and theories of citizenship and 

citizenship education, I conclude the section review by noting that none truly encapsulate 

what the data demonstrates what undocumented advocates are working toward. Instead, I 

draw upon the literature to formulate a conception of citizenship that brings together 

some of the below theories, and incorporate it into a fuller, adapted conceptual 

framework. 

Bosniak characterized citizenship in William Connolly’s terms, as an “essentially 

contested concept” (2000, p. 451). Connolly distinguished citizenship as an “appraisive” 

concept, meaning it connotes intrinsic value, a sense of achieved worth, and contains 

several intersecting operationalized dimensions that are nonetheless highly valued (in 

Bosniak, 2000). Appraisive usage of the notion of citizenship clarifies its myriad 

interpretations and applications across forms of membership, rights, and responsibilities 

that all assume its inherent goodness. Bosniak attributed contestations over citizenship 

due to this assumed value, stating “the term rings unmistakably with the promise of 

personal engagement, community well-being, and democratic fulfillment. It is, in fact, 

precisely because we all agree on citizenship’s immense value that the term’s denotative 

meaning is often so contested” (2000, p. 451). Most everyone seeks inclusion in 
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citizenship of some form, though the specific construction of norms, expectations, rules, 

and membership varies. 

Other notions of citizenship remain very salient, however, despite being more 

narrow and restrictive in their context. In her study on Palestinian-American students’ 

national identity, Abu El-Haj (2007) found that her participants conceptualized their US 

citizenship as a “privileged status” that offered certain social protections and economic 

opportunities for mobility. While the students’ documentation as US-born citizens 

conferred this status, it was accompanied by more pervasive qualities of protection, 

rights, and belonging as well. In the undocumented student movement, the “privileged 

status” conferred by legal citizenship was a primary feature in the push toward the federal 

DREAM Act in 2010 (Negrón-Gonzales, 2009; Nicholls, 2013). In contrast, Rosaldo’s 

(1994) conceptualization of “cultural citizenship” operated through notions of 

membership and communal action, rather than documentation and conferred rights. In 

fact, his analysis stemmed from the acknowledgement that non-white US residents have 

historically been excluded from full citizenship rights and recognition (Banks, 2004). 

Rather, cultural citizenship consists of “the right to be different and to belong in a 

participatory democratic sense”, with “full membership in a group” where one has 

“significant voice in basic decisions” (Rosaldo, 1994, p. 402). Like in Abu El-Haj’s 

(2007) study, Rosaldo considered both membership and action as key elements to his 

construction of cultural citizenship. Flores (1997) extended cultural citizenship for 

Latina/os in adding that it “involves the right to retain difference, while also attaining 

membership in society. It also involves self-definition, affirmation, and empowerment” 
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(p. 262). His usage of cultural citizenship did not argue for assimilationist membership 

into white America; rather, the foundation of citizenship required distinct and equally 

recognized membership and active empowerment for communities by their own making 

and self-determination. This approach acknowledges the injustice rampant in refusing to 

recognize the cultural politics of marginalized groups and the correlation with social 

inequalities (Fraser, 1995). Likewise, Flores’s (1997) definition of cultural citizenship 

mandates that citizens actively and consciously pursue a “self-definition”, or a self-

making. Cultural citizens, then, exert influence through self-construction as well as 

outside recognition. Full and just recognition of cultural citizenship manifests through an 

equitable redistribution of resources, both economic and in the form of legal rights and 

protections (Abowitz & Harnish, 2006). 

Moreover, belonging arises as a central feature to citizenship as both a claimed 

status by members, or “citizens”, and conferred in the larger authoritative context of a 

community, group, or nation-state. In her analytic approach to citizenship, Oboler (2006) 

contextualized citizenship as membership and action within sociohistorical and political 

circumstances. She employed Bosniak’s (2000) organization of discourses to note that the 

concept is “defined variously as a legal status, a political activity, a set of rights, and a 

collective identity” (2006, p. 3), and poses the primary question, “how do we ‘know’ we 

belong?” (2006, p. 11). Studies on moral and civic identity formation situate individual 

conceptions of belonging within social interactions (Penuel and Wertsch, 1995; Nasir and 

Kirshner, 2003). Belonging as active membership serves as a key feature of citizenship, 
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and involves outside social conferring of recognition as well as individual, agentic 

negotiation and claiming. 

To begin analyzing the domains in which recognition and negotiation take place, 

many texts have employed Marshall’s three types of citizenship: civil, social, and 

political (Marshall, 1964; Marshall, 1998; Abowitz & Harnish, 2006; Banks, 2008). Civil 

citizenship pertains to recognition of the individual’s legal standing and protections. 

Social citizenship refers to distributional equity; citizens must have the “health, 

education, and welfare needed to participate fully in their cultural communities and in the 

national civic culture” (Banks, 2008, p. 129). Political citizenship recognizes the political 

influence and voice of members of the polity, and arguably acts as the dominant frame 

for citizenship in the contemporary US context. Nevertheless, Marshall’s two other forms 

guide our conception of the civil and social components of citizenship rights, 

responsibilities and protections. Namely, citizens should be recognized as civil members 

of the group, be it nation-state, ethnic group, state resident, etc., and cared for socially 

through the appropriate distribution of resources that facilitates their overall ability to 

fairly participate in a democracy (Gutmann, 1987).  

The intersections of Marshall’s three broad types of categories vary throughout 

the development of different discourses on citizenship. Abowitz and Harnish (2006) 

adeptly outlined seven dominant discourses of citizenship in the US. Through a discourse 

analysis of citizenship and citizenship education texts, the authors identified these seven: 

civic republican, liberal, feminist, cultural, queer, reconstructionist, and transnational. 

Civic republican and liberal discourses provide two “pillars” for widespread traditional 
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understandings of citizenship (p. 657). The remaining five “critical” discourses 

additionally articulate ideologies for how civil, social and political citizenships should 

take place.  

In considering the undocumented student movement, cultural, reconstructionist 

and transnational citizenship frameworks are of particular interest. The authors defined 

cultural citizenship as “an attempt to name citizenship and political membership as an 

activity that is fraught with struggles over culture; conflicts over representation, naming, 

language, minority rights, and full inclusion; and a myriad of other issues” (Abowitz & 

Harnish, 2006, p. 670). This differs from political liberalism’s focus on individual rights 

in that it acknowledges culturally situated communal identities and rights recognition. 

Reconstructionist citizenship entails reconstructing ideas of legality, and the arbitrary 

investment in its regulation. Reconstructionism relies on a critical examination of the 

dominant power structure, how it marginalizes and excludes, and a rethinking of 

citizenship that emphasizes people’s agency and collective movements to make change. 

Synthesizing the two pillars and the critical discourses, Abowitz and Harnish proposed a 

transnational citizenship discourse. Transnational citizenship acknowledges those who 

maintain identities across nation-state borders, as well as the social and economic 

benefits of full acknowledgement. It emphasizes immigrant status, migrancy and a sense 

of human rights law, and  “thus presses on questions of traditional notions of civic 

membership and identity” (Abowitz & Harnish, 2006, p. 679).  Considered together, 

these three forms of citizenship—reconstructionist, cultural, and transnational 

citizenship—offer a starting point for considering undocumented immigrant student 
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advocates’ fights for greater social inclusion and assertion of claims to rights, protections, 

and social access through a citizenship lens. 

Inclusion, Exclusion, and “Legal” Citizenship 
 

Systemic exclusion that results in policies that effectively silence marginalized 

populations maintains a neoliberal construction of citizenship that discourages overt 

involvement in decision-making or empowerment of communities, which in turn 

facilitates “the reproduction of exclusion and racism” (Gandin & Apple, 2002, p. 106). 

Currently, debates over formal documentation of membership for immigrant residents or 

“citizens” are a modern feature of US citizenship. Formally conferred citizenship, as in 

through the US government, and its policy implications are hotly contested in 

contemporary politics.  

Scholars like De Genova (2006, 2009) and Ngai (2004) have thoroughly 

researched the construction of documented membership, and its close ties to the rise of 

the concept of “illegality”. “Illegality” discounts the membership of those without certain 

documentation, in particular those who bear particular racial, class and ethnic identity 

markers; for example, language differences, cultural norms, religious beliefs and 

practices, and family structures (Urciuoli, 2006; De Genova, 2006). “Illegality” and its 

corresponding markers of (non)membership, designating who is included and excluded, 

are arbitrary in their construction but not intent. Intentional exclusion from the public 

sphere of citizenry is an age-old strategy to sustain the US capitalist economic system by 

suppressing US worker’s wages and conditions through the usage of even cheaper, more 
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exploitable immigrant labor6 (Ngai, 2004; Varsanyi, 2006). Not only are noncitizens 

portrayed as lacking any ostensible political power, influence, and various legal 

protections (though research has demonstrated noncitizen political resistance, see 

Varsanyi, 2006), they are also depicted as perpetually foreign, outside of the domain of 

US democracy, and thus undeserving and incapable of formal membership, i.e. legal 

citizenship (Ong, 1999; De Genova, 2013). This strategy attempts to exempt US 

legislators from accountability to noncitizens, and positions them as exploitable sources 

of labor that are outside the formally protected membership, yet under the authority of the 

US government and corporations (De Genova, 2006, 2013; Menchaca, 2011). 

Immigration policies historically have been closely linked to labor, such as those in the 

19th century that afforded cheap labor from Asia, the Migrant Labor Agreement of 1942 

which instituted the bracero guest worker program (Ngai, 2004), and arguably certain 

components of DACA (Deferred Childhood Arrival Act) of 2012 which grants a work 

permit to undocumented youth under certain stipulations (United We Dream, n. d.).  

The construction of “illegality” has assisted in constructing a corresponding 

ideology of “legality” that depends upon racist nativism (De Genova, 2013; González, 

2014) and “citizenism” (Tijerina Revilla and Rangel Medina, 2011). “Citizenism” confers 

an otherwise unearned social preference and privileging of US citizens based on their 

legal status, and refers to the implicit and institutional ways that non-US citizens are 

excluded from societal opportunities and access. It is unsurprising that “citizenism” has 

																																																								
6 The bracero program, brokered between the US and Mexican governments, is one example of this. See 
Ngai’s (2004) book, Impossible Subjects, for a fuller account of the importance of social, immigration, and 
labor polices to the creation of the US free-market capitalist system. 
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racial, class and other sociocultural markers associated with the privileges it bestows. 

Ever since the creation of common schools in America, there have been debates 

surrounding the purpose of schooling that would serve students across race, religion, 

ethnicity and class, and the subsequent duty of schools to educate and cultivate American 

citizens across the same sociocultural identities (Tyack, 1974; Gonzalez, 1999; Giroux, 

2001). Historical discourses of inclusion and exclusion in the civic sphere, then, have 

been influenced through the education system and the very students who were to be 

educated.  

Citizenship in Schools 
 

Studies examining mixed-citizenship educational environments, those that include 

immigrant students and/or those with families who have immigrated, reveal the glaring 

lack of a framework for discussing citizenship participation and education among 

students of varying legal statuses (Gonzales, 2011; Gonzales, Heredia & Negrón-

Gonzales, 2015; Dabach, 2015). Giroux (1980) connected citizenship education to 

dominant framings of rationale. The ways that people make sense of or rationalize the 

world influences conceptions of how to act as a citizen within it, and the manner in which 

to educate students to do so as well. Through his analysis, Giroux argued for an 

emancipatory rationale that promoted a critical theory of citizenship education that would 

entail pedagogy toward “civic courage”, or the “willingness to act as if…living in a 

democratic society” (1980, p. 357). Unlike the more traditional participatory citizenship 

that promotes involvement in established systems and orders of government (Westheimer 
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& Kahne, 2004), a pedagogy of emancipatory citizenship assumes an aspirational 

rationale, one that continuously works toward an imagined, hopeful state of existence 

rather than settling for preserving the status quo. The ways in which people aspire toward 

a “the good life” (Freedman, 2007), however, are informed by particular values and 

norms that vary by sociocultural groups’ racial, ethnic, and political histories. 

Recognizing the worth of multiple “good lives” necessitates an understanding of 

communities’ social positions and histories, and how these have historically informed 

their citizenship, cultural, transnational, government-sanctioned, or otherwise. In her 

critical education work, Yosso (2005) proposed a framework of community cultural 

wealth as “an array of knowledge, skills, and contacts possessed and utilized by 

Communities of Color to survive and resist macro and micro-forms of oppression” (p. 

77). Comprised of seven forms of “capital” as overall “wealth”, she outlined aspirational 

capital as one that contributes to overall community cultural wealth through its marked 

“ability to maintain hopes and dreams for the future, even in the face of real or perceived 

barriers” (p. 77). In other words, aspirational capital represents the culturally specific 

bank of hopes and dreams, imbued with the significance of intergenerational aspirations, 

goals, achievements, and collective memories. Not unlike the generational trauma that 

US citizens of Mexican descent experienced during the repatriation project of the 1930s 

(Johnson, 2005), the cultivation of shared aspirations for the future acts as a source of 

wealth from which undocumented students (and others) can draw upon in aspirational 

rationale to engage in current civic and political life for the betterment of their 

communities. Recognition of the aspirational capital and civic courage of marginalized 
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groups, such as undocumented students, that act in the civil, social, and political spheres 

would contribute to a more inclusive citizenship education. 

Furthermore, some schools, especially at the college and university level, support 

civic engagement programs that aim to cultivate “active citizens”. “Active citizens” 

promote “social justice and systemic change” (Lechuga, Clerc, and Howell, 2009, p. 

229), through prolonged “engagement in civic life” (Levinson and Levine, 2013, p. 339). 

This demonstrates an emphasis on action in civil, social, and political spheres to signify 

citizenship. The collective action of the undocumented student movement toward a path 

for citizenship, other legal protections, and recognition reflects a strong commitment and 

aspirational unity toward active citizenship. Undocumented advocates’ civic 

contributions ascribe to what active, social-justice driven, civically-engaged citizens 

should do, thus complicating traditional, dominant notions of who this “citizen” is. This 

complication informs how undocumented students enact citizenship in advocacy 

organizations, and the public sphere more broadly. 

Undocumented Student Advocates’ Citizenship 
 

Traditionally, research on civic engagement has portended that youth do not 

engage in civic or political participation unless they feel confident and trustful of the 

political process7 (Flanagan & Sherrod, 1998; Westheimer & Kahne, 2004; Negrón-

Gonzales, 2009). The highly visible and public demonstrations by immigrant students 
																																																								
7 In addition to a history of Chicana/o activism, Latino students have historically demonstrated strong 
political participation in response to restrictive state legislation; specifically, the protests opposing 
Propositions 187, 227, and 209 in California drew large crowds of Latino students and community 
members. 
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and communities through the 2006 walkouts and advocacy for the federal DREAM Act 

in 2010 and before disrupted traditional notions of student political involvement and 

immigrant rights activism (Seif, 2004; Negrón-Gonzales, 2009).  

Recent studies on undocumented youth suggest that schools, though sites of 

exclusionary citizenship assumptions and practices as evidenced in the literature above, 

still play a significant role as legally sanctioned spaces for undocumented students’ 

engagement and participation (Gonzales, Heredia, and Negrón-Gonzales, 2015; Dabach, 

2015). Gonzales, Heredia, and Negrón-Gonzales (2015) presented an important synthesis 

of their respective longitudinal investigations of undocumented students in US public 

schools, and how schools serve as sites of citizenship and civic education. Based on their 

combined research, the authors argued that schools definitively shape undocumented 

students’ foundations for civic and political identity cultivation though fail to critically 

recognize the mechanisms of systematic exclusion that disadvantage these students in the 

larger public sphere. Despite the fact that the 1982 federal Plyler v. Doe case legally 

protected undocumented students’ access to K-12 education, sanctioning educational 

institutions for these students, this research indicates that schools do not convey to 

undocumented students a realistic perception of the difficulties of navigating formal, 

legal citizenship exclusion, thereby risking their further disenfranchisement from existing 

avenues of opportunity, such as college preparation, financial resources, and beneficial 

policies such as DACA. 

However, the personal narratives and policy impacts of the undocumented student 

movement reveal an intense commitment to an aspirational, emancipatory citizenship that 
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ceaselessly demands recognition, and the promotion of awareness of opportunities. The 

movement is characterized by political action and community involvement that promote 

active, collective membership, belonging, social recognition and political advocacy 

toward formal rights and protections. Based on Marshall’s types of citizenship, 

undocumented students involved in the DREAMer movement operate at the civil, social 

and political levels. Furthermore, the movement synthesizes multiple discourses. The 

literature reviewed here points to the cultural, reconstructionist, and transnational 

discourses proposed by Rosaldo (1994) and Abowitz & Harnish (2006). However, these 

discourses do not account for the tenuous position of fluctuating legal statuses and 

constant threat of deportability (De Genova, 2006; Gonzales, 2011). The status of having 

no stable legal status does not fit neatly within concepts of transnational citizenship, as 

undocumented advocates, especially those who immigrated at very young ages, often 

claim the United States to be their only known home (Madera et al, 2008). Similarly, 

advocates push toward greater socio-legal-political recognition, which certainly overlap 

with cultural distinctions but extend beyond the definitions of cultural and 

reconstructionist citizenship alone. Accordingly, a new concept is needed for 

undocumented student advocates, researchers, and educators to make sense of the 

movement’s efficacy to enact citizenship within a climate of severe anti-immigrant 

rhetoric (Negrón-Gonzales, 2014).  

IDENTITY PRODUCTION 
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The other body of scholarly literature with importance for this study covers the 

production of identity, its processes, and its implications. Several studies contribute to a 

useful framework to guide my research on the conceptualizations of political identity 

among undocumented student advocates. A breadth of theories on identity exist across 

the social sciences, but because this study is framed in terms of citizenship and histories 

of activism and advocacy, this review focuses on theories of identity production that 

prioritize action as a formative means of identification. First, a review of definitions and 

major cultural approaches to identity provides helpful concepts for analysis. Then, the 

literature on undocumented students’ identifications highlights the importance of 

community and action for identification. I selected the conceptual frameworks presented 

by Penuel and Wertsch (1995) and Tappan (2005) that emphasize mediated action and 

moral identity formation, respectively, to develop an approach to identity production that 

is informed by a citizenship lens, as explained previously. I later outline Nasir and 

Kirshner’s (2003) analytic framework for moral and civic identity formation to frame the 

findings that arose in the data as formative processes for identity production. 

Identity production is a dialogic process with oneself and others. Mead (1913) 

explained the development of the “self” as requiring an individual’s reflective memory on 

having acted in the outside world as a subject. He wrote, “The self appearing as ‘I’ is the 

memory image of the self who acted toward himself and is the same self who acts toward 

other selves” (1913, p. 275). In other words, any individual’s subject-making as an “I”, 

and not simply the “me” object that the world acts upon, comes to recognize this 

subjective self through having acted upon the external social world and others, and 



	

	 35 

reflecting on these lived, social experiences. Given this dialectic, identity production is 

always ongoing, not static (Mead, 1913). Stryker (2000) offered a useful definition for 

identity, describing it as “an internalized set of meanings attached to a role played in a 

network of social relationships, with a person’s self viewed as, in important part, an 

organization of the various identities held by the person” (p. 6). In this definition, a 

person’s subjective action is not unidirectional in its impact upon the external world; it 

describes a person’s self-construction and identification through social experiences that 

involve a “role played in a network of social relationships”. In essence, participation 

through some organized action in which a person has an identified “role” is critical to 

Stryker’s definition of identity (2000).  

I interpret a “role” as a position and accompanying sense of belonging. As 

evidenced in the previous literature, belonging is an essential element of citizenship and 

depends upon the specific sociocultural influences of the community such as race, 

racialized communal histories, language, and national origin among others. Research has 

long examined identity as a product of cultural influences. The sociocultural approach to 

identity production put forth by Vygotsky (1978, 1979) advanced that external social 

factors such as the environment, cultural artifacts and psychological negotiations inform 

the individual’s identity development. The “self” is constructed through mediating one’s 

own understanding and behavior in the external world. Côté (1996) provided a three-part 

taxonomy for the study of identity: the social identity, the personal identity, and the ego 

identity. The social identity involves an individual’s social positioning, meaning group 

belonging, class, and other sociopolitical power structures. Personal identity denotes “the 
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more concrete aspects of individual experience rooted in interactions (and institutions)” 

(Côté, 1996, p. 420). This concept entailed an element of individual agency for how 

people choose to identify with, and make sense of, their social markers, experiences, 

choices and claims to belonging. Côté’s last concept, ego identity, extended into theories 

on personality formation and is not as much a focus for this review on political identity. 

However, this taxonomy notes the interconnectedness of, yet distinctions between, social 

and personal identities. Esteban-Guitart & Moll (2014) synthesized Moll, et al.’s (1992) 

“funds of knowledge” approach to teaching and Vygotskian sociocultural theory to 

propose a theory of “funds of identity”. Funds of identity refer to “the historically 

accumulated, culturally developed, and socially distributed resources that are essential for 

a person’s self-definition, self-expression, and self-understanding” (Esteban-Guitart & 

Moll, 2014, p. 31). Their approach considers the adaptive responses by individuals in 

formulating personal identities to the sociocultural influences that are founded in 

historical and cultural pasts informing their social identities (Yates & Youniss, 1996). 

Social role and belonging, historical and cultural influences, as well as a person’s 

particular actions upon and interactions with others and the external world (Mead, 1913; 

Bakhtin, 1981), contribute heavily to the production and ongoing negotiation of identity. 

In addition, Penuel and Wertsch (1995) prioritize cultural influences as influential 

for action in their dialectic definition of identity formation: “Identity formation must be 

viewed as shaped by and shaping forms of action, involving a complex interplay among 

cultural tools employed in the action, the sociocultural and institutional context of the 

action, and the purposes embedded in the action” (p. 84). Here, identity formation both 
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results from action and informs ongoing action in a dialectic of action, reflection, action. 

The cultural context, relevant social institutions, and cultural tools that confer meaning-

making through this dialectic of action are critical aspects to identity formation in this 

definition. Mention of the influence of sociocultural factors and cultural tools on action 

and reflection is critical as it acknowledges how social experiences are culturally specific, 

informed by their own collective histories, memories, and social dynamics, as noted 

through Rosaldo (1994) and Abowtiz and Harnish’s (2006) descriptions of cultural 

citizenship. 

Moreover, literature on transnational identity contributes to a continuum of space 

and time that frames the varying points of reference for identity formation. The collective 

histories, memories, and social dynamics that impact identity production are not limited 

to particular spaces and time frames. Rather, these influences span geographic space and 

time. The transnational work of authors such as Gupta & Ferguson (1992) and Inda & 

Rosaldo (2008) extended identity production to be detached from geography, or 

“deterritorialized”. “Deterritorialization” of culture from one particular space or place 

necessitates a “reterritorialization” through new cultural forms for the ultimate 

development of a newly emergent “solidarity and identity” (Gupta & Ferguson, 1992, p. 

9). Inda & Rosaldo (2008) advanced that “subjects respond to these processes [of 

deterritorialization and reterritorialization through globalization] in culturally specific 

ways” (p. 7). Reterritorialization of cultural forms impacts political identities that emerge 

in different sociopolitical settings and conditions.  Thus, these rearticulations of identity 

across time, spaces and places are adaptations of social and personal identities with 
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import for national and political identity. For instance, as evidenced in the testimonio of 

an undocumented student in North Carolina (Urrieta, Kolano, & Yo, 2015), the linguistic 

and educational context in different spaces and times of being a younger child in Mexico 

and then an older, immigrant student in English-speaking US schools heavily impacted 

Roberto, the student’s, personal identifications as a “successful” student. It is important 

to consider the varying spaces, times, and places of immigrant students, and how 

sociocultural factors influencing identity are rearticulated in the course of transnational 

migration. 

Consequently, cultural conceptualizations of identity and identity production 

cannot be considered in static or naturalized terms. Identity is constructed through the 

navigation of a multitude of sociocultural and environmental factors such as race, 

ethnicity, class, labor flows, and other features (Nagengast & Kearney, 1990; Gupta & 

Ferguson, 1992), as well as personal and collective histories (Moya, 2002). The terrain 

upon which this navigation takes place likewise shifts and changes. Political identity 

production depends upon a framework that accounts for the culturally informed tools that 

mediate action, and the historical, sociopolitical environment that contextualizes the 

actions being taken. 

 Various studies have located the idea of identity within differing units of analysis; 

for instance, the self (Vygostky, 1978, 1979), consciousness (Gramsci, 1995; Negrón-

Gonzales, 2009; Urrieta & Méndez Benavídez, 2007), and figured worldviews that 

inform action (Holland et al., 1998; Urrieta, 2010). Penuel and Wertsch (1995) combined 

approaches and emphasized the importance of action as a factor in identity production. 
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They proposed a mediated-action approach that incorporated individual sense making, 

external environmental and sociocultural factors, and agentic action that reflexively 

informed individual identity production. Tappan (2005) extended this mediated-action 

approach to the formation of moral identity along with a power analysis that centers those 

in marginalized and oppressed social positions. “Moral identity” refers to the sense of 

one’s self as a moral person through both self-reflection and dialogical interaction with 

others that is  “shaped and mediated by specific cultural tools and ideological resources” 

(Tappan, 2005, p. 57). While Tappan’s unit of analysis is mediated action, he also argued 

that mediated positioning among ideological discourses of power is an important form of 

action for moral identity development.  

 Following Tappan’s approach (2005) in the context of undocumented students’ 

identities, the development of moral identity that views the self as a moral person through 

mediated actions against oppressive socio-political systems helps to combat criminalizing 

anti-immigrant rhetoric. The work of Negrón-Gonzales (2009, 2011) located 

undocumented students’ political consciousness as a primary unit of analysis. In her 

research with DREAMer students in California, she posited that a dynamic, constant 

negotiation of hegemonic discourses makes space for counterhegemonic discourses to 

evolve and consciousness to develop, especially in the context of undocumented students 

who must navigate dominant anti-immigrant discourse and their own appeals for 

legislative advancement (2009). Both Tappan and Negrón-Gonzales center their analysis 

on the individual’s negotiation of identity, although they propose that identity formation 

must be situated in culturally informed social worlds against dominant discourses. These 
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works contribute to an understanding of how the mediated action of specific cultural 

influences and tools (Penuel and Wertsch, 1995) comes to produce moral identities. 

Moral identity, as Nasir and Kirshner (2003) argued, serves as a compelling emotional 

impetus toward political action and the closely connected formulation of a civic identity. 

They propose an analytic framework to examine the specific social environments, 

cultural practices or tools, and social interactions that impact the development of moral 

and civic identities. I consider the ideological underpinnings of moral identity paired with 

the specific types of action in the public sphere that are associated with civic involvement 

to approximate a concept of political identity that relies upon the dialectic between 

reflective personal beliefs and public action. These concepts and their framework are 

further explored in my conceptual framework. 

The literature that captures the voices of undocumented students in advocacy 

movements can be interpreted through a combined approach that centers the historical 

and lived experiences of those marginalized through dominant discourses, prioritizes 

their mediated actions individually and socially as a process of identity formation, and 

acknowledges their agency in consciousness development and the importance of 

socialized, collective figured worlds. The cultural features of identity production serve as 

points of articulation for individuals and groups across levels, and include language, race, 

ethnicity, and class (Urciuoli, 2006; Anzaldúa, 2007). They can also include presupposed 

attitudes or ideologies (Negrón-Gonzales, 2009; Urrieta, 2010) based on historical and 

lived experience. These features act as mechanisms to initiate and reinforce the 

production of particular identities through mediations of the external environment. While 
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not all features are necessarily selected or claimed by individuals, the saliency of their 

contributions to an overall collective identity is a formative part of political and social 

movements (Nagengast & Kearney, 1990; Negrón-Gonzales, 2009, 2011; Covarrubias, 

2011b; Kohli and Solórzano, 2011).  

Undocumented Student Advocates’ Political Identities 
 

 There is substantial scholarly literature on the importance of political and civic 

identities, especially in the context of citizenship and national identity development 

(Flanagan & Sherrod, 1998; Bosniak, 2000; Banks, 2004; Abowitz & Harnish, 2006; 

Oboler, 2006; Abu El-Haj, 2007). While no single definition for political or civic identity 

is operationalized across studies, Nasir and Kirshner’s usage (2003) helps describe an 

amalgamated notion of a political identity. Whereas civic identity “pertains to one’s 

connection to and participation in a civic community” and moral identity is “more 

broadly defined in terms of a personal commitment to lines of action that support the 

welfare of others” (Nasir and Kirshner, 2003, p. 139), the ways that one’s personal 

actions and ideological commitment or reflection combine through intentional praxis 

(Freire, 1970) in politics and political influence can be called political identity.  

 Since the rise of the undocumented student movement as a feature of the 

immigrant rights movement (Nicholls, 2013), undocumented students have taken an 

active role in chronicling their experiences through organizations and academic research 

(Madera et al., 2008; Orner, 2008; Rincón, 2008; United We Dream, n. d.). However, 

theorized frameworks of civic, moral and other identity production have been 
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infrequently applied to the “DREAMer” identity, with few exceptions (Seif, 2004; 

Negrón-Gonzales, 2009, 2011; Gonzales, Heredia, & Negrón-Gonzales, 2015). Gonzales, 

Heredia and Negrón-Gonzales (2015) attributed the complexity of undocumented 

students’ civic identity mediation in part to them being caught between “two broken 

systems”: both the immigration and education systems (p. 321). Schools have long been 

considered sites for civic, moral and political identity production (Gonzales, 2008; 

Dewey, 2007). Undocumented students’ unique positioning on the margins as noncitizens 

with legal access to public schools, per Plyler v. Doe 1982 (Gitlin, Buendía, Crosland, & 

Doumbia, 2003), drastically impacts the three levels of analysis in Nasir and Kirshner’s 

(2003) analytic framework for moral and civic identity: the institutional context, the 

environment for cultural practices, and the social interactions that influence identity 

production (Nasir and Kirshner, 2003; Gitlin et al., 2003; Gonzales, Heredia & Negrón-

Gonzales, 2015).  

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
	

For my analysis, I employ Nasir and Kirshner’s (2003) three-tiered conceptual 

framework of institutional contexts, cultural practices, and social interactions. Their 

analytic framework provides a useful conceptual tool for studying identity production in 

these unique contexts. The DREAMer movement has required a specific cohesive 

collective identity for political efficacy over the past fifteen years (Abrego, 2008; 

Nicholls, 2013). The historical, macro-social, and micro-interactional processes 

implicated in identity production for traditionally marginalized groups such as 
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undocumented students necessitate this analytic framework that encompasses the 

multiple and shifting terrains of identity and citizenship negotiation. 

As the review of literature on citizenship revealed, there exists a stark need to 

recognize agency in analyzing how undocumented advocates engage in US social, 

economic, and political institutional contexts as well as openly develop and claim a 

collective identity as part of the immigrant rights movement. Nasir and Kirshner (2003) 

formulated an analytic three-level framework to structure the analysis of identity 

development: institutional contexts, cultural practices, and social interactions. In their 

analysis of identity construction, they incorporated three modes of social interaction that 

emerge from identity formation research which are useful for considering belonging and 

identity: social positioning, authoring, and framing. Social positioning involves the roles 

of individuals in relation to others in their setting; individuals also exercise agency by 

authoring their own experiences, roles, and identities through the use of cultural tools; 

and people frame their identities and positions through the world around them and their 

own actions (Nasir and Kirshner, 2003). The authors centered cultural practices, meaning 

actions and behaviors performed daily by individuals that are culturally situated and in 

relation to others, as their unit of analysis.  Nasir and Kirshner’s (2003) broad framework 

organized other units of analysis by providing a structure in which individual processes 

of consciousness development and action mediation take place at multiple levels, and 

through different yet equally formative identity-forming terrains that people encounter. 

Some narratives from undocumented students (Orner, 2008; Madera, et al., 2008) 

focus primarily on individuals’ conceptualizations of their identity development based on 
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their own stories of socialization and exposure to the immigrant rights or undocumented 

student movement. Research that examines undocumented students’ social interactions 

and political identity development frequently focuses on identity formation through 

collectively shaped socialization and advocacy (Seif, 2004; Gonzales, 2008; Negrón-

Gonzales, 2009; Gonzales, Heredia & Negrón-Gonzales, 2015). Advocacy, then, 

becomes a referent cultural practice that characterizes DREAMer and otherwise 

identified undocumented student groups’ activity as a critical element of identity 

production (Abrego, 2008; Negrón-Gonzales, 2009, 2014; Tijerina Revilla and Rangel-

Medina, 2011).  

The institutional context, which Nasir and Kirshner define as “the guiding 

philosophies and histories of the host institutions as well as institutionally held cultural 

belief systems” (2003, p. 141), is broad and difficult to generalize across geographic 

contexts. Generally, the undocumented student movement and greater immigrant rights 

movement of today are rooted in the legacy of the California Chicana/o movement of the 

1960s (Tejeda, 2011), which drew select strategies from the prior California farm 

workers’ labor movement, such as Get Out The Vote campaigns directed at allies 

(Varsanyi, 2006). As the DREAMer movement emerged and gained momentum in the 

early 2000s, undocumented college students were made to assume the image of the 

“poster-children” of the immigrant rights movement (Nicholls, 2013, p. 43). This 

facilitated their push for DREAM Act legislation that rewarded good character, childhood 

arrival to the US, and condoned socially productive aspirations such as college or military 

enrollment. While there have been efforts to adjust the “poster-child” image to 
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encompass other aims and identities of the immigrant rights movement and depart from 

the “deserving” and “undeserving” immigrant dichotomization (Negrón-Gonzales, 2009, 

p. 11), a new fully fledged, unified political identity across the movement has not yet 

fully evolved (United We Dream, n. d.).  

Regarding the second tier of analysis, Nasir and Kirshner (2003) provided clear 

categories of the features, or “artifacts”, implicated in the cultural practices guiding 

identity production: material and symbolic. Material artifacts signify actual spaces, 

places, objects, and props that guide cultural practices of identity production. Symbolic 

artifacts include “cultural belief systems that people use to understand their activity and 

that newcomers…are socialized into through activity” (p. 142). How cultural practices 

involving these artifacts manifest through collective action impacts notions of 

membership, rights, duties, and citizenship—in other words, components of political 

identity. The cultural practices of the undocumented advocates in this study, whether they 

spoke explicitly about them or they were observed, manifested as largely symbolic and 

related to “cultural belief systems”. This corresponds with Nasir and Kirshner’s (2003) 

approach to civic identity through moral identity, or a set of beliefs that come to define an 

individual’s sense of self. 

Across the scholarly literature on the subject, it becomes clear that an employable, 

comprehensive conceptual framework for understanding how noncitizens claim 

citizenship in all its meanings is lacking. Nevertheless, concepts from existing 

frameworks illuminate the unique circumstances and positionings of the undocumented 

student movement. An applicable combined conceptual framework includes a critical 
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approach to deconstructing and reorienting notions of citizenship, and encompasses 

multiple markers of belonging through action and association, or membership. A more 

inclusive, critical framework for understanding citizenship reflects the four types of 

discourses that Bosniak delineates: legal status, rights, political activity, and collective 

identity and sentiment (2000, p. 455). Three of the critical discourses that Abowitz & 

Harnish (2006) put forth—cultural, reconstructionist, and transnational—should be 

accounted for as they help frame specific claims to belonging, power structures, and 

human rights.  

In addition, for undocumented students and others excluded from contemporary 

widespread discourses on citizenship, the legal rights they do have, such as to attend K-

12 schooling under Plyler v. Doe 1982, play a significant role in their claims to 

citizenship. Undocumented students in educational spaces currently capitalize upon the 

status of  “student citizen” (Urciuoli, 2006). A conceptual framework that combines 

Abowitz & Harnish’s (2006) cultural, reconstructionist, and transnational citizenships 

with the four discursive objectives proposed by Bosniak (2000), combined with the 

importance of mediated action for identity production (Penuel and Wertsch, 1995; 

Tappan 2005) serves my research here.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
 
  

The methodology for this study was developed as a critical, constructionist, 

qualitative study (Locke, Silverman, and Spirduso, 2010). A qualitative approach 

presented the best approach for centering advocates’ voices and interpretations of their 

identification and identity production. As an activist research project (Hale, 2008), I did 

not predetermine what actions, affiliations, or beliefs comprised a “political” identity. 

Interview questions were thus designed to elicit constructivist renderings of advocates’ 

conceptualizations of their political identities. However, due to the importance of 

recognizing the salience of race, language, national origin, and power, my research 

paradigm deployed a critical gaze. The study did not situate advocates’ political identities 

within a vacuum; rather, from the outset of the study identity production has been framed 

as informed by the influence of power, oppression, marginalization, and differential 

privileging. Given the importance of these factors in considering the basic research 

question and the study’s activist-oriented implications, a critical approach was needed. 

This study involved qualitative data collection through formal semi-structured 

interviews, participant observation, and document and archive analysis (Creswell, 2013). 

Combined, these research methods allow for discourse analysis on the messages 

undocumented students employ in their campaigns, as well as in their own conversations 

while interacting with each other in group spaces and their own narratives through 

individual interviews. The central research question of the study concerns how 

undocumented students and alumni conceptualize their political identities. In other words, 
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do undocumented students and alumni consider themselves as political actors and/or 

advocates, what are their means of advocacy (discourses, dominant messages, strategies, 

etc.), and what activities that they participate in or have participated in do they consider 

political involvement? A primary aim of the study is to uncover the strategies that 

undocumented students use in their political advocacy, and how they subsequently 

enhance their institutional educational access. 

RECRUITMENT 
 

During the spring of 2015, I worked as an Outreach Consultant and registered 

lobbyist for the Coalition to Protect in State Tuition, a nonpartisan network of Texas 

businesses, faith groups and community organizations in support of in-state tuition 

eligibility for undocumented Texan students. As part of this work, I came to know and 

correspond with many current students and alumni who attended Texas universities under 

House Bill 1403. Given their active involvement in this advocacy work, I utilized these 

relationships as an initial pool of potential participants. Likewise, given my personal 

interest and investment in the undocumented student movement as an educator, I became 

a paying member of a local chapter of an organization. I attended meetings out of my 

own interest and to learn more about the movement, as well as a researcher once 

approved for the study. 

After receiving approval from the University of Texas at Austin Institutional 

Review Board in the fall of 2015, I contacted the President and Vice President of United 

Student Organizers, whom I had worked with before and where I planned to conduct my 
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participant observation. The President, Sheridan, and I arranged a meeting to discuss the 

research proposal and my data collection plan.  I explained that I would take discrete 

notes at general USO meetings without noting others’ names or personal notes of 

identification, and would be reaching out to specific individuals for interviews. Sheridan 

expressed no concerns, and suggested I contact the USO Secretary to include an 

announcement about my research and interview participant recruitment in the USO 

newsletter.  

After this initial conversation, participants were identified primarily through 

direct contact and previous association. Interview participants were recruited through two 

mechanisms: direct invitation to participate either in person or via email, and snowball 

sampling (Locke, Silverman, and Spirduso, 2010) whereby participants passed along the 

study details and my contact information to other undocumented student advocates who 

contacted me at their discretion. Additionally, I had submitted an informational paragraph 

about the study and how to contact me to the USO Secretary, which was included in the 

weekly newsletter of the local undocumented student organization for approximately one 

month, though I received no contacts from this. Participants who were invited to 

interview via email were provided with a full email script explaining the study, and were 

given the informed consent form to review. Participants I spoke to in person were 

provided with a verbal explanation of the study and a printed copy of the informed 

consent form. In all cases, I invited people to ask questions before agreeing to participate, 

and clarified my intent as an activist researcher to use all data and analysis to further the 

undocumented student movement as leaders saw fit. With the permission of the local 
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group leadership, I observed participants by attending undocumented student meetings at 

a large flagship university in the Southwest.  

INTERVIEWS 
	

Semi-structured interviews consisted of approximately ten (10) open-ended 

questions. Interview questions concerned level and types of involvement in 

undocumented student advocacy organizations, sources of motivation for the work, 

commitment to ongoing advocacy and/or activism, and personal conceptualizations of the 

“political” nature of the movement. All interviews lasted between approximately twenty 

(20) minutes and one (1) hour, and were audio recorded for transcription purposes. 

Interviews were conducted either in-person if at all possible, or via Google Hangouts if 

distance or transportation posed a problem. If occurring in-person, the interview was 

scheduled to take place in an accessible yet private place, such as a private library study 

room. All interviews were conducted mostly in English, with occasional Spanish 

phrasing included by some. Transcriptions reflected the language used in the interviews.  

While all interview participants were provided with informed consent forms, only 

those wishing to have their real name included in the study signed and returned the forms 

to me. Those wishing to have a pseudonym used were waived from signing the form, and 

were able to retain it as a reference. All participants were at least 18 years of age or older. 

As an action research study, transcribed interviews were sent to the respective 

participants for review (Hale, 2008). Participants were invited to make corrections and 
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edits to the interviews transcriptions for accuracy and appropriate reflection of their 

views and perspectives. 

The names of local organizations mentioned in interviews or observations were 

also given pseudonyms for general privacy purposes. The real names of national 

organizations were used to provide clarity, since these organizations are not as site-

specific and are highly visible advocacy groups in the public and political sphere.  

PARTICIPANT OBSERVATION 
 

 Beginning in the fall semester of 2015, I became a dues-paying member of a local 

undocumented student and immigrant advocacy organization. I began the process of 

applying for approval from the University of Texas at Austin Institutional Review Board 

in September 2015, and received approval on October 16, 2016. After consulting with 

USO’s president as mentioned previously, I received representative approval to conduct 

participant observation documented through field notes. Observation field notes enhanced 

my data collection so that it did not rely exclusively on what interviewed participants 

reported; I was able to synthesize customs, social interactions, and lessons from the 

observed meetings with the interview and archived data. I never included any member’s 

name or other identifying information in my notes in the interest of preserving 

confidentiality.  

My primary involvement took place at the weekly general meetings. 

Unfortunately, due to my own scheduling conflicts as a full-time graduate student, I was 

unable to attend other project-specific meetings and events that took place within the 
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organization as these typically happened during my work or class times. Given the 

activist nature of the research, I did not want to attend project-specific meetings to 

conduct participant observation if I was unable to attend the project events. Since I could 

not commit to fulfilling other project duties outside of the general meetings and my other 

work and academic obligations, I found it unethical to only half-way commit to the 

important services these projects provide. As such, data from participant observation is 

mostly limited to general meetings. In the general meetings, I observed for what Nasir 

and Kirshner (2003) called “cultural practices”, or the daily interactions that structured 

the cultural norms of the organization. These included structured activities within the 

general meetings, ways of communicating, group and individual dynamics, and the 

material symbols that helped to define the meeting space.   

 During my formerly mentioned involvement in the 2015 Texas Legislative 

session, I recorded field notes. Since all public testimony and open legislator interactions 

(such as press conferences, lobbying visits, etc.) are public records, these 

autobiographical notes focused on my own lobbying and that of undocumented student 

communities to protect in-state tuition eligibility. Relevant selections from these notes are 

also included in data analysis. 

DOCUMENT/ARCHIVE ANALYSIS 
  

 Data was further supported through a third form of collection: document and 

archive analysis. Because I anticipated my interview sample size to be relatively small 

and my physical participant observations to be limited to one space, further data support 
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from documents and archives bolstered the data and contributed to the constant 

comparative method (Creswell, 2013). 

 Document and archives were collected through audio-video recordings of Texas 

State Legislature bill hearings, USO weekly meeting agendas, relevant news articles, and 

the websites of undocumented student advocacy organizations across Texas as noted on 

the United We Dream affiliates site (United We Dream, n. d.). Document and archive 

analysis enhanced direct interviews and observation notes. Documents included agendas 

from weekly meetings of a local undocumented student organization and other paper and 

online resources, primarily their website. News articles that were referenced by interview 

participants were also collected and analyzed. Undocumented student advocacy 

organizations across Texas were identified through the website of United We Dream, the 

national organization that has many state-specific and regional affiliates. From their site, I 

was able to examine the websites of state affiliate organizations. Specifically, I analyzed 

their Mission Statement and/or Principles pages to view how they defined themselves in a 

public, online forum. 

 Archive data collection was derived specifically from the 2015 Texas State 

legislative session. Senate Bill 1819, which threatened to repeal the original in-state 

tuition legislation during the session, came to a hearing on April 7th, 2015. DREAMers 

and other supporters and advocates provided over twelve hours of testimony. All recent 

testimony provided during Texas State Legislative hearings are video recorded, live-

streamed, and uploaded to the appropriate Texas chamber audio/video archives website. 

In this case, the Texas State Senate Audio/Video Archives online (Senate Audio/Video 
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Archive-2015, http://www.senate.state.tx.us/avarchive/?yr=2015&mo=04), supplied the 

April 7, 2015, hearing testimony against SB 1819. I watched and listened to a one-hour 

sampling of undocumented students, alumni and advocates, as self-identified in their 

public testimonies. Based on a preliminary analysis of the interview data, I listened for 

major themes from the testimonies such as discursive claims to citizenship, the 

continuation of cultural practices present in observations, and responses from legislators. 

I used these in the comparative analysis along with observation notes and interview 

transcriptions. 

 To address my research question of how undocumented student advocates in 

Texas conceptualize their political identities, I found it important to dissect aspects of the 

question for appropriate data collection. Interviews, observation notes, and archived 

information specifically prioritize the voices of the research question subject, 

undocumented student advocates, though US citizen allies were present in the meetings 

and legislative hearings. This study focuses on the importance of Texas as a politically, 

historically, and culturally significant place for undocumented student identity and policy 

research. Thus, interview recruitment invitations were extended only to those who had 

attended, or currently attend, Texas public universities under HB 1403. And the last 

element was the operative word “conceptualize”. My question sought to examine how 

students thought of, reflected upon, enacted, and both explicitly and implicitly spoke to 

the conceptualization of their own political identities.  While aspects of their 

conceptualization certainly emerged through direct interviews, the other social settings 

for interactions provided by observation and archived data enhanced that data supporting 
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a “conceptualization”, and not only a definition or descriptive account. These three forms 

of data collection supported a substantive analysis process. 

DATA ANALYSIS 
 

 Data analysis occurred through a constant comparative approach (Creswell, 

2013). As I conducted more interviews and attended more meetings, I continued to 

examine recurrent findings and explore other forms of data. I transcribed all audio-

recorded interviews and sent electronic copies of the transcriptions to the respective 

participants for their reference and feedback. Only two responded with edited additions 

and revised points of clarity for their transcriptions. If there was a question regarding the 

transcription’s accuracy, such as the usage of pseudonyms for local organizations, I 

addressed it directly with the participant. However, most participant feedback clarified 

particular roles or activities they had participated in, or gave greater background 

information about events and organizations. 

 Once all finalized transcriptions were completed, I color-coded all data for 

emergent domains and codes (Spradley, 1980). Domains and codes were first reviewed 

by comparing responses to the same interview questions across transcripts. For instance, 

the finding that DACA applications and clinics represented advocates’ first forays into 

their organization’s advocacy work quickly arose as a consistent finding, and informed 

the greater theme of a DACA identity. I then revisited all the data for second and third 

rounds of coding to begin to draw connections between referent domains, and continued 

to incorporate document data from reviewed field notes and updated information on the 
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organizations’ websites. Second and third readings served the purposes of thorough data 

review, constant comparative analysis, and distinction of descriptive findings from more 

comprehensive emergent themes across the data. As I coded and read, I discovered more 

domains that coalesced into general findings and emergent themes, such as the 

commitments to community and the correspondence to relationship-building in meetings. 

The three overarching themes emerging from this study were 1) the salience of a DACA 

identity; 2) the characterization of the undocumented movement as a rights-based social 

movement; and 3) the shared notion that advocates’ work and the movement is 

politicized in general society, though not political in their casting of it. Resulting findings 

and themes are explained further in Chapters Four and Five, respectively.  
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Chapter 4: Findings & Themes Introduction 
 

Using categorical analysis and a grounded theory approach (Creswell, 2013), 

general findings emerged from the data across interviews, observation notes, and other 

document and archived data. Open coding allowed various code categories to emerge. 

Through repeated readings and analysis of the data, axial codes appeared that connected 

correlated open codes. These were condensed into three prevailing findings, and further 

refined into three overarching themes that encompassed the recurring codes that arose 

from data analysis. 

 Through coding analysis, it became clear that there was no singular answer to the 

initial research question of how undocumented student advocates in Texas conceptualize 

their political identities. I adapted my analytic questions as I read through the data to 

focus more on similar recurring experiences and reference points rather than one research 

question. The three general findings demonstrated that advocates took on various types of 

involvement, prioritized and highly valued relationship-building, and experienced an 

overall aversion to formal “politics”. My findings revealed that more so than an 

articulated political identity, DACA, the federal legislation officially entitled Deferred 

Action for Childhood Arrivals that was initially passed in 2012, presented a highly 

significant experience, status, and entry point into taking action in the larger 

undocumented student movement. DACA permitted an avenue for what I have termed 

“aspirational citizenship”. Aspirational citizenship signifies and appreciatively 

acknowledges undocumented advocates’ simultaneous maintenance of positions outside 
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the bipartisan political system and claiming of state-sanctioned features of citizenship, 

such as protections from deportation, voting rights, recognition of residency for college 

tuition and other purposes, wage protections, etc. These claims are made, as the findings 

on types of organizational involvement reflected, through in-system forms of action and 

policy-pushes. Advocates’ self-authoring as members in the movement and demonstrated 

agency to act within the existing political system extended beyond notions of liminal 

citizenship (Menjíjvar, 2006), transnational citizenship (Abowitz & Harnish, 2006), and 

cultural citizenship (Rosaldo, 1994; Bosniak, 2000). Nonetheless, their status as 

undocumented non-formal citizens has very real impacts in their daily lived experiences 

and those of the broader undocumented community. This necessitates a different concept 

for figuring advocates’ claims-making and political identifications that recognizes the 

aspirations that guide anti-oppressive work, as well as the unique socio-political 

positioning of being undocumented. 

Three predominant themes emerged from the data: 1) a salient “DACAmented” 

identity; 2) the central role of rights in guiding the movement; and 3) the shared 

sentiment that individuals and the undocumented community are politicized, not political. 

In other words, advocates conceptualized their political identities as being subject to 

mainstream political rhetoric regarding immigration, though did not characterize their 

own involvement and work as political. In this chapter, I contextualize the Texas 

undocumented student network and participant profiles before describing findings in 

greater detail, and the emergent themes. 
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UNITED WE DREAM- TEXAS AFFILIATES 
 
 Following the national mobilization around the unsuccessful passage of the 

DREAM Act in 2010 and prior, the contemporary undocumented student movement 

turned toward grassroots efforts at localized colleges and universities, and regional 

coalitions (Nicholls, 2013). Many local groups subsequently joined national networks to 

maintain advocacy communication and coordination. In Texas, the members of local 

groups I spoke with all referenced being affiliates of United We Dream, the “largest 

immigrant youth-led” organization in that nation that promotes the empowerment for the 

immigrant community (United We Dream, n. d.). The real national organization name is 

used here for clarity, and all local affiliate names have been changed for privacy 

purposes. The United We Dream website features seven local affiliate organizations in 

Texas, though one additional new member organization from Houston, (Community 

Action Network for Education, or CANE), is not listed on the site. 

 As part of the research for this study, I spoke with eight (8) current advocates 

from three of the United We Dream Texas affiliates, referred to here with the 

pseudonyms of the United Student Organizers (USO), Community Action Network for 

Education (CANE), and Texas Action Crew (TAC). Given financial and transportation 

limitations, the majority of interviews (six of eight) and all observations were conducted 

with USO. USO and CANE are each affiliated with large public universities in their 

respective cities, whereas TAC unites a regional network of advocate members. 
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Description of Advocates/Participants 

 Current advocates in the movement who self-identify as undocumented were 

invited to participate in this study. Six of those interviewed are current university 

students, and two are recent alumni who maintain some level of activity in the movement 

and attended Texas universities through HB 1403, the Texas in-state tuition bill. The 

study was presented as an activist research project with the aim of facilitating information 

gathering for the movement itself; all interview transcriptions and findings were made 

available to the participants and leaders of the undocumented organizations they work 

with. Activist research must involve participants and their feedback in the creation of 

discourse and be intentional in design and outcome to be of use in furthering the work, 

voices, advocacy, and experiences of those it studies (Hale, 2008). As a documented US 

citizen ally to the undocumented movement and activist researcher, I must deliberately 

reflect on and engage the “conscious deployment of [my] positionality for liberatory 

politics” (Pierre, 2008, p. 131). 

 Additionally, all participants were provided full information per Institutional 

Review Board guidelines to either sign a document of informed consent to have their real 

name included in the study, or to provide verbal assent and use a pseudonym. The 

distinction of a real name or a pseudonym is not distinguished here, however. This choice 

was entirely dependent upon the discretion of the participant. Some of those who 

consented to have their real name used framed their choice as another way to be 

“undocumented and unafraid”, though this was by no means necessary for study 

participation. Only first names are used here for added confidentiality. 
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As part of the interview questions and other data, I did not focus on demographic 

profile information. Rather, I inquired as to the role that participants have or had assumed 

in their organizations and the movement as a whole. All participants mentioned having 

taken a leadership role in some capacity in their respective organizations and/or in related 

project efforts. Participants had usually been involved with multiple other projects and 

initiatives within the movement overall, and were knowledgeable in multiple projects 

within their organizations. The participants—also referred to as advocates—and their 

leadership roles and current status with the organizations are noted below.  

Karla is a college graduate and current law school student at the same institution. 

As an undergraduate she assisted with coordinating DACA clinics and forums, and most 

recently served as the President of the Community Action Network for Education 

(CANE). While she has had to pause her more intensive involvement since starting law 

school, she plans to continue state lobbying efforts in the next state legislative session. 

Sheridan is a current senior undergraduate student and President/Operations 

Coordinator of United Student Organizers (USO). He also assisted as an interim lead for 

the Queer Undocumented Immigrant Project (QUIP) through USO in the fall of 2015. He 

has been involved with USO’s national United We Dream work since his first year in 

college. 

Edilsa is a college graduate and former leader with USO. As a student, she served 

as Treasurer and Vice President of USO, and now continues to assist with DACA clinics 

and other projects when possible. She participated in national lobbying efforts in 
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Washington, D.C. during the national push in 2010 for the DREAM Act, which was 

ultimately voted down. 

Juan is a current undergraduate junior student, and former leader of the 

Deportation Defense Team, a project within USO. He also has participated in national 

lobbying efforts at the federal level, visiting Washington, D.C. four separate times in 

2013. He currently works as an organizer for another local community group focused on 

health and fitness. 

Ana is a current undergraduate sophomore student, and leads the Dream 

Educational Empowerment Program, or DEEP, a project within USO. She also co-led the 

USO contingent of the Texas Tuition Equity Campaign in the spring of 2015 during the 

Texas legislative session. 

Marisol is a current undergraduate student, and has led the DACA clinic 

organizing efforts in TAC among other projects. In the spring of 2015 during the Texas 

legislative session, she was a legislative leader for TAC and coordinated state lobbying 

efforts for the Texas Tuition Equity Campaign. In addition, she has worked to create 

intersectional awareness groups to promote social justice on her campus. 

Rosario is a current undergraduate sophomore student, and served briefly as a co-

lead for the USO contingent of the statewide Texas Tuition Equity Campaign in the 

spring of 2015. Prior to that, she assisted in the We Can’t Wait Campaign in November 

of 2014 that spoke out against the exclusive components of President Obama’s Executive 

Action, and has volunteered at DACA and DEEP project events. 
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 Miguel Antonio is a current undergraduate junior student, and serves as 

Historian/Communications Coordinator for USO. He actively assists with DACA clinics 

through USO, and participated in state lobbying efforts in the Texas Tuition Equity 

Campaign in the spring of 2015. 

 

GENERAL FINDINGS 
 

The findings overall revealed a clear sense of collective identity linked to the 

Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) policy. Those involved in the 

movement, from participant interviews and observation, often began due to their own 

DACA application and/or approval process. Through applying to DACA, advocates were 

exposed to wider communities of undocumented advocates and organizations. For many, 

this was a new experience entirely from their previous, limited exposure to the 

undocumented community in high school, or restricted to their direct families8. Three 

main findings are presented here:  

1) The types of activity that advocates undertake 

2) The priority on relationships as a guiding motivation to be involved in the 

movement 

3) The shared perceptions of “politics”  

																																																								
8 While some participants noted their families’ reticence and suspicion of DACA, and some recounted more 
challenging stories of leaving home, these sampled accounts should not be viewed as negative markers of 
students’ families. Many mentioned in their interviews the positive support they have received from their 
families who have been encouraged by their activism and advocacy for the betterment of the immigrant 
community. 
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These findings originated from repeated codes that arose from interviews and 

were supported by observation field notes, as well as documentation on organization 

websites. They are further connected to three greater overarching themes, explained later 

in the chapter. While the findings arose across interviews and other data, the featured 

participants expressed particularly representative quotes of the finding they appear with. 

 

Types of Activity in Movement 
	
 The undocumented student movement turned toward greater grassroots efforts at 

the local level after the failure of the DREAM Act to pass as federal legislation (Nicholls, 

2013). However, federal lobbying and high visibility of the movement still play an 

integral role in the movement as a whole (United We Dream, n. d.). Many advocates first 

became involved in the movement through local efforts that spurred them to continue 

taking action at a larger scale. The centrality of learning about and applying for DACA as 

a common entry point became clear through participant interviews and observation field 

notes. However, many of those interviewed also reported having taken some form of state 

or federal lobbying action in the movement. The activities and involvement followed two 

general types: 1) volunteering in organization projects led to leadership positions; 2) 

advocates saw or discovered a stronger sense of themselves in the movement and quickly 

became involved in leadership positions. 
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Volunteering to Leadership 
 

 In recounting the roles they had taken through their regional organizations and the 

larger movement, participants frequently reported volunteering in organizational projects 

as a shared point of entry. After volunteering in at least one project, advocates began to 

get a foothold in organizational leadership and learn about the greater issues affecting the 

undocumented community outside of their local organization’s work. Four advocates 

reported this trend clearly through their own accounts of how they came to be involved: 

Miguel Antonio, Rosario, Juan, and Karla.  

 Miguel Antonio holds a leadership position currently in USO, and has been 

involved formally in the movement for just about one year. In sharing his story in our 

interview, he recounted hearing about his first DACA clinic after having been kicked out 

of his mother’s home for coming out about his sexuality to her. He had heard of DACA 

before, but had not applied due to his mother’s suspicion of the government. After being 

approved for DACA, he was able to work and sustain himself independently, which 

restored his own sense of self since losing familial ties to home. His main involvement in 

USO is through helping at DACA forums and clinics. “After I got approved for DACA”, 

he stated, “it completely changed my life” (Interview with Miguel Antonio, December 

2015). In his first semester with USO, he attended every DACA event. He elaborated by 

saying: 

I remember going to the first [USO] meeting. And, at the time I thought, Oh, this 
is really cool, I want to join it. Cause I know it was [USO] that does like, the 
DACA clinics around Austin. So, I thought, you know, they helped me out a lot, I 
feel like it’s my responsibility to help back to the community. So, I decided to go 
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to the first couple meetings. I actually have been to all meetings 
[laughs]…(Interview with Miguel Antonio, Dec. 2015). 

 

At the end of the spring semester 2015, his first with USO, he decided to run for a 

leadership position: 

This past spring semester, I remember the semester was coming to an end, it was 
time to choose who the next leadership was going to be and I knew I wanted to 
take a leadership role, because like, [USO] means a lot to me. Because it’s like 
my whole like, support group, especially now I don’t have my family with me 
anymore. (Interview with Miguel Antonio, Dec. 2015). 

 

Within one semester of active membership in the movement through USO, Miguel 

Antonio dedicated himself to the general meetings, DACA Clinic project, and was 

elected to a leadership position. Since the spring of 2015 was also the Texas state 

legislative session, he additionally lobbied in small groups organized by USO as part of 

the Texas Tuition Equity Campaign to protect in-state tuition legislation for 

undocumented college students. His initial introduction to the movement and local 

advocacy organization through DACA clinics influenced his own desire to volunteer in 

those programs, and his subsequent decision to serve in a leadership position. 

 Rosario is a member of USO, and served for a time as the USO state affiliate co-

lead, representing USO to the other statewide undocumented advocacy organizations 

during the Texas Tuition Equity Campaign in the 2015 legislative session. She has also 

volunteered for DACA clinics and DEEP educational events. Rosario decided to get 

involved in USO after the initial summer orientation session they led for new students 

through the International Office. Prior to entering college and attending orientation, she 

had not known of any undocumented advocacy groups or student movements, much less 
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an active community of undocumented people. She stated, “Like, in my mind, I was like, 

‘Who else is undocumented in this world? I don’t know’ [laughs]. Like, my parents, 

but… Nope, I’d never heard of any [organized groups]” (Interview with Rosario, 

December 2015). At orientation, USO invited her to attend their DACA renewal clinic, 

and assisted her with her DACA renewal application. This experience spurred her interest 

in becoming more involved: 

I went to a DACA clinic and they helped me fill out my DACA. ‘Cause, my 
lawyer that I first did my DACA with charged us a lot of money. And with them 
[USO], I didn’t pay anything and they helped me. And so I was like, Oh, I want to 
volunteer at DACA clinics, too. So I did a lot of DACA clinics, um, DACA 
forums… And I would just go to those things. And I would listen to them try to 
reach out to the community and I liked that. So, just having all these little 
volunteering things would add up and I’m like, Oh, they’re actually trying to help 
the community, like, it’s not just about students. They’re going out into the Austin 
community and trying to talk to families. So that made me more comfortable with 
them and it made me realize, OK, these people are really sincere. Like, it’s [the 
organization’s work] not just for themselves, it’s for the community. So I guess 
that’s what made me trust them and made me want to do the same thing. 
(Interview with Rosario, Dec. 2015). 

 

Rosario’s experience of benefiting from the services that USO provided, as well as 

witnessing the scope of their services for the larger undocumented community, led her to 

seek greater involvement. USO offered volunteering at projects, such as DACA events, 

as a perhaps familiar entry point for newcomers to become involved.  

 In her second semester of college, after having been a member of USO for the fall 

semester of 2014, Rosario took on the role of co-leading USO in the statewide Texas 

Tuition Equity Campaign to protect in-state tuition for undocumented students in the 

2015 Texas state legislative session. She reflected on her experience in this role:  
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…when it came to picking Leads, kind of, and to who would organize the stuff on 
each person’s campus, I was the co-lead with [USO member] for a little while. At 
the beginning of the semester it was fine but in the middle of the semester I 
started struggling with grades so I had to kind of step down from that. But it was a 
question of like, we needed to have meetings, weekly meetings for the campaign, 
and we needed to recruit for different actions we were having. So I was a part of 
phone calls, conference calls that’s what they’re called. I did a lot of conference 
calls with the different organizations across Texas. So, statewide calls and with 
the UWD [United We Dream national affiliate] people. (Interview with Rosario, 
Dec. 2015). 
 

Rosario’s volunteering experience, inspired by the help she received from USO in her 

own DACA application renewal process, led her to take on greater leadership 

responsibilities. Despite having had to step away from her role as a campaign co-lead 

mid-semester, Rosario maintains an active interest in USO and the movement. 

 Likewise, Juan reported rising to leadership positions after beginning his 

involvement as a volunteer. Juan works as an organizer for local community initiatives 

and attends college as an undergraduate junior student. As Rosario related, Juan also 

became familiar with USO from their communication to new students during orientation. 

His coaches from a college access organization that he participated in during high school 

encouraged him to seek out the organization and get involved. He recounted, “They [my 

coaches in the organization] told me that they were going to go and that I should go, and I 

was like, well, someone’s going that I know. I might as well go and learn about this” 

(Interview with Juan, p. 1). Juan has also participated in federal and state lobbying 

activities.  

 After attending meetings intermittently during his first year as a college student, 

Juan decided to become more involved the following summer. Not many other students 



	

	 69 

were in the local area when DACA was announced in 2012, and Juan felt compelled to 

become more active: 

Uh, but then it was in the summer of that year when DACA was announced. So, 
during the summer, like, everybody was gone for the school year so there was 
very few people in [USO] in Austin for the summer. And, they were doing forums 
and hundreds and hundreds of people were going to these forums. So they like 
emailed everyone and anybody who’s in Austin, like, come help. And then I 
began going to the meetings and from there on I began like attending forums, and 
I began taking a role helping, and slowly with DACA I was getting involved. 
(Interview with Juan, December 2015).  

 

 The 2012 federal announcement of DACA legislation motivated Juan to take a 

more active role with USO, and later the movement more broadly. He continued 

volunteering and coordinating DACA clinics and forums, and then started volunteering in 

USO’s Deportation Defense team, eventually becoming the lead of that project. “And 

then at one point I became the lead where we would like help families stop their 

deportation”, he stated (Interview with Juan, Dec. 2015). This leadership exposed him to 

opportunities to lobby with the national movement at the federal level for immigration 

reform. He explained his repeated visits to D.C. during that time. My questions are 

preceded by “C”: 

  
J: Yeah, and during that year there was a big push for immigration reform so I had 
the opportunity to travel to DC, quite often actually. And lobby with legislators, 
lobby with representatives and US senators. And actually I got to go to the first 
hearing in the, what was it, the committee of representatives that was talking 
about immigration reform. 
 
C: Oh, wow. So how many times did you go to DC? 
 
J: Probably, at least 4. 
C: Oh my gosh. All in the course of the year 2013? 
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J: Yeah, it was really cool. I got to go to trainings, I got to learn a lot and meet 
with staff for senators and representatives. I remember once we went to Senator 
Dick Durbin…and we met with the Chief of Staff I believe to talk about like, 
immigration reform and what’s going on. 
 
C: Could you tell me just a bit more about any highlights from your trips to DC? 
 
J: I remember like at the first time, at the committee they [other undocumented 
advocates/members] stood up, like, they had like a little action where they stood 
up to stop deportations and to like, fight for families. And that was like my first 
time being part of that, kind of like civil disobedience-y kind of stuff. (Interview 
with Juan, Dec. 2015). 
 

Through volunteering to promote awareness around DACA’s first announcement, Juan 

became involved in repeated visits to Washington, D. C., for federal lobbying with other 

undocumented student advocacy organizations across the country. His characterization of 

this involvement as his first “civil disobedience-y kind of stuff” revealed a sense of more 

entrenched engagement with the movement, beyond simply volunteering. 

 Karla, a current law student and former President of CANE, though still a 

member, began her highly active leadership role also through DACA clinic volunteering. 

Initially, she accompanied her immigration attorney to informational DACA and higher 

education sessions in order to translate the presentations into Spanish: 

I had an attorney, uh, who later became my mentor, and she, I would go to all 
these outreaches with her at high schools. She would, you know, explain about 
DACA, and I would explain about applying for in-state tuition. And it was 
informal but you know, I went along just to translate for her and the, one day, you 
know, she kind of ousted me [laughs]. She was, like, you know, ‘Karla here is 
also undocumented’ [laughs]. And then, you know, I began to be more 
comfortable with it and she would always tell me, ‘Karla, how come you’re not an 
activist? How come you’re not with the DREAMers? How come you don’t…’ 
and so I began to, that’s how I really began to get involved with the advocacy that 
DREAMers do. [It] was through her, really through her insistence and her kind of 
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ousting me [laughs] during one of the outreaches. Which ended up being totally 
fine. (Interview with Karla, October 2015).  

 

Karla felt that being publicly identified as an undocumented student by her attorney-

mentor, along with her mentor’s encouragement, allowed her to seek out other 

undocumented students in the DREAMer movement on her campus. She recalled having 

found “allies” in her professors and peers, especially those in her Mexican American 

Studies minor, which gave her the confidence to build toward greater leadership roles: 

I saw that a lot of immigrant youth had been fighting for students like me to have 
something like DACA, and I saw the need to, to step up and pull my own weight, 
if you can call it that. And so I began to be involved, uh, I think a little bit after 
the summer of 2012, so right after DACA. I began doing work with the 
[University] Law Center immigration clinic, and then from there I started doing, 
um, uh, at the time I was the President of the Mexican American Studies student 
organization and we hosted a DACA, Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals, 
clinic, uh, the first one on campus together with the [Community Action Network 
for Education], which was also a new group at the time, and some of the other 
student organizations at the [university]. And the following year I began to get 
more and more involved with Own the DREAM, which is a program of United 
We Dream. And specifically on providing access to DACA resources and hosting 
DACA clinics. So I did that for quite some time. Then last year, my senior 
year…, I became the President of the [CANE]. And so I was able to bring 
together everything that I was already doing and make it a bit more focused on the 
advocacy work that we do as affiliates of United We Dream. (Interview with 
Karla, Oct. 2015). 
 

Karla continued to acquire leadership positions through situating herself among 

others in the undocumented and ally community. While initially she was a translation 

volunteer, she connected with the undocumented advocacy group through academic and 

mentor support through her volunteering. Volunteering at DACA clinics became her 
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entry point to take direct action within her campus undocumented student advocacy 

organization. 

	

Seeing Self in the Movement 
	

For many, the fact that the undocumented and immigrant rights movement is 

largely directed by youth who identify openly as undocumented allowed them to envision 

themselves as agents within the movement, and to thus identify fully as “undocumented 

and unafraid” in an actionable way. Through a collective sense of belonging and purpose, 

participants reported seeing “my self” in a significant way (Della Porta & Diani, 2006). 

Whereas many advocates perceived themselves to be the only undocumented individual 

in their high school settings or one of a few, their entry into undocumented student 

organizations in college allowed them to see themselves as part of a larger history and 

mobilized community. This finding arose across the data and was supported by how 

leadership transitioned in USO mid-year in my participant observation notes. The four 

advocates noted here expressed representative quotes: Ana, Sheridan, Marisol, and 

Edilsa. 

Ana rose quickly to a leadership position after becoming involved with USO in 

her first semester at college. She attended the first USO meeting with a new college 

friend who was also undocumented; inspired by that friend’s willingness to become 

involved, she joined readily. Like other participants reported, Ana had learned of USO’s 

work prior to the semester through a pre-college summer program and a presentation by 

USO for students tagged as “international”, as HB 1403 students are: 
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I heard the first time about [USO] at the summer orientation. And I remember that 
I was just very surprised that it was happening, cause I felt that everything that 
was happening was only what I saw on the news, which was like, one march in 
DC, another one in Houston, and that was it. No other involvement. And when I 
realized that there were students actually being the leaders of the community that 
like, mostly the people that we see a lot is parents, because they want [for] their 
children, unless they’re applying for DACA everything else is more parent-based. 
And when they’re asking about like, university and college, most of the times 
they’re parents that are there. So for me it was the first time that I saw my, the 
opportunity for me to be involved in that, because in my mind I thought it was a 
grown-up movement [emphasis added]. (Interview with Ana, Dec. 2015).  

 

For Ana, the undocumented student advocacy movement had seemed distant, an event in 

the news taking place in other places, not widespread across communities or on her own 

college campus. In learning about USO, she was both readying herself to leave home and 

become a college student, as well as make a place for herself through joining a 

movement. Her impression of it as a “grown-up movement” shifted in watching other 

college youth present on the organization’s background and activities, and she was able 

to begin developing a new sense of identity among a community of undocumented 

people.  

 Ana has thus far taken on two leadership roles within USO: first, as a co-lead 

(with Rosario) for the USO affiliate in the statewide Texas Tuition Equity Campaign 

during the spring 2015 Texas legislative session, and presently as the DREAM Education 

Empowerment Program (DEEP) lead. She described how she came to volunteer as a co-

lead for the statewide campaign: 

C: Well, how did you come to hold a leadership position? 
 

A: I think the Tuition Equity [Campaign] did it for me because before I was just a 
member, I went to volunteer, I would be a part of it but I was really afraid of 
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committing myself. So, when I heard, I remember the Día de los Muertos in 
November 2014, [other USO member] and I were sitting, and [he] is our person 
for policy and he was talking about the tuition equity even before nobody was 
paying attention, he was like, there’s gonna be bills…I was like, wait, they would 
do that?... I saw both of my siblings’ future being decided by this law. So, when 
we had a little retreat with Education Austin [education union] with a lot of other 
field aides, they were asking for leads for the campaign within each affiliate, and 
so I remember I didn’t even doubt it once. My mentality and my motto was if 
somebody can do it better, I’ll go ahead and let them lead because I want the best 
for this, for anything right, I want the best for a certain program or this campaign. 
And I knew that there was no one that would give it their all as much as I, and I 
knew it then because I had so much things to lose. Not just my education but I felt 
my siblings were also on my shoulders, so I decided to go and do it. And I, when I 
make decisions like this I don’t think about everything because like, I didn’t 
realize that Austin would be so hectic because we are in the capital, and I was 
like, Oh, dang it, I did not think of that [laughs]. Because the work I think, we had 
the toughest work here in Austin because we not only had to rally our students 
and our membership, but also rally the community. And that’s a lot, it gave me a 
good experience though. (Interview with Ana, Dec. 2015).  
 

Ana jumped into the statewide campaign leadership position in her second 

semester of college after having identified with the movement previously as “just a 

member, I went to volunteer…”. She recognized the leadership role as a way primarily to 

demonstrate her responsibility to her siblings through collective action, but also develop 

herself as an undocumented advocate in a way that maintained her family-dedication and 

her place in the undocumented community.  

 Likewise, Sheridan noted having found a sense of self through his involvement in 

USO at the start of his college career. He, too, took on leadership roles within the 

organization very quickly, and reported wanting to become connected with the national 

United We Dream network. Currently in his senior year, he serves as 

President/Operations Coordinator of USO:  
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I was involved very quickly in that fall of 2012 because a lot of the outreach that 
we did, I don’t want to sound cheesy, but it spoke to me because it directly 
affected me and I felt like I was doing something for myself [emphasis added] as 
opposed to having to rely on my mom who was always, kind of, intervening for 
just academic things and this seemed greater than academics, and kind of was 
intertwined with why I was even in college in the first place. And so, I just went 
to every event possible and then I was asked to be in a leadership the November 
which was really, really early on, but I was excited because I thought, “Oh, this is 
cool”, I really wanted to be connected with this national network which was 
United We Dream. (Interview with Sheridan, November 2015). 

  

 USO resonated with Sheridan very quickly, and provided a venue for him to do 

“something for [him]self”. His arrival at college allowed him to explore ways of 

identifying that were outside of academic achievement and household roles, and a means 

to become more self-sufficient in discovering and enacting new identities. For Sheridan, 

USO and the wider movement allowed him to explore the intersections of his identity as 

a queer and undocumented person. Rising in leadership allowed him to enact his 

multiple, intersecting identities through the organization. Just in the past academic year, 

USO has published newly constructed principles that are oriented toward more human 

rights demands than the former, more traditional college-student rhetoric used by the 

earlier DREAMer movement (Nicholls, 2013). Sheridan had a great deal to do this with 

change: 

I decided to run for President of USO whenever the officer elections came up 
because the year or so prior to me running I had grown a lot, cause I, I was always 
very open about being queer but I was being very, much more intentional about 
the intersection of being undocumented and queer. The summer of 2014 I just 
kept learning about how undocumented queer people and undocumented trans-
people were left out of DACA in specific ways and of immigration reform in 
specific ways. So as I became more intentional about that I started learning about 
intersections, where different identities intersected with the undocumented 
identity. And so, I felt like I had grown enough in that sense to be able to see how 
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we all fit together and give a little bit of a different direction to USO for this year. 
(Interview with Sheridan, Nov. 2015). 

  

As noted by other participant advocates, DACA legislation, both the 2012 and 2014 

announcements, opened national conversation in the undocumented student advocacy 

movement. Given its direct, personal ramifications for undocumented youth, it made the 

movement resonate more definitively and in a different way with young advocates than 

former aspects of the movement. In Sheridan’s point of view, the 2014 announcement of 

DACA+ (extended DACA) represented a moment to examine both his undocumented 

identity and queer identity, and how they are uniquely but simultaneously impacted by 

policies. Through noticing exclusion of the queer community in DACA+, he rejoined 

USO after a one-year break and decided to “give it a little bit of a different direction”. 

Consequently, the organization has become more intentionally inclusive of multiple 

identities that arise in the undocumented community. 

Marisol has been a part of the Texas Action Crew (TAC) since her later high 

school years. She discovered TAC, and learned more about the greater movement in 

general, at a local conference for Latina/os. She went on to organize intersectional racial 

awareness and immigrant rights work at her university, and led the TAC affiliate in the 

2015 Texas Tuition Equity Campaign: 

So we’re at this convention and then these two guys were talking about doing 
hunger strikes, and like, going and lobbying to D.C., and they were, like, 
undocumented and unafraid, and I was really taken aback by it cause I didn’t, I’d 
never seen anyone do that before… At the time I didn’t realize how great it was it 
just kind of seemed crazy, and so that was really, my first exposure to the 
movement… So it was really, that was the big catalyst at the beginning, I guess, 
as far as exposure to the movement and wanting to get involved. And knowing 
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that, I guess that was like, realizing that there was something that I could do as a, 
you know like, sixteen year old or whatever it was, you know, high school kid 
[emphasis added]. (Interview with Marisol, November 2015). 
 

Marisol’s introduction to the movement made her realize that despite her young age, she 

could be an active agent for change. Similarly to Ana’s reflection on her rise to 

leadership, Marisol was able begin taking on and enacting the identity of “undocumented 

and unafraid” that at first “seemed crazy”, though subsequently prompted her greater 

involvement and leadership as a high school student. She and a friend created a group to 

educate their school about the undocumented community, and spread awareness about the 

issues they faced by making a space for open dialogue. Marisol continued her heavy 

involvement in the movement through TAC, and as DACA emerged she led efforts to 

educate others about the new policy:  

So [my role] was applying those direct actions at first, and then toward, and then, 
I started getting more involved with like, Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals, 
doing some implementation work with DACA. And so, you know, whether 
strategizing about the clinics and then, you know, kind of logistically helping to 
plan and volunteering. And I kind of evolved [emphasis added]. I began as a 
volunteer and then started getting more involved in DACA work. For a while, I 
did, I led that group, the team that was specifically focusing on DACA 
implementation. (Interview with Marisol, Nov. 2015). 
 

Later, Marisol took the lead in state lobbying for the Texas Tuition Equity 

Campaign. Though she had participated in political strategizing and lobbying efforts prior 

to her DACA work, she “kind of evolved”, and continued demonstrating leadership in the 

movement: 

And then you know, more recently of course there was in-state tuition [Texas 
Tuition Equity Campaign], so it was, you know, taking groups down there to 
Austin and testifying and also lobbying, and so that was the first time in leading a 
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group as far as that goes, as far as, like, direct lobbying. Because oftentimes I 
shadowed the more seasoned, uh, activists or organizers. So it was them that I was 
able to, step into that, that front foot and do that direct lobbying [emphasis 
added]. (Interview with Marisol, Nov. 2015). 
 

Marisol’s reports of seeing a place for herself in TAC to become involved and 

promote awareness about her own community—the undocumented community—at a 

young age, and “evolving” through participation, speak to the impact on identity and 

agency that the movement has on youth. She was able to position herself as a member 

within TAC, and demonstrate agency within her own school community at a relatively 

early age. As a primarily youth-led movement, young people are able to build an identity 

through the movement that may not be available to them in other spaces that they view as 

“grown-up” spaces, or that seem distantly removed from their own communities. TAC 

clearly incorporated youth and offered a grassroots approach to becoming involved and 

evolving leaders.  

 Lastly, Edilsa spoke to a much more emotional self-discovery through her 

introduction and involvement in the movement. She is now a college alumna after having 

graduated through HB 1403 in Texas, but remains connected to USO’s efforts and the 

national work that the movement takes on. As a college student in USO, Edilsa served as 

Treasurer and then Vice President, as well as the Director of Media during campaign 

times. Edilsa also traveled to Washington, D.C. multiple times in 2010 to lobby for the 

federal DREAM Act. Her intense involvement in the movement was a way in which she 

could author herself as a social agent, and gain confidence:  
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I think that once I started joining the movement, I became like, I was kind of able 
to like stand up. Or if someone was exploiting or someone would be talking down 
at me, you know what I mean, like I will have more confidence in who I was 
[emphasis added]… I feel like I have been amazed just that this little girl [laughs], 
like seriously, I’m this little girl from Guatemala, ‘cause I’m from Guatemala, 
right. I mean, my life in Guatemala was so, like, different. It’s just like, you know, 
super like, poor and everything. And then now, you know, I have been called to, 
you know, “Oh, Univision wants to talk to you”, or like, you know, I see photos 
sometimes of the things that I’ve done and I’m just like amazed, you know, like 
wow, I didn’t think that I did that, you know? [emphasis added]. (Interview with 
Edilsa, November 2015). 

 

 During her experience lobbying for the federal DREAM Act in 2010, Edilsa 

developed an intense connection to the national network of undocumented advocates. 

Though the legislation was voted down, the large group of advocates across the country 

came together to support and empower one another: 

I think it was just empowering to know that some of us were crying and then the 
other ones, the other group were like “No it’s ok, guys, it’s fine, no worries”, and 
I think through that, then everyone became like “It’s ok, like, we can, let’s keep 
going”. Um, so I think that was really empowered that we were all together 
there… Yeah, it was [tough]. But immediately it was, like, great, you know? 
Because the group was so empowering together, and were like, “Oh, we’re gonna 
fight even harder now” kinda thing [emphasis added]. Uh huh, so that’s why I 
was like, “Ohh, yes!”…and then at the end we went to eat at this big restaurant 
and it was like as if nothing happened. (Interview with Edilsa, Nov. 2015). 
 

Despite the legislative setback in 2010, Edilsa felt that she was a member of something 

very empowering. Empowerment came from so many undocumented advocates being in 

the same space together to comfort one another, and feel encouraged to “fight even 

harder”. Now in disbelief of the enormity of her own advocacy work, Edilsa discovered 

her own confidence and a sense of belonging through her involvement in the movement. 
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The impacts of the types of activities that advocates have taken on—volunteering 

and leadership roles—commonly led to social interactions (Nasir & Kirshner, 2003) that 

allowed for greater self-authorship as “undocumented and unafraid”, and more awareness 

of the intersectionality of the movement with race, class, immigrants’ rights, LGBTQ 

rights, and previous social movements. DACA served as a common entry point to greater 

involvement. For current students, many applied for their own DACA status before 

entering college and were thus aware of the personal impact of the policy. For slightly 

older advocates, DACA became a new victory to rally around after the failure to pass the 

DREAM Act in 2010.  

Priority on Relationship-Building in Movement 
	
 Relationships are a driving factor for motivation, ongoing action, and political 

strategy in the movement. Across interviews, observation notes, and document analysis, 

calling upon points of relational connections in cultural practices defined undocumented 

student advocacy groups and the wider movement. Nasir and Kirshner’s framework 

(2003) utilizes the institutional context, cultural practices, and social interactions to 

consider the development of moral identity. Relationships evolved through these frames, 

compelling advocates’ involvement in various capacities. Specifically, the cultural 

practices used to cultivate group membership and call upon its salience during advocacy 

actions and other activities, and the individual-scale social interactions within groups, 

highlighted the importance of relationship building and relational motivation. In 

particular, the highly relational environment created by USO, as noted in my experience 
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as a member, and representative quotes from interview participants revealed the relational 

motivation toward identifying with the group. 

 As I entered my first USO meeting of the fall semester of 2015, I presumed that 

most people knew each other. There were hugs and hellos being exchanged left and right 

as people reunited from the summer break. Although we had gathered in a classroom for 

the meeting, the group leaders quickly shepherded us outside for an “ice-breaker”, a 

group activity to get the group moving and growing comfortable with one another. I soon 

learned that USO loyally begins with a different “ice-breaker” before each general 

meeting, without fail, and symbolizes one of the many ways that growing relationships 

and comfort among attending members is prioritized. After the first meeting’s “ice-

breaker”, we filed back inside the classroom and began introductions, which quickly 

overturned my assumption that everyone attending was already close friends. Many 

people were attending USO’s meeting for the very first time.  

 Two additional cultural practices that are incorporated into most every USO 

meeting reflected the importance of the relationships cultivated, as well as the shared 

understanding the relational nature of the work that the organization performs. One was 

the closing chant, conducted in unison as a signifier of collective relationships and 

connections; the second practice is the Story of Self, incorporated as a critical component 

of meetings and advocacy efforts. Meetings are concluded with a closing chant called 

“Isang bagsak”, or the “Unity” chant. USO leaders mentioned that the chant originated 

through the California farm workers’ movement, and was a way in which Latino and 

Filipino farm laborers could express their unity at the end of the day despite not sharing 
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the same language. The paraphrased translation I have been told is “one fall”, as in, if one 

falls, we all fall together. USO performs the chant by gathering in a large, inclusive circle 

and beginning a slow clap. The clap speeds up into a large, synchronized applause, and at 

its peak everyone raises one arm up, one down in front, and calls “isang bagsak” with a 

final clap in unison. The chant is done as a large group with all attending members 

together, and is used to literally signify the interconnected relations between all of us. 

 The “Story of Self” is a critical component of USO meetings that I observed. 

Typically occurring at the top of the meeting agenda, a pre-selected USO member shares 

their story of coming to the undocumented movement. Some individuals share their own 

story of immigrating to the United States, or the stories of their families’ entry. 

Sometimes the story involves an account of the person’s own awakening to the 

significance of their being “undocumented” at some point in their adolescence, and their 

path to subsequently claiming “undocumented and unafraid” for themselves. Many 

members shared some memory of the first USO member that they met before joining the 

organization themselves, and the impact that had on them. Regardless of the details, the 

Story of Self is a way to testify to one’s own experience of recognizing undocumented 

oppression—for themselves and/or loved ones—and of being called to action. It is a 

prime example of an opportunity for self-authoring an identity in the community, and of 

framing one’s life prior to the movement, whatever the circumstances, in the context of 

their current membership. Stories are a powerful component of the undocumented 

movement and are often used in official political testimonies during lobbying to 

demonstrate advocates’ own humanity to policymakers (Negrón-Gonzales, 2009; 
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Nicholls, 2013). In our interview, Miguel Antonio recalled his emotional reaction as he 

witnessed others testify before the Texas legislative sub-committee hearing on SB 1819, 

the proposed bill in 2015 that threatened to repeal in-state tuition for undocumented 

students. He recalled: 

I remember when we were at the hearing and I was hearing everybody’s stories, 
one about a girl escaping violence from Mexico, another about a mother trying to 
open her own business, like, all these stories and ideas, like, some of them made 
me cry. Like, wow, like all these people have like their own paths that lead to 
where they were at that hearing. Like, especially hearing all the stories from some 
of my [USO] friends, I was like, wow, like, whenever I hear the Story of Self, it’s 
like wow, they really do, we each do have our own story, and every single one 
needs to be heard and accounted for. And, I think when I was at the hearing it 
made me realize like, wow, I really belong in this [emphasis added]. (Interview 
with Miguel Antonio, Dec. 2015).  

  

The Story of Self is a key cultural practice that continually calls advocates to share and 

learn from each other in order to demonstrate commonalities, unique differences in 

experience, and the utmost humanity of immigration. Through stories, members gained 

an intimate awareness of what brings others’ to the movement. In advocacy, the stories 

speak to policymakers as testimonies of human experience, and work to combat 

dehumanizing narratives proffered by anti-immigrant media and dominant political 

sentiment. 

 Moreover, participants often revealed in their interviews that relationships, and 

the relational power of the movement overall, compelled them to stay motivated and take 

action in the movement’s work. Two common codes arose as participants shared their 

relational motivations: that of family, and of community. Participants frequently 

characterized the organization they belonged to as a “chosen family” or “like family”, 



	

	 84 

indicating the significance of the relationships among members. Similarly, participants 

were motivated by “the community”, typically clarifying this to mean the greater 

immigrant community, though some referenced communities of color, working-class 

communities, and communities facing oppression more broadly. While these sentiments 

were shared in different yet consistent ways across interviews, the selected quotes shared 

here were especially representative. Both Sheridan and Miguel Antonio, who also openly 

identified as queer, expressed most explicitly that USO served as a “chosen family” for 

them. Sheridan shared:  

What’s really kept me motivated is seeing and acknowledging that the other 
undocumented youth are really just my support group and chosen family 
[emphasis added]. I remember hearing about that term kind of the same time 
about last year, because, it really resonated with me because I felt like the bonds 
that I’d created with people who were undocumented were different than the 
friendships I created with any other person… (Interview with Sheridan, Nov. 
2015).  
 

Sheridan’s description of his friendships with other undocumented individuals is two-

fold: they are a “chosen family”, a term he adopted to characterize the intimacy and 

distinctiveness of the bonds felt with other undocumented students. He also described 

them as a “support group”, indicating that the connections Sheridan felt among the group 

were not only a multitude of personal friendships, they also offered a familiarity and 

perhaps even an unconditional relationship that promotes interpersonal support. 

Miguel Antonio, as noted previously, had been made to leave home after coming 

out to his mom, positioning USO as an especially important group of familiar people. He 

noted the importance of this in his decision to take a leadership role:  
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Yeah, ok, so, this past spring semester, I remember the semester was coming to an 
end, it was time to choose who the next leadership was going to be and I knew I 
wanted to take a leadership role, because like, [USO] means a lot to me. Because 
it’s like my whole like, support group, especially now I don’t have my family with 
me anymore [emphasis added]. (Interview with Miguel Antonio, Dec. 2015). 

  

In losing some family connections through his coming out process, Miguel Antonio 

relied upon USO members as a “chosen family” that functioned to support him, and in 

turn, felt compelled by this relationship to take on his leadership position and greater 

responsibilities. This description of “chosen family” illuminates the intense sense of 

belonging from active USO members, beyond just group membership that may be found 

in other clubs or organizations. From other observations and notes, the family-dynamics 

of USO extended beyond meeting spaces. Members created spaces to celebrate holidays 

together, hold slumber-party retreats, and engage in other various social outings and 

activities. USO provided a unique relational space that encouraged vulnerability through 

personal story sharing, created a protective environment through cultural practices that 

promoted the “undocumented and unafraid” identity mantra, and reminded everyone of 

their connections to one another through the closing chant. A family-like identity 

developed through these practices. Many advocates noted that before coming to college, 

the only other undocumented people they knew were their own family members. Even for 

those advocates who had not experienced losing relationships with family members as 

Miguel Antonio had, the institutional context of the university created a distinct space 

away from family and “home”, yet open and inclusive enough to facilitate family-like 

relationships of vulnerability and intimate connections.  
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 In addition to familiar relational motivation, advocates commented on their 

commitment to the “community” as a motivating force as well. This relational motivation 

differs from the commitment to one’s own “family-like” organization. “Community” 

broadly referred to the greater immigrant community, though advocates mentioned 

particular points of connection, either through their own experience or their projected 

experience of knowing others’ stories, and thus others in the community. Namely, 

advocates reportedly saw themselves or other family members in their construction of the 

community, or they considered themselves obligated or duty-bound to serve the 

community given their own position as young student advocates in the movement. Both 

of these types of remarks reveal how participants have authored their own identities as 

advocates in relation to their sense of connection to a greater collective (Nasir & 

Kirshner, 2003). 

 The advocates that expressed relational motivation from the community cited 

either “seeing themselves” or a family member in their usage of “the community”. For 

example, Juan linked his notion of “community” to his own family story. When asked 

what keeps him motivated, Juan said: 

I guess seeing the wins that we have. Some of the wins, like, DACA, like 
knowing that I had the opportunity, I had the opportunity to get a work permit. 
And then like, fighting for my parents and knowing that eventually they’ll have 
the same…So, like, that, and knowing that the community’s relying on us, and 
waiting on us, and knowing like all the deportations that are going on. Like, my 
father went through deportation proceedings, so we know that reality and how it 
feels. (Interview with Juan, Dec. 2015). 
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While Juan noted that he felt “the community” was “relying on [advocates]” and noted 

national policy victories such as DACA as sources of motivation, he also spoke directly 

to his own family’s story. However, he did not note that he is motivated solely by his 

family’s own reality with deportation. This experience seemed projected onto the greater 

immigrant community, and Juan expressed a sense of commitment to the reliance that the 

community has upon advocates such as himself. 

 Likewise, Miguel Antonio shared that he stays motivated to assist in DACA 

clinics due to his own personal experience. Having had to forcibly leave home, applying 

for and qualifying for DACA allowed him a way to sustain himself. His anticipation of 

helping someone in a similar situation motivated him: 

 Every time I’m in one of those DACA clinics and I’m on the other side of the 
table, I think back on the day where I was on the other side, like, being the one 
who was seeking help…And, I think to myself, you never know, I might have 
another [Miguel Antonio] come in who just recently got kicked out, or is 
homeless, or whatever reason come in and ask for help [emphasis added]. And 
you know, they’re undocumented, too. And so I feel it’s my responsibility as 
somebody who went through all of that stuff to help back, to help and give back 
to the community. (Interview with Miguel Antonio, Dec. 2015). 
 

Miguel Antonio’s quote, while similarly reflected in others’ statements, is 

powerful. The massive personal impact he experienced through being assisted through 

the programs USO offers informed his sense of “responsibility…to give back to the 

community”. Though he “gives back” to the community of advocates who helped him 

through his own leadership and work in USO, he also assumed the responsibility to do 

the same service for the greater immigrant community, and for the other “Miguel 

Antonio’s” who may be facing desperate life circumstances. Both Juan and Miguel 
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Antonio’s statements demonstrated a personally storied connection to the greater 

immigrant community, and simultaneously a projected responsibility to others. Through 

their involvement as advocates, they have undergone a social positioning of assuming the 

role of those held “responsible”, the bearers of the community’s interests and well-being. 

Drawing from Nasir and Kirshner’s framework (2003), the social interactions—

social positioning, authoring, and framing—that take place through the cultural practices 

that emphasize building interpersonal relationships and the relations among all those in 

the movement served to motivate the action and identity development of the advocates 

noted here. Practices such as consistent “ice-breakers”, the unity clap and chant to “isang 

bagsak”, and frequent sharing of Stories of Self framed the movement as a place for 

sharing and seeing one’s self in others’ stories and experiences. As the unity clap and 

chant affirms, if one falls, we all fall. 

Perception of “politics” 
	
 Finally, data collected through interviews, observation notes, and other document 

analysis revealed a shared perception of “politics”. “Politics” is in quotation marks here 

to denote how advocates constructed the concept as juxtaposed to their own perceptions 

of the movement. The concept of “politics” was repeatedly positioned as being “other 

than” or “outside of” the undocumented student advocacy movement, particularly 

through three recurring sentiments: a widespread aversion to “politics”, an association of 

all politics as partisan, and a perception that those in “politics” (i.e. politicians and other 
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policymakers) are motivated by self-interest rather than community or interpersonal 

relationships. 

 As I asked advocates about their political involvement and their characterization 

of their work and the movement as “political”, I surprisingly received responses that 

indicated an aversion to “politics”. Even without articulating exactly what “politics” 

entailed, advocates unhesitatingly cast the term as negative. This aversion varied slightly 

among advocates, especially depending on their length of involvement in the movement. 

Those who had been involved for a greater period of time provided a more nuanced 

description of “politics”, but still considered the concept to be generally a negative one.  

 Two advocates’ characterizations of “politics” highlighted the shared aversion 

that appeared in the study. Marisol has been involved since her high school years in the 

Texas Action Crew (TAC), and made the immediate distinction that in her own path to 

engaging in more political action, she was “not politicized in that negative connotation 

that it tends to carry, but like, becoming politically active” (Interview with Marisol, Nov. 

2015). Political activity in the context of TAC differed, in her view, from being political, 

or entering into the realm of politics in a way other than political activism. Similarly, Ana 

reflected on her own political engagement through the movement in the Texas legislature, 

noting, “So for me, there was no way for me to not get political in this. I wish I didn’t 

have to because politics is such an ugly…an ugly thing for me” (Interview with Ana, 

Dec. 2015). She deemed the concept and terrain of “politics” as “ugly”, though still 

necessary for effective action in the movement. The shared aversion to politics arose 

frequently in other observations, as well. Phrases such as “this is pure politics” were 
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employed to describe the advancement of anti-immigrant legislation or legal rulings. For 

instance, in a presentation at a USO meeting by a local attorney on the court injunction 

against DAPA (Deferred Action for Parents of Americans), which would extend to 

parents similar benefits as those offered by DACA, the attorney commented on the 

importance of the partisan-appointment makeup of the Supreme Court judges by stating, 

“This is supposed to be the non-political part of the government”. Advocates imbued the 

concept and usage of the term “politics” with negative connotations, and associated it 

with prevailing anti-immigrant rhetoric and ploys for partisan support. An overarching 

aversion to “politics” was deeply informed by its association with partisanship and self-

interest. 

 Notions of partisanship not only inspired aversive reactions from advocates; they 

also refrained from calling themselves or their work “political”. Because United We 

Dream and affiliate organizations maintain a non-partisan affiliation, and “political” was 

largely interpreted as synonymous with partisan politics, advocates hesitated to align 

themselves with a specific “political” identity. When asked about their political identity 

in interviews, some advocates responded that since they did not affiliate with either 

Republicans or Democrats they could not really articulate one. This revealed the lack of a 

positive framework for advocacy and political action to be considered “political” outside 

the dominant bipartisan system. 

 Karla, former President of CANE and a current law student still active in the 

movement, made the partisan distinction clear in her description of her work: 



	

	 91 

When I do advocacy work, when I’m fighting for in-state tuition or hosting 
DACA clinics, I’m not really thinking of a particular political party. You know, 
obviously, the Democratic Party is more friendly to our efforts and our initiatives 
than the Republican Party. But even then we don’t, I think as undocumented 
youth, and I think a lot of my friends share this sentiment, is we’re not really tied 
to either party. Um, we obviously lean a little bit more on the progressive side, 
but, you know, we do this work for our communities [rather] than for a particular 
Party. (Interview with Karla, Oct. 2015).  
 

While I had not asked about political affiliations, a strong partisan interpretation 

informed Karla’s response. Likewise, as elaborated further on, partisan politics 

corresponding to a “Party” were viewed as at odds with the relational importance of 

“work for our communities”. Similarly to Karla, Miguel Antonio voiced a rejection of 

political association due to partisanship: 

I personally don’t see it [the work] as political that much, I know some other 
people may, but in my experience I really wouldn’t see the work that I’m doing as 
political cause we, like, [USO] is very bipartisan, we don’t support one political 
party or another. We’re just like, normally, we try to stay out of politics and just 
fight for our cause which is support immigrants’ rights [emphasis added], whether 
that doesn’t, whether that’s not okay with either political party, we normally try to 
stay out of that. (Interview with Miguel Antonio, Dec. 2015).  

 

Miguel Antonio rejected characterizing his own involvement as inherently political. In 

addition, he presumed “politics” to be disruptive to their central cause: fighting for 

immigrants’ rights. He made clear that the movement does not fall in line with partisan or 

“party politics”, and maintained an independent stance in its priorities. Both Karla and 

Miguel Antonio cast “politics” as an interference with what drives their work, the work 

of their organizations, and of the movement as a whole. This could be tied to a long 

advocacy history of the undocumented student movement with both sides of the partisan 
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aisle (Rincón, 2008; Nicholls, 2013), and a subsequent desire to avoid adhering to any 

single political ideology that would compromise the greater goals of the movement. 

While some advocates had considered other forms of political identification beyond party 

politics, these were not fully claimed identities. Rather, these advocates reported 

understanding their political position—that being classified as undocumented in itself 

indicates a certain involvement in political discourse and agendas. This is significant, 

since the undocumented student movement, especially starting with the DREAMers, has 

taken clear policy stances on the state and national political stage, and pushed politicians 

to include elements of their demands in their formal political agendas. Whereas the 

movement has traditionally been positioned as a “political movement” (Nicholls, 2013), 

the advocates in this study preferred to not characterize their efforts in such terms. 

Instead, a language of rights was used to describe the movement and advocates’ work, 

which will be elaborated further. 

 The last aspect of shared political perceptions concerned a differentiation between 

the relational, community-based nature of the movement, and the self-interest that is 

presumed to motivate politicians. Aside from partisan affiliations, this aspect seemed to 

distance advocates even further from their perception of “politics” and politicians. The 

representative quote here illustrated how politics was widely perceived to be in an 

entirely different domain than the movement, with differing central values. Edilsa 

elaborated on this point:  

I feel like when politicians play politics they kind of promise something, “Oh, 
we’re going to do something”, but when the time comes they don’t do it, like they 
don’t take action based on that. And for ourselves, like even for my group, you 



	

	 93 

know, we, I feel like we do a lot of work that, it affects a whole community and 
you know, we’re not specifically seeking for something in return. As in like, we’re 
not seeking for example, something that affects us, directly only ourselves but that 
it affects like the whole community because it’s important [emphasis added]. 
(Interview with Edilsa, Nov. 2015). 

 

Edilsa’s remarks highlighted the perception that politicians act out of self-interest, which 

may involve unfulfilled promises and a motivation to receive “something in return”. This 

perception contrasted sharply with the movement’s value of responsibility to community, 

and relational motivations to act.  

 The concept of “politics” was repeatedly considered to be separate from the 

movement and advocates’ work. “Politics” was considered to be negative and “ugly”, 

poisoned by partisan ideological affiliations and motivated largely by self-interested 

politicians who do not act without understanding a reciprocal self-interest. This 

perception contrasted with advocates’ own motivations for involvement, which were 

strongly associated with interpersonal relationships and an understanding of shared 

experience and commonality across organizations.  
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Chapter 5: Themes 
  

The three main findings outlined above: types of activities for involvement, the 

priority on relationships and relational motivations, and shared perceptions of politics, 

encompassed recurring comments and thoughts that were shared across the data. These 

findings, along with additional codes that were revisited throughout my analysis, 

coalesced into three broader themes that emerged through this study:  

1. A salient DACA identity 

2. Characterization of the undocumented student advocacy movement as a 

rights-based movement 

3. A negotiation of undocumented advocates and their work being politicized, 

not political 

Each emergent theme entails components of what was revealed through the 

prevailing findings. The analytic framework from Nasir & Kirshner (2003) for 

conceptualizing moral identity explicates how the themes were at play in the lives of 

advocates, and in the development of their undocumented identities. Nasir & Kirshner’s 

framework proposes three tiers of important contexts for moral identity formation and 

civic action; in other words, the personal identity factors calling advocates to act in civic 

or political spheres. Their framework considers first the institutional context of identity 

formation and development; the cultural practices that comprise the material and 

symbolic activities and expectations of that context; and the micro-genetic social 

interactions that characterize individuals’ identity formation. They note three forms of 
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social interactions: social positioning, self-authoring, and framing (Nasir & Kirshner, 

2003). The themes are presented here within this framework. 

DACA IDENTITY 
	
 Throughout the study data, advocates varyingly displayed and explicitly spoke to 

a salient identity stemming from their DACA status. This occurrence is perhaps unique to 

the specific timing of the study. DACA was first announced by President Obama during 

the summer of 2012, and permitted undocumented individuals under the age of 31 years 

who had immigrated to the United States before the age of 16, in accordance with some 

other stipulations, to apply for “deferred action” from immigration enforcement and gain 

work permit authorization (USCIS, 2016). Many current college students and recent 

alumni, such as those observed and interviewed for this study, fell directly in the 

qualifying age group and met the other requirements mandating clear criminal records 

and school enrollment. At any other time, this particular status—not quite a lawful status, 

though protected in some regards nonetheless—would not have existed for these 

advocates.  

The announcement and implementation of DACA provided a unique institutional 

context for advocates and advocacy organizations in universities across the movement. 

Nasir & Kirshner define the institutional context as the “critical backdrop for 

understanding how development plays out within cultural practices”, which includes the 

“guiding philosophies and histories” of institutions in which these identity forming 

cultural practices take place (p. 141). While applying for DACA served as one unifying 
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practice for individuals, the notion of claiming a particular status or position through 

becoming “DACAmented” framed much of the organizations’ volunteering and outreach 

initiatives, which subsequently characterized other cultural practices of involvement. For 

example, advocates noted that their current policy focus is to lift the federal court 

injunction against DAPA to increase the legal access and benefits for parents in the 

community. DACA allows undocumented individuals to gain entry into the movement 

through enhanced awareness in their own application process, to continue community 

outreach through DACA clinics and forums, and to focus in solidarity on a greater policy 

goal of implementing expanded DACA and DAPA from President Obama’s 2014 

Executive Actions (United We Dream, n. d.).  

Furthermore, the federal enactment of DACA has altered the national movement. 

Advocates cited DACA as a major “win” for national undocumented student advocacy 

groups. Whereas the federal DREAM Act failed to pass, DACA exemplified the political 

efficacy of the movement. As Marisol stated, winning DACA signified “the first tangible 

victory movement-wide” (Interview with Marisol, Nov. 2015). The policy history of the 

movement—DREAM Act battles, in-state tuition campaigns, the push to pass DACA in 

2012, and the current Supreme Court decision to hear the case against expanded DACA 

and DAPA—contributed to advocates’ knowledge of the “guiding philosophies and 

histories” of undocumented advocacy organizations and their institutional context. 

Advocates situated their own identity development as active members within these 

histories. Karla, former President of CANE, reflected, “That’s a big motivator…I think, 

simply put, the people who have come before me and then the people who are coming 
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after me, right, those incoming college students.” (Interview with Karla, Oct. 2015). 

Advocates understood their ability to apply for DACA, and consequently both benefit 

from the policy and join the undocumented advocacy community, as a fruit of the labors 

of the DREAMers who had come before them. DACA symbolized much more than a 

work permit—it denoted a living history of the movement. 

Additionally, some advocates reported that their own DACA applications, their 

initial entry point for involvement, required exhibiting resistance against their parents. 

Parental concern over DACA applications appeared fairly common among those 

interviewed in the study. This indicated a generational marker of the institutional context 

of the movement, which is largely youth-led. Parents reportedly felt suspicious of 

applying to DACA, which appeared to be a white flag to the federal government of one’s 

undocumented status and all personal information. For Ana, who became involved in 

USO shortly after coming to college and befriending another undocumented student, 

applying for DACA was her unwitting beginning to authoring her own experience as an 

undocumented student. She recounted, “my mom was really afraid, she thought it 

[DACA] was a scam, that at some point they were going to round every one that had 

applied up and they were gonna send them back. And so she wouldn’t let me do it. And 

so I went a little behind her back, and I did it with my friend at her kitchen table” 

(Interview with Ana, Dec. 2015). At the time of application, Ana did not yet claim 

“undocumented and unafraid” as a positive identifying mantra, though she knew that 

DACA was something she needed to advance in society as an undocumented young 

person.  
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Applying for DACA not only signified the type of initial activity to involvement. 

For some, it also marked the beginning of a process of self-authoring as “undocumented 

and unafraid”, and a corresponding sense of citizenship. DACA represented the local, 

state, and national institutional context of an out and open undocumented student. 

Advocates who are “DACAmented” openly submit their status and information to the 

federal government in return for a recognized yet still liminal legal authorization. This is 

a cultural practice of advocates who may identify as “undocumented and unafraid”, and 

make claims to social and economic benefits afforded through DACA. In this manner, 

“DACAmented” advocates enacted an aspirational citizenship. DACA allowed some 

cultural recognition, some acknowledgement of transnational connections, and the 

reconstructionist citizenship outlined by Abowitz and Harnish (2006) that demands rights 

through justice. However, none of these frameworks for citizenship completely 

characterized undocumented advocates’ claims through DACA. Interpreted from the 

perspective of Yosso’s (2005) aspirational capital as an aspect of community cultural 

wealth, DACA sets the institutional context for advocacy organizations to recognize their 

achievements and aspire toward ongoing policies. 

RIGHTS-BASED MOVEMENT 
	

Similarly, the findings suggested that advocates considered the movement as 

rights-based, as opposed to notably political, which has been the characterization in past 

literature (Nicholls, 2013; Gonzales, 2008). The reported relational motivation to stay 

engaged in the movement and the shared aversion to “politics” both typified the rights-
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based nature of the movement as an overarching theme. Advocates felt compelled to act 

not purely because they knew one another and their communities through relationships; 

they felt beholden to protect the rights of those they had developed close relationships 

with, or with whom shared similar experiences. The fight for rights from an inter-

relational responsibility, then, undergirded many of the cultural practices evidenced in the 

data. Specifically, cultural practices were directed toward enhancing the rights of the 

immigrant community, and structured social interactions that permitted positive 

identification through authoring and framing. 

  In interviews, advocates frequently expressed their desire to help the immigrant 

community avoid exploitation through empowerment and awareness of their rights. 

Identification with the immigrant community served as a strong motivation toward 

action; reported self-empowerment from belonging to advocacy organizations led 

advocates to develop a sense of responsibility to share that empowerment through 

educating the community about their own rights and opportunities. While describing the 

movement’s policy work, Edilsa referenced a responsibility to protect the rights of the 

community. Her quote represented a shared notion of rights-based work: 

E: I mean we do have rights here because, you know I have worked in like so 
many places and I have seen either my mom or my family or just like, immigrant 
people here that they do build up this economy in so many ways…And I think 
that, you know, they [politicians] don’t pay attention to that I don’t think. And in 
some level, you know, they [immigrants] have rights here, they do have rights 
here in the US, and um, so yeah. 
 
C: So you’re saying that, for you, it’s more of fighting for rights and not 
necessarily the policies themselves or negotiating between that? 
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E: Mhm, yeah, yeah, yeah. Yeah, it’s not negotiating as in like, “oh, you pass this 
and you know, you will get, I don’t know, this votes, number of vote, you know 
what I mean? But it’s more like educating people about their rights, like the 
immigrant community. And also like, demanding rights that the people deserve 
here in the United States because of the work that they do [emphasis added]. How 
they contribute to the economy, and how people exploit them, or um, take 
advantage of them cause maybe they don’t speak English, or because they are 
undocumented. It’s, no, you know? I feel like that’s, no, I really don’t, so that’s 
why we have to empower our community, keep educating them so they know 
what their rights are. (Interview with Edilsa, Nov. 2015). 

  

 Edilsa’s reflection speaks to the rights-based nature of the movement on multiple 

levels. She referenced her own mom and family’s experiences being exploited as 

immigrants in the US, as well as the rights of the greater immigrant community. In 

addition, she spoke from a place of personal responsibility to educate and empower the 

community, and also used collective pronouns that broadened the scope of responsibility 

from herself to a collective identity of advocates: “we” and “our”. These collective 

pronouns signified a symbolic cultural practice of investment in community 

empowerment and rights. This “shared orientation” underlay advocates’ collective 

identities in a rights-based movement (Della Porta & Diani, 2006, p. 92).  

 Furtherore, rights-based cultural practices introduced new forms of social 

interactions for advocates. Advocacy organizations and United We Dream’s national 

messaging reinforced that the movement’s purpose is to work toward greater recognition 

and protection of rights for the immigrant community. Common messages such as being 

“undocumented and unafraid”, as well as the outreach projects that promote education 

and awareness of opportunities and protections for the immigrant community, acted as 

symbolic artifacts of the cultural practices that allowed for constant re-framing of what it 
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means to identify as “undocumented”. Juan described it best in saying, “I think that’s 

what I find so interesting. That like, you know, we are undocumented and we don’t have 

any voting rights or like any of that [but] we still are able to change the civic course and 

we are able to shape our government and policies so much” (Interview with Juan, Dec. 

2015). Juan alluded to not having voting rights, which are widely considered the 

fundamental rights of citizens to raise their voice in the civic sphere (Banks, 2004; 

Urrieta & Reidel, 2008; Westheimer & Kahne, 2004), yet advocates engage in advocacy 

that changes the “civic course” in ways besides voting. The ability to fight for expanded 

social rights in the midst of lacking what are viewed as the critical means of citizens to 

influence government indicated to advocates that they did indeed have rights to fight for, 

and the collective means to do so despite their undocumented status. 

By reshaping the opportunities for influencing government and policy, the 

movement’s work and advocacy organizations’ projects constitute practices for positive 

identification as undocumented. The shared aversion to formal “politics” helped to 

reinforce the positive, communal, rights-based approach. The movement’s agenda to 

fight for particular rights toward educational access, work place protections, and the right 

to live without fear were not perceived as a finite set of political objectives by advocates. 

Rather, their work resonated at a deeper level of basic human rights, and as part of being 

“on the right side of history” by presenting actionable efforts in political spaces of power 

for enacting justice for the entire immigrant community. Rosario reflected on her 

perception of the movement, and others’ perceptions of their actions: 
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…We’re defending our rights, we’re standing up for ourselves, like, we have a 
voice. Like that was, knowing that we had a voice was exciting. But the way that 
other people see it sometimes is like, oh, they’re, I don’t know, they’re doing 
something that’s out of the norm. They don’t have rights to protest, or whatever. 
(Interview with Rosario, Dec. 2015). 

 

Rosario’s reflection has two dimensions of identity development: she felt excited in 

becoming part of a group that recognized having a “voice”, and the ability to openly 

exercise it. She also recognized how undocumented advocacy groups can be positioned 

by others as not even “having the right to protest” the lack of protected rights. She 

recognized inclusive belonging and the external opposition facing the movement’s open 

demand for immigrant rights (Della Porta and Diani, 2006). The movement’s advocacy 

and local organizations’ own framing of their outreach projects promoted cultural 

practices that shaped and reinforced a rights-based approach to identifying as an out, 

open, and effective undocumented person. 

In turn, a rights-based understanding influenced social interactions that allowed 

advocates to undergo micro-genetic identity processes of authoring and framing. 

Authoring, as Nasir and Kirshner employed it, entails the processes through which 

members of a group “accept, reinforce, challenge, or deny positions and identities” (2003, 

p. 143). Framing then involves the ways through which individuals “are encouraged to 

interpret the activity, their role in it, and the world around them” (Nasir and Kirshner, 

2003, p. 143). Within this framework, authoring involves the individual acting as an 

agent in their identity formation within the particular institutional context and amidst the 

corresponding cultural practices; the process of framing recognizes individuals’ 
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negotiations and rethinking of group activities and their own role within them. The rights-

based approach of the movement and understanding of its work provided advocates the 

opportunities for social interactions that encouraged re-framing and authoring of their 

identities. 

For instance, while most advocates were aware of their positioning as 

“undocumented” with negative connotations and implications by the outside world (i.e. 

mainstream media, federal deportation policies, public perception), their identity 

development as members of advocacy organizations triggered a need to re-frame. Ana 

shared a quote that is representative of other interactions and sentiments observed:  

…When you help your community…you understand where they’re coming from 
because you have that same life to some extent. You understand that same feeling, 
you understand that same anxiety of what’s in the future for you, because 
sometimes as an undocumented person, I feel I have no control over my future 
[emphasis added]. There can be any policy change, any new program come out, or 
just even, the people around you, if they want to call me “illegal” they can, they 
have that, like, there’s nothing stopping them. And there’s times as an 
undocumented person I don’t feel empowered enough to make them stop. Because 
I feel that I am the person, by the laws right now, I’m the intruder [emphasis 
added]. And so there’s times like, I feel I don’t have no say in this. Because 
there’s nothing to protect me, no law or something. So it’s difficult. But this work 
and this helping the community, it helps a lot to deal with that [emphasis added] 
(Interview with Ana, Dec. 2015). 

  

The outreach programs implemented by local advocacy organizations to educate the 

community about their rights opened doors for Ana and others to make connections with 

other undocumented individuals. Consequently, the programs created space for 

relationships that re-framed the role of belonging within the undocumented community, 

and allowed for newly self-authored meanings of that identity. As Ana mentioned, the 
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work of “helping the community” helped to “deal” with the perceived lack of control 

over her future and her excluded positioning by others in her social environment. 

Educating other undocumented students and their families about their rights to 

educational access, as the program Ana leads does, both strengthened a sense of 

belonging to a particular community as well as advanced claims of belonging in the 

context of social institutions such as universities. Ana continued to express how her work 

leading the DEEP educational program facilitated her own agency in authoring her 

identity and actions: 

I come into a [DEEP] forum and I don’t expect anything, yet I leave with three 
stories, very powerful stories, that make me reflect on my life, on my future 
choices, and on how sometimes messed up the system is, and it helps me move 
forward, and it helps me keep on doing this. (Interview with Ana, Dec. 2015). 

  

Through continuously hearing others’ stories in the context of outreach projects, Ana felt 

that she gained new ways for framing her own experience, drawing connections to her 

own life, and applying them to her future plans and participation in the movement. 

Over the course of the study, the theme of the movement as rights-based emerged 

across the findings. The types of activities, the priority on building relationships, and the 

shared aversion to politics centered on the prevailing notion that identifying as an 

undocumented student advocate entailed the recognition that the immigrant community 

has rights, and advocates are compelled to educate and empower others through this 

awareness. These consistently rights-based practices facilitated the advocates’ 

interactions that allowed them to frame and agentically author their own identities as 

active “undocumented and unafraid” advocates in the movement. 
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POLITICIZED, NOT POLITICAL 

 The third and final theme to emerge across the data built upon the aversion to 

politics and community-based relational involvement, and clarified how undocumented 

advocates made sense of their own political actions despite the negative connotations. 

Karla relayed an impression that was reiterated by others, “…You see your existence 

itself being politicized, but you don’t really think of yourself like that” (Interview with 

Karla, Oct. 2015). Recognizing the politicized positioning of the undocumented 

community by others—the media, dominant political rhetoric, and regulatory 

immigration policies—compelled undocumented advocates to act in the political sphere; 

they thus cultivated their own political identity that reified their positioning as “outside 

the system” while simultaneously claiming a position within the system that had the 

political efficacy to combat unjust policies and dominant “othering” processes. Data 

analysis revealed this knowledge of in-system versus out-of-system positioning, as well 

as the perception of necessary political strategies and tactics, and a shared difficulty 

among advocates in negotiating and articulating a “political identity”.  

 Across the study data and corroborated by past studies on undocumented student 

advocacy, those involved in the movement maintain a high level awareness in political 

news, knowledge, and issues (Seif, 2004; Abrego, 2008; Negrón-Gonzales, 2011; 

Nicholls, 2013; Hinton, 2015). While this heightened awareness and activity has often 

been couched in terms of political activism (Gonzales, 2008), my data analysis revealed a 

nuanced interpretation of what this activism means in the context of the movement’s 

greater goals toward rights for the immigrant community. In the advocates’ interviews 



	

	 106 

and through field note analysis, political activism served as one strategy among many 

other forms of action; what was more important was ongoing education of the political 

environment in which activism and other actions took place. Interview participants 

reported gaining new knowledge of the legislative and policy-making process through 

their belonging in advocacy organizations. Correspondingly, many of them defined 

“being political” or political engagement as knowledge of how the political system 

operates. Despite their shared aversion to this system, the data likewise uncovered the 

common understanding that knowledge of the system is necessary for effecting real 

change within the movement’s goals. One may not like the game, but it is essential to 

know how it is played (Urrieta, 2010). Rosario’s realization of the political process from 

her involvement in the Texas Tuition Equity Campaign was representative of others’ 

reflections:  

Like, we had a list of people [legislators] and I’m just like, oh my gosh, we had a 
legislative lead that had to do all this research…[He] had to do all this research 
for different people [legislators], and we would discuss those people during the 
conference calls and stuff like that. Like, people I’d never heard about or people I 
didn’t know had these ideals or views…It was cool, cause I was like, Oh my gosh 
we have all this information [laughs]. But at the same time it was like, whoa. Like, 
this is how you target different people. This is how you can convince people…I 
don’t know, I didn’t know that how these things worked, I guess. I was like, OK, 
there’s only so much you can do outside of the Capitol with a poster and voices. 
Then you actually have to go talk to legislators, or talk to their offices [emphasis 
added]…(Interview with Rosario, Dec. 2015). 
 

Rosario, as well as others I spoke with and observed, spoke to the need to do political 

action within the existing political system to effect change, and the corresponding 

necessity to be knowledgeable about politicians, their positions on issues of interest, and 
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their likelihood for voting a particular way. Political activism, such as holding a rally 

“outside of the Capitol with a poster and voices” can only go so far in effecting change, 

as this type of activism is also positioned as outside the political system.  

On the other hand, undocumented advocates did not express a full desire to join 

the political system through positive identification. Instead, data from interviews and 

document analysis, specifically advocacy organizations’ websites, lauded particular 

strategies for political action that are specific to the undocumented movement. In 

particular, the importance placed upon building relationships, and acknowledging 

interconnectedness more widely, was represented in the strategy to share personal stories 

during political lobbying. Juan, who has been an advocate and leader for the past three or 

so years and has lobbied at the federal and state levels for DREAMer legislation, 

described a unique moment when he and his younger brother were able to share their 

personal stories with President Barack Obama during a visit to Austin in July of 2014. 

They had waited in line to see the President speak for approximately 13 or 14 hours. 

Once in the venue, they both stood up and began chanting to catch his attention. Security 

escorts approached them, but allowed them to stay upon President Obama’s consent and 

promise to speak with them privately afterward. Juan remembered:  

And at the moment…we shared our story and we told him, like, what this was 
doing to us, like these policies, how they’re affecting our communities and us 
personally…So we told him kind of like our narrative, and once he was leaving, 
[he] was like, “Something is going to happen, something is going to change” 
(Interview with Juan, Dec. 2015).  
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Juan characterized his story strategy, as well as the story-sharing of advocates across the 

movement, as an attempt to “humanize” immigration as a political issue. Other 

undocumented student actions observed in the study, such as rallies and protests at the 

Texas State Capitol, have included tactics like dressing in graduation caps and gowns, 

and advocates adorning themselves with signs that read “I am a lawyer” or “teacher”, or 

other trained professions. Apart from sharing one’s own personal story, these 

representations solidified advocates’ identities as “undocumented and unafraid” while 

simultaneously working to humanize their lives and aspirations to a mainstream public 

and political climate. Juan affirmed:  

The best thing we do is sharing our story. And that humanizes the movement and 
who we are as immigrants, and that changes the narrative of who an immigrant is 
and how they’re portrayed because many times, or some times, they’re not 
portrayed positively [emphasis added]. So like, we give that personal perspective 
by sharing our story. That’s something we always do as you’ve seen like, at our 
meetings, at events, like, we always share our story. And we try to humanize this, 
quote unquote, political issue (Interview with Juan, Dec. 2015). 
 

Juan’s two quotes shared here are representative of the political strategies and 

approaches observed throughout the movement from this study. “Illegal immigration” as 

a political issue and agenda platform serves to dehumanize the lives and personal 

narratives of immigrants living and working in the United States (De Genova, 2006, 

2013). In contrast, undocumented student advocates engaged with the political system 

through strategies that are recognized as common forms of political engagement, though 

they simultaneously combated negative, “othering” narratives of them and their families 

as perpetually foreign and “illegal”. Their strategies reaffirmed their commitment to the 
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immigrant community, strong group membership and identity, and relationships with one 

another as well as with those they seek to “humanize”. 

Lastly, advocates’ ability to understand and engage with the political system 

despite aversion to it did not lead to a conclusive, widely articulated political identity. 

Many of those interviewed recognized that being “undocumented”, or without legal 

status, in the United States meant being politicized by mainstream society. Politicians and 

other public outlets incorporated the issue of “being undocumented” into other ideologies 

of nationalism and morality, formulating it as a politicized issue rather than a human 

rights issue. Sheridan recognized the politicization of his intersecting identities as an 

undocumented, queer person:  

C: So, would you identify as political, thinking about the intersections of your 
identity and the work that you do? 
 
S: Yeah [laughs] I think so. And again, I think that it’s rooted so much with just 
the nature of being undocumented. I think that whether I would have wanted to or 
not, just having this identity, is political [emphasis added]. (Interview with 
Sheridan, Nov. 2015). 

  

Likewise, Rosario voiced confusion in trying to articulate her political identity as 

part of the undocumented advocacy movement given her developing knowledge on other 

social and revolutionary movements:  

So I don’t know if I’ve formed a political identity. I don’t know what kind of 
identity, I don’t know what I would name it, I guess. I guess the terminology isn’t 
there for me to be like, OK, this is a political identity that I’m embracing. Or I 
don’t know if being undocumented in itself is a political identity [emphasis 
added]. (Interview with Rosario, Dec. 2015). 
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Both Sheridan and Rosario’s quotes represented the negotiation of a political identity that 

other advocates seemed to undergo. While being undocumented in itself was referenced 

as a political identity of sorts, they attributed this to the “nature of being undocumented” 

and not as an authored identity to be embraced fully. Advocates recognized the negative 

and excluded social positioning of undocumented people by mainstream politics, and 

have consequently been called to take political action to work toward the advancement of 

their communities. Advocates authored themselves as positive actors in their 

communities, fighting for increased and protected immigrants’ rights through in-system 

mechanisms such as rallies, lobbying, and direct work with legislators; yet, neither their 

out-of-system positioning nor in-system activities coalesced into a self-authored political 

identity.  

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS & THEMES 

In conclusion, the three predominant findings—types of activity involvement, the 

priority on relationship building, and an averse perception of “politics”—played out 

through three emergent themes: that of a salient DACA identity, a rights-based 

orientation in the movement, and a notion of being politicized by others, not political 

unto themselves. Through applying Nasir & Kirshner’s analytic framework for moral and 

civic identity (2003), these results clarified the institutional context for undocumented 

advocacy, the cultural practices of local and national organizations, and the social 

interactions that helped to shape identity formation. Advocates did not conceptualize a 

particular political identity, though they reportedly felt a sense of solidarity and 
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belonging to their respective local organizations and the movement more generally. All 

advocates had felt compelled through their relationships with others to become involved 

and take on greater leadership responsibilities in the movement, and all expressed an 

aversion to formal political involvement, especially to partisan affiliations. Intense 

political involvement, from local lobbying to speaking directly with President Obama, 

was characterized as being motivated by a justice orientation to promoting and protecting 

immigrants’ rights (Westheimer and Kahne, 2004).  

This type of involvement that maintains a complex relationship of interacting with 

formal political systems while retaining outside-system strategies and status does not 

adhere cleanly to other frameworks of political and civic engagement—in other words, 

citizenship. Advocates demonstrated a clear sense of belonging to the movement that 

encompassed some importance of cultural, reconstructionist, and transnational citizenship 

recognition, though did not exclusively operate through these approaches (Abowitz & 

Harnish, 2006). Bosniak’s (2000) argument for a pluralist citizenship recognized the 

claims to citizenship rights, legal status, political activity, and collective identity, 

although linked these to a denationalized domain. However, the undocumented student 

movement, in fact, bases its political efforts on the reification of the nation-state’s ability 

to confer certain rights, protections, and privileges, and capitalizes upon the salience of 

undocumented youth residing within the nation-state’s borders for a set period of time 

(such as the qualifications for DACA). Thus, the movement does not fit squarely within 

past frameworks for imagining citizenship, and requires a reimagined concept of 

citizenship.  



	

	 112 

Influenced by Yosso’s (2005) proposition of aspirational capital through 

community cultural wealth, as well as the frameworks set forth by Abowitz & Harnish 

(2006) and Bosniak (2000), I consider undocumented advocates’ engagement to be a 

feature of a new form of citizenship: aspirational citizenship. As noted at the start of the 

Chapter Four, aspirational citizenship signifies and appreciatively acknowledges 

undocumented advocates’ simultaneous maintenance of positions outside the bipartisan 

political system and claim of state-sanctioned features of citizenship, such as protections 

from deportation, voting rights, recognition of residency for college tuition and other 

purposes, wage protections, and more. My outlining and usage of aspirational citizenship 

here differs from previous references to the term that describe aspiring economic mobility 

(Maira, 2008). Rather, “aspirational” used in this context draws from Yosso’s definition 

of aspirational capital that acknowledges the collective, communal power in “the ability 

to maintain hopes and dreams for the future, even in the face of real and perceived 

barriers” (2005, p. 77). Aspirational citizenship encompasses the movement’s and 

advocates’ consistent work toward greater immigrant rights, most of all through 

education and awareness of the possibilities based on past legal gains. While the DREAM 

Act failed to pass Congress, and there are no working plans toward comprehensive 

immigration reform at the federal level currently, advocates “maintain hopes and dreams” 

in their outreach programs to empower communities, and push for policy victories from 

the local to the federal level. The advocates’ work extended beyond activism, though, as 

it represented more than a singular-issue campaign. It symbolized a project of citizenship, 

as Abowitz and Harnish (2006) defined it: membership, group identity, a common set of 
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values for the common good, participation in political life, and increased knowledge of 

“laws, documents, structures, and processes of governance” (p. 653). Whereas 

undocumented advocates in this study did not conceptualize their political identities in 

widely-conceived political terms, they reflected on the cumulative impact of being 

empowered through their movement involvement and having gained senses of belonging, 

communal membership, shared values and experiences, and an increased knowledge of 

the laws that govern the very real circumstances of their lives.  

Aspirational citizenship merges three bodies of work: aspirational capital, theories 

of citizenship, and citizenship education. This concept of citizenship considers collective 

rights as well as justice-oriented participation in public and political life. As such, it 

offers an alternative to more passive, traditional notions of citizenship that are based in 

the US historical legacy of white supremacy, exclusivity of individual rights based on 

race, property, and maleness (Urrieta and Reidel, 2008). This is useful for three reasons: 

first, counter notions of citizenship make space in greater discourse to re-conceptualize 

citizen rights, protections, involvement, and functioning methods of inclusion and 

exclusion. Secondly, in schools, which have historically been tasked with educating the 

citizenry (Tyack, 1974), educators and students alike can use aspirational citizenship to 

conceptualize “the citizen” as a member of sociocultural-political histories and 

communities that extend beyond the individual and draw connections between pasts, 

present realities, and visions for the future. Thirdly, as Bosniak (2000) argued, citizenship 

is an essentially “appraisive” concept that connotes intrinsic value. As Urrieta and Reidel 

(2008) contended, many White US citizens have not had to critically examine their 
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citizenship, though still conceive of it as a good, beneficial status. Aspirational 

citizenship offers a way for undocumented advocates and allies to make claims of rights 

and belonging within a citizenship discourse to those who uncritically value their own 

citizenship, such as White educators, administrators, and policymakers (Urrieta, Kolano, 

& Jo, 2015). This concept can serve as one more discursive tool, along with humanizing 

Stories of Self and other practices, to advance the advocacy work of the movement. 

The undocumented advocacy movement has created a multi-level form of 

citizenship through the shared experience of extreme legal exclusion. Mechanisms for 

positive identification, as evidenced across the findings and overarching themes, 

generated aspirational capital that advocates continued to spread through local outreach 

programs, state and national campaigns, and other efforts. The membership and collective 

identity cultivated through shared aspirational citizenship may not be conceptualized as 

“political”, although it is engaged, active, and duty-driven toward the advancement of the 

shared cause: to educate and empower the immigrant community. 
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Chapter 6: Discussion & Implications 

DISCUSSION 

The three emergent themes that arose from my study analysis have been 

referenced by prior research on undocumented student advocates (Seif, 2004; Abrego, 

2008; Negrón-Gonzales, 2014). Because these studies and other related literature often 

focus on undocumented students in California (Negrón-Gonzales, 2014; Nicholls, 2013; 

Hinton, 2015; Huber & Malagon, 2006; Madera et al., 2008; Valdivia & Valdivia, 2014), 

the Texas context explored in this research broadens the field and contributes to research 

on undocumented student advocacy across the United States. While the visibility of the 

California advocates has a long history in scholarly literature, highlighting the policy 

history, activist work, and narratives of Texas advocates can bridge the gap from events 

that are “only on the news”, as Ana remembered, to being highly relevant and impacted 

by current youth in the present. 

Positive means of communal and individual identification, social justice rights-

based commitments to fight oppression, and aversion to dominant, oppressive systems—

the themes of this study—are features of former scholarly work regarding political and 

collective identity development and critical race theory (Ladson-Billings, 1998; Della 

Porta & Diani, 2006; Solórzano, 1997; Urrieta, 2010). If educational research is to 

address any of the clear, harmful inequities in education and society, then it must propose 

ways of thinking and working against exclusion and oppression that are useful to 

individuals and groups, as well as to larger-scale shifts in discourse. Similar to the 
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findings by Negrón-Gonzales (2014) in her work with California undocumented students’ 

re-articulatory practices of “illegality” and the “citizen”, the Texas undocumented 

advocates in this study described becoming outspoken, organized advocates as a means 

of re-casting what it means to be undocumented in Texas. Instead of isolation and fear—

as Rosario, Ana, Miguel Antonio mentioned—the undocumented advocacy organizations 

on campuses and in regions provided the means to re-frame being “undocumented” to 

being “unafraid”, and to begin a process of authorship as active agents of change in and 

for the wider immigrant community. Positive identification of self and circumstances, in 

other research as AB 540 students (Abrego, 2008), Chicano activist educators (Urrieta, 

2010), recast “citizens” (Negrón-Gonzales, 2014), and here as DACAmented, impacted 

perceptions of self-control over one’s future, personal agency, and the power of 

communal connections. Community-based relationships fueled a commitment to advance 

immigrant rights and welfare among advocates, which advocates pursued by making 

claims to spaces of political change (i.e. state legislatures and Congress) while 

maintaining an oppositional, aversive approach (Negrón-Gonzales, 2009, 2014) to the 

formal politics that have denigrated immigrant communities through vitriolic discourse 

and destructive social, economic, and deportation policies (Seif, 2004; Valdivia & 

Valdivia, 2014). This is not to say that undocumented advocates must coopt discourses of 

citizenship. Although, the negotiated tensions of in-system and out-of-system political 

identities and involvement have undoubtedly empowered undocumented advocates to 

emerge as a visible and politically effective movement.  
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Supported findings of positive identification, communal rights, and political 

system tensions underlie the concept of aspirational citizenship. This chapter situates my 

study findings within existing literature on undocumented student advocate political 

identification, and distinguishes aspirational citizenship from a form of coopted discourse 

by situating it within a critical race theoretical approach. I conclude by outlining 

implications for educators, policymakers, and the undocumented student movement, as 

well as suggestions for further research. 

 Extant research on the political identification of undocumented immigrant 

communities and student advocates has revealed similar findings relating to processes of 

positive legal identification and navigation of liminal positions within the legal-political 

system (Gonzales, 2008; Abrego, 2008, 2011; Hinton, 2015). However, this study 

contributes to current research by applying Nasir and Kirshner’s (2003) identity 

formation framework to examine the specific social interactions, processes, and practices 

that facilitate this negotiation and subsequent identification. Positive legal-political 

identification was found to contribute to legal and rights-based claims-making among 

undocumented immigrant residents and students in California (Abrego, 2008, 2011). In 

one case, Abrego (2008) found that undocumented university students were able to utilize 

the in-state tuition legislation—Assembly Bill 540—as a positive identifier that 

referenced their legal access to higher education, rather than marginal status. Similarly, 

Negrón-Gonzales (2014) described the story-sharing practice of undocumented 

advocates, present in my study and in strategies across the national movement, as a form 
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of “personal-political counter-narrative” (p. 274) that served to create a positive sense of 

belonging and self-representation amidst hegemonic, oppressive anti-immigrant forces.  

Likewise, collective senses of belonging have been shown to contribute to 

coalition building among advocates and legislators. Seif (2004) documented the shared 

ethnic identification of “Latino” that united many Mexican-American California 

legislators with undocumented advocates to pass the in-state tuition bill, AB 540, and 

other beneficial legislation. In this case, a shared communal sense of ethnic identity and 

historical connection led to positive identification that mobilized political action 

(Covarrubias, 2011b; Tejeda, 2011). In the findings presented here, the passage and 

widespread notification of DACA have provided a legal-political foothold akin to what 

in-state tuition legislation allowed in 2001 in both Texas and California (Rincón, 2008). 

DACA is simultaneously an enormous victory and yet not enough, lacking the 

comprehensive span to include the entire undocumented immigrant community (Valdivia 

& Valdivia, 2014). Thus, DACA acts as a positive identifier within the current social-

legal-political system, as well as inspiration to aspire toward ongoing policy victories and 

claims to rights. In light of the lack of comprehensive immigration reform at the federal 

level (United We Dream, n. d.), ongoing pushes for legislation across local, state, and 

federal levels could proffer other positive identifiers that adapt to the movement’s work 

and vision in order to combat marginalization and generate further legal footholds for 

undocumented advocates’ claims-making. 

 Given the past significance of positive personal and institutional identification for 

movement progress, it is useful to apply a citizenship lens to undocumented advocates’ 



	

	 119 

claims to rights, strategies of political engagement, and positive identification through 

policy successes. The “appraisive” quality of citizenship, while varying in exact 

definition (Bosniak, 2000; Urrieta & Reidel, 2008), connotes value for employing it in 

social spaces dominated by hegemonic rhetoric such as schools, capitol buidings, and 

universities. This is not to suggest that undocumented advocates should aspire to a 

singular agenda of “citizenship”. Instead, my proposed concept of aspirational citizenship 

serves as a conceptual tool for communicating belonging, rights, and claims in a variety 

of spaces. While other literature has suggested a rejection of the state-imposed notion of 

citizenship (Unzueta Carrasco & Seif, 2014), a reframed concept of citizenship draws 

upon three bodies of work: aspirational capital and community cultural wealth (Yosso, 

2005), citizenship theories on resoncstructionist, transnational, and cultural forms of 

citizenship (Bosniak, 2000; Abowitz & Harnish, 2006; Rosaldo, 1994; Flores, 1997), and 

citizenship education (Banks, 2004, 2008; Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). The diagram 

below outlines the conceptual contributions of each area: 
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Figure 1: Aspirational Citizenship Conceptual Map 
 

The concept of aspirational citizenship serves multiple purposes. First, 

aspirational citizenship encompasses the determined and hopeful negotiation of rights 

that the undocumented community must perform through a liminal legal space in order to 

advance legal-rights claims (Abrego, 2011; Menjívar, 2006). Aspirational capital, put 

forth by Yosso as “the ability to hold on to hope in the face of structured inequality” 

(2005, p. 77), prioritized in this concept acknowledges the empowered yet consistently 

marginalized position of undocumented advocates who continue to fight for the “right 

side of history” while maintaining their own identity outside of the political system. 

Negrón-Gonzales (2009) termed this tense negotiation “oppositional consciousness”. 

Second, disregarding all forms of citizenship runs the risk of ignoring some of the major 

claims and demands of the undocumented advocacy movement since the major policies 

so ardently fought for rely upon governmental passage, design, implementation, and 

appropriate regulation. To reject notions of citizenship and its “appraisive value” 
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altogether runs the risk of seemingly accepting marginalizing discourses of “citizenism”, 

where condoned citizens are favored in the sociopolitical-legal system (Tijerina Revilla 

& Rangel-Medina, 2011). Aspirational citizenship acknowledges desired access to 

aspects of state-sanctioned citizenship in the dominant system while making space for 

innovations by marginalized groups upon the notion of what it means to be a citizen 

(Varsanyi, 2006; Negrón-Gonzales, 2014). The four general features of citizenship that 

Bosniak (2000) outlined—legal status, rights, political activity, and collective identity—

are encapsulated in this new concept of citizenship and also make clear the breadth of 

demands of the movement. While it is important to intentionally disrupt hegemonic 

constructions of the “citizen” (Negrón-Gonzales, 2009, 2014), putting a name to evolving 

forms of agency and rights-claiming reifies the positive collective action taking place in 

organizations across Texas and the nation, and can be considered part of re-positioning 

advocates in dominant political rhetoric (Urrieta, 2010). Finally, aspirational citizenship 

follows a critical race theory (CRT) approach, elaborated below, that historicizes 

advocates’ anti-oppressive work, honors the emphasis on community and relationships, 

and acknowledges the intersections of sociocultural factors in identity positioning: race, 

gender, sexuality, and class. CRT significantly distinguishes aspirational citizenship as 

critical of dominant systems of power and actively aspiring to alter them through 

collective action. 

 My usage of aspirational citizenship follows the five critical race theory (CRT) 

tenets, as outlined by Solórzano (1997). First, the centrality and intersectionality of race 

and racism—and others forms of oppression—are recognized as integral to the advocates’ 
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work. Although advocates observed and interviewed in this study did not speak explicitly 

to their own racial identity or experience, the data revealed a shared understanding for the 

need to advance the well-being and rights of communities of color, broadly speaking. For 

instance, Marisol, Rosario, and Sheridan in particular spoke to the importance of 

understanding the undocumented movement as part of the broader contemporary civil 

rights movement to advance rights for working-class, communities of color, and those 

facing gender and sexuality discrimination. This represented a break from past Latina/o-

centered movement identity, yet also a move toward greater inclusion and recognition of 

intersecting struggles of race and citizenship in mainstream US society.  

Second, aspirational citizenship recognizes that advocates seek to challenge 

dominant ideology. Advocates no longer aspire to the state-dictated forms of citizenship 

that would require assimilative whitewashing. Aspirational citizenship connotes an 

interest in working beyond the status quo indicators of formal citizenship, such as 

whiteness (Urrieta & Reindel, 2008) and a Social Security Number. Rather, advocates 

sought to “humanize” the political process, as Juan said, through sharing their own stories 

and to change the dominant narrative of “good” and “bad” immigrants, which had been 

adopted by mainstream rhetoric as well as earlier iterations of the undocumented 

movement (Negrón-Gonzales, 2014; Nicholls, 2013). Thanks to the prior work of those 

in the movement who combatted the demonized image of undocumented immigrants 

(Ngai, 2004; De Genova, 2006), undocumented advocates nowadays face relative 

protections due to widespread visibility and humanization of the “immigrant” image 

(Abrego, 2011). The impact of these humanization efforts is evidenced by the passage of 
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supportive legislation, and the changes to some ideologies through outspoken allyship 

from educators, legislators, and organizations (United We Dream, n. d.).  

Third, as Marisol and others spoke to in their interviews, Texas advocates’ work 

is committed to advancing social justice for all oppressed communities. Aspirational 

citizenship is not a mildly adapted, uncritical form of citizenship for the purpose of one 

group’s inclusion. Instead, it encompasses the drive toward better futures and collective 

liberation of those across subordinated groups and identities through and in spite of an 

oppressive, hegemonic system.  

Fourth, the passage of experiential knowledge heavily informs aspirational 

citizenship. Yosso described aspirational capital, a central feature of this concept, as 

“developed within social and familial contexts, often through linguistic storytelling and 

advice (consejos) that offer specific navigational goals to challenge (resist) oppressive 

conditions” (2005, p. 77). As noted above, advocates drew heavily upon the consejos of 

friends, teachers, and mentors to become involved. Their testimonios or “counter-

narratives” (Negrón-Gonzales, 2014) were a key cultural practice to share their 

experiences in hopes of, as Edilsa phrased it, softening the hearts of policymakers. Just as 

Juan and his brother utilized their privileged moments with President Obama to share 

their family’s story, aspirational citizenship harnesses the collective strength of the 

relational bonds created through story-sharing and other practices in order to display 

shared aspirational capital. The stories of successes within the movement and of 

individuals that are consistently shared among organizations perpetuate the hope to aspire 

toward even better policy and greater social-political-legal access. Story-sharing in the 
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undocumented movement strategically seeks to overturn dominant assumptions and 

discourses that perpetuate immigrant marginalization.  

And fifth, aspirational citizenship supports the final CRT tenet by challenging 

“ahistoricism” and the “undisciplinary focus of most analyses” (Solórzano, 1997, p. 7) on 

citizenship that remain whitewashed and taken for granted by many who hold a 

sanctioned citizenship status (Kennedy, 2007; Urrieta & Reindel, 2008). As evidenced 

across interviews, document analysis, and observations, the movement today has adjusted 

to be more inclusive of the intersections among the immigrant community as a whole 

rather than a singular image of the high-achieving, college-bound DREAMer. 

Undocumented Texas advocates expressed the importance of standing in solidarity with 

the LGBT and queer community, other communities of color, working-class and low-

income communities, and women. While these communities contain people of various 

identities and documentation statuses, advocates still are acknowledging these 

intersections and how being “undocumented” impacts people in both common and unique 

ways, and throughout history. Aspirational citizenship does not demand a singular form 

of recognition; it aspires to enhance the rights of all those facing marginalization, 

oppression, and exclusion. It does not consider one, comprehensive policy solution to 

ever be enough—there is always something to fight for and aspire towards. 

 The identity formation framework proposed by Nasir & Kirshner (2003) coincides 

with aspirational citizenship. They provided an analytical framework that accounted for 

three nested levels of identity development: institutional contexts, cultural practices, and 

social interactions. Aspirational citizenship’s influence from other forms of citizenship 
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and citizenship education accounts for the historical construction of institutional 

interactions. It emphasizes the importance of positive, hope-instilling social institutions 

that offer places of inclusion. For instance, Plyler v. Doe 1982, the Supreme Court ruling 

conferring public K-12 education to undocumented youth, has institutionalized schools as 

legally recognized social contexts (Gonzales, Heredia, Negrón-Gonzales, 2015). 

Similarly, as Edilsa mentioned in her interview, even in the face of significant political 

defeat such as the failure of the DREAM Act to pass Congress in 2010, the context 

provided by the advocacy movement empowered members to feel “as if nothing 

happened” and regroup quickly. 

Furthermore, aspirational citizenship relies upon cultural practices—such as the 

Story of Self, “ice-breakers”, and other forms of encouraged involvement—to generate 

positive bonds that continue collective aspirations. As many advocates shared, USO’s 

volunteer projects served as cultural practices that were unique to the organization as well 

as significant for community outreach and education. In other words, USO’s projects 

sought to exchange aspirational capital between advocates, community members, and 

allies, in all directions (Yosso, 2005). For example, Karla’s mentor, an attorney-ally to 

the undocumented movement, encouraged her to become involved with other 

undocumented students. Likewise, during public testimony presented in the Texas state 

legislative hearing on SB 1819, the story-sharing that undocumented advocates across the 

state participated in as part of their speeches resonated deeply with Miguel Antonio to 

reinforce his sense of belonging in the movement and aspirations for continued work. 

These practices contributed to the authorship of activist or advocate identities with the 
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ability to enact activist agency in multiple forms and spaces (Urrieta, 2010), despite 

policy setbacks. 

In addition, the social interactions among involved members led them to aspire to 

become engaged and take on leadership positions. Many advocates had reported that 

hearing the identifying claim of being “undocumented and unafraid” disrupted their 

previous notions of how they were socially positioned as silenced and fearfully on the 

margins, and inspired new forms of self-authorship and action. Nasir & Kirshner’s (2003) 

three-tiered analytic framework helps to operationalize the concept of aspirational 

citizenship across institutional contexts, cultural practices, and social interactions, and 

clarifies the ways in which undocumented advocates in Texas uniquely conceptualize 

their own political identities as largely DACAmented, rights-oriented, and outside the 

political system though politically effective. 

IMPLICATIONS 
	

This study carries implications for three primary audiences: educators, 

policymakers, and undocumented advocates. As an activist-research project, the 

implications of my study are meant to advance the work of undocumented advocates in 

Texas and elsewhere. For K-12 educators, the facilitation of connections among 

undocumented students earlier on in the educational pipeline could assist in more positive 

identity development for younger students. Schools often are able to generally note their 

enrolled undocumented students through a lack of a Social Security Number, and 

assignment of a state-issued school identification number (Texas Education Agency, 
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2016). Curriculum that acknowledges the diversity of immigrant experiences rather than 

the homogenous “melting pot” narrative, and situates immigrant residents as positive, 

impactful members of contemporary society, could help to ameliorate the fear of “coming 

out” that undocumented youth reportedly experience. In addition, the literature regarding 

traditional, participatory, and active citizenship ambiguously defines the “good” citizen 

as someone who is engaged in their civic and social life (Urrieta and Reidel, 2008; 

Westheimer & Kahne, 2004; Banks, 2004; Lechuga, Clerc, and Howell, 2009). Educator 

recognition of active aspirational citizenship would serve to acknowledge undocumented 

students’ opportunities for civic and political engagement, with the aim of increasing 

spaces for recognition and connections among students (Pérez, 2009; Gonzales, Heredia, 

& Negrón-Gonzales, 2015). From a critical perspective, recognition of aspirational 

citizenship in other social-legal-political spaces does not just establish further discourses 

of access for undocumented advocates, it also serves to highlight the contradictions 

inherent in fixating upon particular features of formal citizenship as solely legitimating 

(i.e. governmental documentation, voting, constructions of whiteness, etc.).  

Through vocalized support and positive curricula, educators can demonstrate their 

allyship to undocumented students, making themselves available for guidance, assistance, 

and stronger relationships. As Ana suggested in reflecting on her high school teacher-

allies, it is important to “be a really outspoken teacher” because undocumented students 

are “always left behind”. It is not enough to passively support undocumented students—

educator allies to the undocumented and immigrant movements must make their allyship 

visible to students and their communities in order to have any meaningful impact. 
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Educators must exemplify “civic courage” to engage students of all legal statuses to 

actively participate in the democracy in which we reside (Giroux, 1980; Darling-

Hammond, 1996). Counselors in particular, who may be dealing with both social-

emotional and college-career advising for high school students, should consider reaching 

out to local undocumented advocacy organizations and bringing them in to create 

mentoring partnerships with younger students. 

For educators in institutions of higher education, this study contains both policy 

and programmatic implications. Higher education faculty, staff, professionals and 

administrators can express vocal support for undocumented student advocacy groups in 

public and legislative settings to aids in protecting existing in-state tuition and other 

educational access policies. Additionally, the intentional development and investment in 

programs that provide education, outreach and connections for incoming undocumented 

students clearly can introduce these individuals into new and meaningful communities. 

New student orientations, such as the ones cited by interviewed participants, as well as 

college mentorship programs, academic and financial advising support that are tailored to 

transition undocumented students into higher education can connect them with other 

outspoken advocates and allies early on and across the college and/or university, and 

serve to create a welcoming campus culture of awareness and demonstrable support. If an 

undocumented advocacy organization does not exist on a campus, higher education 

professionals—faculty and/or staff—should consider seeking current students to sponsor 

in creating such organizations. 



	

	 129 

Furthermore, United We Dream holds National Educator Ally Coming Out Days 

through social media outlets, and provides flyers for higher education professionals to 

publicly display their support for the undocumented student movement on office 

windows and walls. This individual-level demonstration goes beyond institutional 

support—it can make a “safe space” of sorts for undocumented students to identify 

supportive educators (Reddick & Pritchett, 2015). 

In the policy-making realm, there are many efforts that should be taken to 

advance the rights of immigrant residents. From the localized municipal levels to state 

government, policymakers can push forward bills that ease social and political access for 

undocumented residents and those with fluctuating legal statuses (López, 2007). These 

bills may include county policies to opt out of federal Immigration Customs and 

Enforcement reporting procedures (Aguilar, 2016), municipal identification cards, 

publishing public information in multiple languages for the local area, and sponsoring 

area college scholarships for graduating undocumented high school students. At the state 

level, in-state tuition and financial aid policies, such as HB 1403 and SB 1528 in Texas, 

greatly enhance educational access for undocumented students. Preservation of these 

policies, and continued legislation that promotes higher education access, is incredibly 

important. Likewise, expedient implementation of federal programs, such as the 

expansion of DACA and DAPA, the counterpart for parents of American citizens and 

legal residents, should be prioritized.  

Much like the Educator Coming Out Days, legislators who are allied with 

undocumented students should make public demonstrations of support. Through my own 
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research from the Texas legislature, and similar to Seif’s work (2004), self-identified 

Mexican-American and Latina/o legislators frequently work in caucuses and coalitions 

that prioritize beneficial legislation for the immigrant community. By speaking at press 

conferences, authoring supportive bills, and voting for progressive legislation, state-level 

policymakers can advance the safety, access, and efforts of the undocumented 

community. Moreover, vocally disavowing exclusionary and dehumanizing policies such 

as militarized border control, immigrant detention, and “show me your papers” policies 

that permit law enforcement to demand proof of legal residency, can offer significant and 

meaningful opportunities to the movement. Clearly, given the high level of politicization 

surrounding immigration, not all policymakers are willing to take these steps. However, 

the undocumented movement has gained policy victories precisely because of its work 

across party lines. Allies across the aisle can advance legislation that benefits the most 

legally marginalized populations, and hopefully lead to the passage of other policies 

through bipartisan collaboration. 

Of course, immigration regulation ultimately rests with the federal government. 

Comprehensive immigration reform offering formal privileges and protections of 

immigrants’ rights would greatly advance the work of the movement. While there is 

never a singular perfect policy remedy since social, political, and economic 

circumstances change drastically requiring policies to adjust, comprehensive immigration 

reform that supports “justice for all immigrants” as advocated for by United We Dream 

and affiliate groups must continue to be a priority for legislators seeking inclusive, safe, 

and fair immigration policy (United We Dream, n. d.). 
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Finally, this research is meant for the purposes of undocumented advocates and 

the greater movement. As evidenced in the data and presented here, the ongoing 

promotion of localized projects has a meaningful impact—both personal and political, in 

terms of group affiliation and knowledge—on the undocumented community. Not only 

are the projects promoting positive policies such as DACA and anti-deportation 

measures, they serve as powerful recruitment opportunities and transformative 

experiences for those looking to become involved in a community of peers. USO, 

featured in this study, recently undertook the creation of a localized mentorship program 

with public school youth. Advancing programs such as this, as well as perhaps 

establishing undocumented organizations in high schools and below through partnerships 

with school counselors and administrators at the K-12 level, could strengthen coalition-

building and provide safe spaces for positive means of identification, belonging, agency 

development for youth of all ages and their families to live without fear.  

CONCLUSION 

In summary, the question of how undocumented advocates conceptualize their 

political identities depends upon a social justice-oriented collective identity that 

capitalizes on the shared experiences and bonds of members. This identity has been 

shaped by policy victories, grassroots campaigns, and localized organizational projects 

that recapitulate a positive identification. While this research is not generalizable for all 

undocumented students’ experiences, it does contribute an understanding to how 

undocumented advocates in Texas take up this activist identity to navigate institutions 
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and systems in order to build organizations, heighten their visibility, and educate and 

empower the immigrant community to reach shared objectives and demands. For those in 

positions of allyship, the resulting concept of aspirational citizenship can help to 

contextualize these hard-won efforts in a way that simultaneously recognizes the 

collective power and extreme marginalization of the undocumented community and 

advocacy movement. Employing positive, affirming frameworks can help to shift from 

harmful mainstream rhetoric that serves to alienate and dehumanize the immigrant 

community.  

Further research should examine the life histories of undocumented students and 

advocates (Urrieta, Kolano, and Jo, 2015), and follow ongoing legislative developments 

and their impact on advocates’ identities and abilities to make greater claims to 

educational and other rights. With over 11 million undocumented residents in the US, it is 

imperative that research be geographically diverse to heighten visibility of the breadth 

and history of the advocacy movement. Through ongoing research, community 

collaboration, and advocacy, advocates and allies can continue to empower the immigrant 

community and work toward greater forms of justice. 
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Appendix 
	
	

Email Script for Participant Recruitment 
 

 
Hello, [potential participant name], 

 I hope you are well. As you may remember from our work together during the 

state legislative session, I am currently a graduate student at UT and am beginning work 

on my final Master’s thesis. Given the work we did together last spring, I am interested in 

researching how undocumented college students, and college graduates who attended 

Texas universities as HB1403 affidavit students, conceptualize their political identities as 

actors and/or activists. 

 I am conducting interviews with interested participants. Interviews last 

approximately 90 minutes, and can be conducted via Skype or in-person. If you are 

interested in participating in this study, please call me at xxx-xxx-xxxx (my cell phone 

number) to discuss details of the study and give your verbal assent to participate. 

Identifying information will be kept confidential, and only pseudonyms will be used 

unless you explicitly insist otherwise.  

 While there is no monetary compensation for participating in this study, the 

results will contribute to the current lack of research on Texas undocumented students’ 

perspectives on activist and advocacy work. 

 Thank you for your consideration, I hope to hear from you soon. 

Best, 

Chloe Sikes, Cell: XXX-XXX-XXXX 
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Guide for semi-structured interview questions 
 

1. How long have you been involved in [undocumented student organization]? 

2. How did you hear about the group? 
 

3. How did you become involved? 
 

4. What types of roles or activities have you participated in with the group? 

5. What keeps you motivated to be involved in the group? 

6. Are you involved in other advocacy/activist work or efforts?  

a. How did you get involved with these? 

7. Do you think you will continue advocacy and/or activism work after leaving the 

group? 

a. (If yes) Why?; (If no) Why not?  

b. How do you plan to continue this work? 

8. (For alumni): Have you continued advocacy and/or activism work since leaving 

college?  

a. (If yes) Why?; (If no) Why not? 

b. Where have you done/do you do this work? 

9. Is this work political, in your view?  

a. (Follow-up): In other words, does your work have a policy-based 

objective or raise the political awareness of others? 

10. How do you view the impact of your advocacy work in the group? 

a. (Follow-up): Has your work been impactful? In what ways? 

i. (If no), why not? 
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