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This study sought to research and documents the experiences of a group of 

Mexican undocumented college graduates in the state of Texas. Mexican students were 

chosen for this study because they are the largest undocumented group residing not only 

in the United States, but also in the state of Texas. Furthermore, this study revealed 

perceived and real opportunities Mexican undocumented students have after college 

graduation. The study focused on college choice as aspirational capital, Latina/o critical 

race theory (LatCrit) through testimonios as counternarratives, social capital, and cultural 

wealth to frame a discussion on the post-college experiences of Mexican undocumented 

college graduates. Furthermore, the study provided a review of legislation and policies 

addressing the broader immigration context. Overall, this study concluded that for the 

participants in this study, social capital as well as cultural wealth played important roles 

in how critical connections and networks operated. After exposure to social capital, 

participants were able to build their own networks and by tailoring it to their unique 
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needs, were able to help their community by providing access and information about the 

college admissions process and available options after college graduation. In doing so, 

they were able to adapt, thrive, and survive within racist and discriminatory societal 

structures. College choice played a pivotal part in this study, but given the participants’ 

immigration status, they were left to attend institutions in their home state of Texas. 

However, given the participants academic acumen, they were able to attend and graduate 

from the state’s premier public flagship institution. Through their testimonios, activism, 

and civic engagement the participants shared their experiences as undocumented college 

students as well as college graduates.  In the process, participants dispelled myths about 

their intellectual abilities and their potential to succeed. Still, their options were limited 

given their lack of a social security number.  This study contributed to the limited 

literature about opportunities and challenges Mexican undocumented college students 

face upon degree completion. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Introduction 

The inscription on the Statue of Liberty reads, “Give me your tired, your poor, 

your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, the wretched refuse of your teeming shore. 

Send these, the homeless, tempest-tossed to me, I lift my lamp beside the golden door!” 

(The Statue of Liberty website, 2011). Under the premise of opportunities and the allure 

of a better life, people around the world leave lives, family, friends and support networks 

to start anew. For most of these people, the United States is the destination as they pursue 

their elusive American dream. Reasons for immigrants to come to the United States are 

many: political, religious or ethnic persecution, economic reasons or social mobility 

(Suárez Orozco & Suárez Orozco, 2002).  

Some immigrants come through the front door while many others enter through 

the porous border between the United States and Mexico. For those who come in 

anonymity and undocumented, the stakes are high as some may risk their lives in the 

process. As if that were not enough, some people bring with them not only their dreams 

and aspirations, they bring with them their most precious possession—their children.  

These children will eventually integrate into American public school systems across the 

nation. Recently, the U.S. Census Bureau (2010) and Passel and Cohn (2011) reported 

that the United States is home to almost 40 million foreign-born individuals. This figure 

includes both documented and undocumented immigrants from around the world. Of this, 

nine percent of the foreign-born population is under 18 years of age, and will be part of 

the education pipeline. As they go through the K-12 education system, many are drilled 
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about the importance of attending college and how this choice can positively alter the rest 

of their lives.  

Nevertheless, their goal of attending postsecondary education institutions and 

potentially integrating themselves into the American way of life is mostly out of their 

reach. The lack of affordable opportunities to attend college—coupled with a strong anti-

immigrant sentiment and political battles over the rights of undocumented immigrants—

has made attending college for some undocumented immigrants a highly implausible 

goal. Many of these students are low-income and first-generation college goers who have 

few resources to turn to for advice on how to pursue college education or the resources to 

continue beyond college graduation.    

Undocumented youth in the United States grow up in less-than-ideal situations. 

Most face issues such as poverty, limited educational opportunities beyond high school, 

inferior employment opportunities, and a substandard quality of life among others. Yet, 

some manage to overcome adversity and distinguish themselves academically. Although 

these students have the will to pursue a military career or the intellect to compete in 

academia, their aspirations and goals are short lived due to their immigration status. The 

challenges are many and come in different forms, yet their persistence and resiliency 

(Albrecht, 2007; Barato 2009; Lopez, 2010) give them the courage to confront 

unimaginable battles on their quest to legalize their immigration status. Undocumented 

immigrant students worry about these obstacles, but they must also worry about 

opportunities afforded to them after college graduation.  
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Undocumented students, like some of their documented or native-born Latina/o 

peers, face similar challenges and adverse situations along their educational pathways 

(Apple & Buras, 2006; Gándara & Contreras, 2009; Olivas, 2006). Much of the research 

on undocumented students (Barato, 2009; Lopez, 2010; Muñoz, 2008; Olivérez, 2006; 

Rincon, 2008) highlights their high school experiences, but there is a dearth of research 

(i.e., Gonzales, 2011) on their experiences in college and beyond. Therefore, the primary 

focus of this study is to fill that gap in the literature and explore the unique experiences 

undocumented students face after college graduation.  

Education Context for Undocumented Students 

Looking at college and post-college outcomes often means having to consider the 

whole educational pipeline to better understand issues, circumstances, and decisions 

made by both documented and undocumented degree holders. For instance, dropping out 

of high school and college is an issue plaguing undocumented and U.S born Latina/o 

students alike (Fry, 2003; Gándara, 2002; Gándara & Contreras, 2009, Santiago, 2008b). 

Alarmingly, 40 percent of immigrant Mexican 16-to19-year-olds are dropouts (Fry, 

2003).  Another issue is that of cost and affordability. Eighty percent of Latina/o 

undergraduates applied for financial aid in 2004 and received the lowest average financial 

aid award of any racial or ethnic group. Moreover, about half of these students received 

grants and the majority of Latina/o undergraduates are least likely to take out a loan to 

finance their education (Santiago, 2008a). College is becoming less affordable for most 

families, especially in the current economic recession. A recent report on higher 

education concluded that about 50 percent of high school graduates from low-income 
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families go on to college while 90 percent of high school graduates from high-income 

families do (Hersh & Merrow, 2005).  Given these stark statistics, it is evident that 

undocumented students, based on their immigration status alone, are some of the hardest 

hit and are forced to sacrifice and make difficult decisions as to how to pay for their 

college education (Diaz-Strong, Gómez, Luna-Duarte & Meiners, 2011).  

As discussed, most undocumented and U.S. born Latina/o students are concerned 

about affiliated costs, proximity, academic preparation, matriculation processes, and 

household responsibilities (Santiago, 2007) among other barriers such as academic 

preparation, low socioeconomic status, lack of college knowledge, and in some cases 

language as they pursue their college degree. Matriculating into college and benefiting 

from resident tuition rates does not guarantee employment once undocumented students 

have attained a degree, as most have to establish permanent residency (Pasque, 

Hendricks, & Bowman, 2006). Still, the United States has a unique and compelling allure 

that incites people to come in spite of hardships and other burdens.  

Undocumented students and their families are often the most vulnerable and 

probably the least informed when it comes time for them to consider higher education as 

a possibility (Gándara, Gibson, & Koyoma, 2004; Post, 2004). Some of these students are 

here simply because they came with their parents (Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 

2001). Undocumented immigrant parents and their children are more likely to be 

unfamiliar with the education system in the United States, and most do not have a 

network of peers who are knowledgeable about higher education (Auerbach, 2006). 

However, college opportunities are limited and their prospects to join the formal 
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economy after graduation are bleak and consequential. Again, this aspect was the central 

focus of this research study.  

Also, this study included a historical perspective of immigration policies and 

legislation by way of background.  When dealing with issues of immigration and 

undocumented students, it is imperative to gain an understanding of the legal issues 

around such a controversial topic. Therefore, the first section of chapter one examines 

relevant policies and legislation as a way to frame the discussion and provide context for 

the study. It helps illustrate the consequences of how policies and legislation have shaped 

the immigration landscape currently experienced in the United States.  It also includes a 

discussion of the Development, Relief, and Education for Alien Minors (DREAM) Act to 

illustrate how this proposed legislation could potentially alter the trajectory of 

undocumented students in the United States.  

For its conceptual framework, this study considers college choice as aspirational 

capital, social capital, cultural wealth, and Latina/o critical theory (LatCrit) to frame the 

discussion of undocumented students and their choices after college graduation. First, the 

investigation considered college choice as aspirational capital to determine how and why 

undocumented students choose their institutions. Many factors may come into play as 

students make their decisions, so this aspect merited an in-depth analysis to document 

this important decision-making process, even after the students have achieved their 

degree goal. This was important to explore because some undocumented students may 

have made their college choice based on how it could expand or maximize their post-

college outcomes.  Although the students who participated in this study were all college 
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graduates, the researcher felt that analyzing this component was important in order to 

completely understand their college experience. Some documented college students have 

plenty of choices: where to go to school, where to work after graduation, how to pay for 

their education, etc. However, undocumented students cannot indulge in such otherwise 

typical and mundane college experiences. Since, this research spoke about their 

experiences after college graduation, it was equally important to investigate what 

prompted them to commit to a particular institution and better understand their college 

pathways.  

Second, undocumented students must leverage their social capital to make key 

personal connections that could potentially impact their professional and personal 

trajectories. Therefore, this investigation considered how the application of social capital 

and cultural wealth benefitted or assisted undocumented students as they pursued their 

degree and employment options after graduation.  Third, LatCrit, a derivate of critical 

race theory (Delgado & Stefancic, 2000), addresses issues of inequities and pervasive 

poverty and discrimination. Hence, it aptly fitted the scope of this study. Finally, through 

transformative resistance as part of the LatCrit approach, the study provided an 

illustration of how undocumented college graduates created meaning from their adverse 

situation (Solórzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001).  

In sum, this study of undocumented students and their prospects after college 

graduation employed a conceptual framework merging college choice, social capital, and 

LatCrit theories and explored their notions, perceptions, and realities more in depth. This 

study investigated the experiences of recent undocumented college graduates from 
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Central Texas institutions in an effort to illustrate their choices and opportunities post 

graduation. Moreover, this study provides a qualitative depiction of the experiences and 

challenges undocumented students encountered as they contemplated their life options 

after college graduation.  

This introductory chapter provides an outline for the study of undocumented 

students and their post-college opportunities.  As such, this chapter is comprised of the 

following sections: 1) legislation and historic immigration policies, 2) college choice, 3) 

critical race theory and Latina/o critical race theory, 4) social capital, 5) statement of the 

problem, 6) purpose of the study, 7) research questions, 8) significance of the study, 9) 

methodology, 10) limitations, 11) delimitations, 12) definition of key terms, and 13) 

organization of the study.  

Legislation, Policy, and Research Background 

U. S. Immigration History 

When dealing with undocumented students and their post-college options it is 

important to consider immigration policies and legal contexts framing this evolving issue. 

Hence, a historical overview is warranted to understand how the United States has been 

addressing immigration issues since its inception. Immigration history and its timeline is 

vast and continues to evolve. For example, the Naturalization Act of 1790 stipulated that 

any free white person may become a citizen if they fulfilled a two-year residency 

requirement and were of good moral character. The Alien and Sedition Acts of 1798 were 

more restrictive and were designed to deport foreigners considered dangerous and also 

increased the residency requirement to 14 years. However, the residency requirement was 
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reduced to five years in 1802. In 1848, the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo ended the 

Mexican-American War and granted citizenship to about 80,000 Mexicans in Texas, 

California, and areas of the southwest. The period between 1821-1950 had approximately 

2.5 million immigrants arriving to the United States. In 1854 the Know-Nothings, a 

political party, placed restrictions on immigration targeting Irish Catholic immigrants, as 

they feared Catholicism would spread and jeopardize Protestant Americans. An Act to 

Protect Free White Labor Against Competition with Chinese Coolie Labor, and to 

Discourage The Immigration of the Chinese into the State of California or what became 

known as The Anti-Coolie Act discouraged Chinese immigration to California in 1862 

and the Naturalization Act of 1870 afforded citizenship to whites and African-Americans, 

but still excluded Asians. In 1882, the Chinese Exclusion Acts restricted all Chinese 

immigration to the United States for ten years. This Act was renewed in 1902 with no 

expiration date. In a way, this legalized and targeted discrimination based on race and 

ethnicity that could be applied to groups other than Asians as well.  

The Naturalization Act of 1906 created the Bureau of Immigration and 

Naturalization and mandated knowledge of the English language as a requirement for 

citizenship. The Expatriation Act caused women who married any foreign-born 

immigrant to automatically lose their citizenship later restored by The Cable Act of 1922. 

Many immigration restrictions were placed on Asians as they were denied entrance or 

citizenship. Acts targeting Asians, their families or women who married them included 

the Immigration Act of 1917, The Cable Act, and The Oriental Exclusion Act (Calvita, 

1984; LeMay & Elliott, 1999; Smith, 1998). During Franklin D. Roosevelt’s 
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administration, a manual labor program driven by World War II’s shortage of manpower 

in 1942 led to conversations with then Mexican President Manuel Ávila Camacho. These 

conversations enacted a wartime bilateral agreement called the Bracero Program.  

The program allowed Mexican workers into the United States to work primarily 

in agricultural fields and to a lesser extent on the maintenance of railroad tracks, and 

officially ended in 1964. The number of Braceros or “guest workers” was close to an 

estimated 4.5 million (Bickerton, 2001; Garcia, 1980). However, as Americans returned 

to take their places in the workforce many Braceros had to be repatriated to their country 

of origin giving way to the deportation of Mexicans and what became known as 

Operation Wetback. Operation Wetback “chased almost all migrants out of rural and 

urban areas” (Mines & Janvry, 1982, p. 4). Moreover, the Immigration and Nationality 

Act (INA) of 1952 eliminated all racial restrictions replacing them with nationality-based 

quotas. This Act opened the doors to immigrants with special skills to include Asians—

particularly Chinese—who had been barred from immigration preferences for the 

majority of the country’s history. This immigration policy was two-faced as it allowed 

Asians to come into the country to build the railroads and expand into the west, but it 

denied them the opportunity to gain legal status. The policy was manipulated in such a 

way that it advantaged the country and its expansion but it deprived benefits to those 

whose physical labor made the United Sates great. It also defined the meaning of aliens 

into different categories such as resident, nonresident, immigrant and nonimmigrant, 

documented and undocumented (Legal Information Institute, 2011).  
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The landmark United States Supreme Court case of Hernandez v. Texas (1954) 

decided that Mexican Americans and other racial minority groups had equal protection 

under the United States Constitution. The ruling was significant as it proved that Mexican 

Americans were considered white under the law, but were discriminated and oppressed 

unlike their white counterparts (Garcia, 2009; Olivas, 2006).  In Texas, the case of 

Independent School District v. Salvatierra (1930) concluded that public schools had no 

authority to segregate Mexican children or to exclude them from schools with white 

children solely because they were Mexican (Montoya, 2001; Valencia, 2002). More 

recently, Plyler v. Doe (1982) addressed the plight of undocumented students and access 

to public education. The Supreme Court mandated that undocumented immigrant 

children have the same right to an education as any United States citizen or permanent 

residents.  

Plyler v. Doe 

In 1982, the Supreme Court ruled in Plyler v. Doe that every child in the United 

States, regardless of immigration status, was entitled to a public education. In this highly 

relevant case about undocumented students, the Court wrote that denying unauthorized 

immigrant children a proper education would likely contribute to “…the creation and 

perpetuation of a subclass of illiterates within our boundaries, surely adding to the 

problems and costs of unemployment, welfare, and crime” (Plyler v. Doe, 1982, p. 457 

U.S. 230).  The Supreme Court mandated that unauthorized immigrant children have the 

same right to a free public education as United States citizens and permanent residents. 

Yet and still, many of these students confront the predicament of being college-bound yet 
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ineligible for in-state tuition rates or state and federal financial aid because of their 

citizenship status. According to Passel (2003) and Turnbull (2007) despite these financial 

barriers, about ten percent of these students enroll in public college and universities each 

year, but enrolling does not guarantee completion of a degree or most especially, 

employment after graduation.  

The United States, like most other countries, reserves the right to control and 

monitor its borders, but legislators have not been able to align official immigration 

policies with policy outcomes. This in turn has created a gap that exacerbates the 

common anti-immigrant mood felt by some Americans (Cornelius, Martin, Tsuda & 

Hollified, 2004; Massey, 1999).  

Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) 

The Immigration Reform and Control Act  (IRCA) of 1986 provided amnesty to 

approximately three million unauthorized immigrant residents in the U.S. continuously 

present since 1982, but also criminalized the employment of unauthorized immigrant 

laborers with the intent of eliminating further illegal immigration. However, Belanger 

(2003) reported that despite IRCA’s efforts, the number of unauthorized immigrants 

entering the U.S. continued to rise. Clearly, the misalignment of policies and outcomes 

was evident, as the number of people crossing the border did not decrease as predicted. 

This was due in part to employers hiring subcontractors for a period of time at a fixed 

rate per worker. By using these subcontractors, employers were not liable for hiring 

unauthorized immigrants as they were secured through the subcontractor.  
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IIRIRA and PRWORA 

The goal of policies to thwart unauthorized immigrant border crossings has been 

persistent. Other attempts to revise policies have included Operation Gatekeeper in 

California (Nevins, 2002; Dunn & Palafox, n.d.), Operation Hold-the-Line in Texas, and 

Operation Safeguard in Arizona (Dunn & Palafox, n.d.). Later in 1996, two acts were 

passed that directly addressed foreign-born students’ access to higher education: the 

Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRIRA) and the Personal 

Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA). Galassi (2003) 

and Santos (2006) described how the IRRIRA gives states the right to deny 

postsecondary educational benefits to unauthorized immigrant students if a U.S. citizen is 

not eligible for the same benefit. Among other items, one of the goals of this legislation 

was to scale back family immigration by increasing the income threshold needed for a 

legal resident to sponsor another family member. Congress did not anticipate or foresee 

the large number of families able to meet the established governmental threshold. Again, 

an unplanned consequence was that the number of people coming into the country did not 

decrease. Quite the contrary, it allowed immigrants to secure much-needed funds for 

reunification. According to West (2010) the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965, 

also known as The Hart-Cellar Act of 1965, “codified this social principle into law, and 

family integration become the prevailing goal for U.S. immigration policy” (p. 23). It 

seems hypocritical to claim that immigration should serve as a family unification tool for 

some families while at the same time policies are designed to keep families apart.  
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The PRWORA ignored undocumented students and those whose visas expired 

from most state and local public benefits including access to federal financial aid or 

student loans (Alfred, 2003) and gave states full authority to set their own rules (Massey, 

Durand, & Malone, 2002). Although the goal of PRWORA was to limit unauthorized 

immigration to the United States through restrictive measures, the outcomes were not 

necessarily the expected ones. As laws became more restrictive in nature, most 

immigrants were motivated to become U.S. citizens, “which would put them in position 

to sponsor the unrestricted entry of their immediate relatives” (Massey et al., 2002, p. 

96). Such unintended outcomes highlight how policies went above and beyond what 

policymakers originally intended.  

The defiant attitude from those immigrants directly affected by these statutes 

showed a resiliency and a determination to find a way to legalize their status or that of 

their loved ones. As mentioned, these conflicts between policies and their outcomes 

illustrate how these laws are grossly ineffective, as in the case of the IIRIRA and the 

PRWORA. Procedure failures such as these separated legislators’ assumptions about 

migration flows and the results their bills would accomplish. This inability to predict 

outcomes created a vicious cycle of failed policies truncating the dreams and aspirations 

of many young and dynamic individuals who seek to provide positive contributions to the 

greater society. The DREAM Act, although well intentioned, seems to be following 

similar patterns as previous failed policies.  
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The DREAM Act 

There have been several versions of the DREAM Act introduced to Congress in 

2001, 2005 and 2007 (DREAM Act Portal, 2010). Another version of the Act (S. 729) 

was introduced on March 26, 2009 in the Senate by Dick Durbin (D-IL) and Richard 

Lugar (R-IN). In the House of Representatives, the bill is called the American Dream Act 

(H.R. 1571), and was introduced that same day by Howard Berman (D-CA), Lincoln 

Diaz-Balart (R-FL), and Lucille Roybal-Allard (D-CA). In September of 2010, the 

DREAM Act was attached to the Defense Authorization Bill. This bill authorized 

appropriations for fiscal year 2011 for military activities of the Department of Defense, 

for military construction, and for defense activities of the Department of Energy, to 

prescribe military personnel strengths for such fiscal year, among other purposes. 

Unfortunately, the DREAM Act did not pass as part of the Defense Authorization Bill. 

The most recent version of the DREAM Act of 2011 (S. 952) is back in the U.S. Senate 

and is sponsored by Richard Durbin (D-IL) as a stand-alone bill (Govtrack, 2011).  

Some states have chosen to aid unauthorized immigrant students by providing in-

state tuition to their residents. These include California, Connecticut, Illinois, Kansas, 

Maryland, Nebraska, New Mexico, New York, Rhode Island, Texas, Utah, Washington, 

and Wisconsin (“Basic Facts,” 2010; Dervarics, 2007; E4FC, 2012; Kamara, 2007; 

National Conference of State Legislatures, 2011; National Immigration Law Center, 

2010). Recently, the Maryland Senate passed that state’s version of the DREAM Act 

allowing undocumented students to pay in-state tuition. Students must first attend a 

community college before transferring to a four-year institution, though (Kaplan, 2011). 
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However, states like Oklahoma repealed in-state tuition and grants to undocumented 

immigrants, but grandfathered students who were receiving this benefit prior to amending 

their state law in 2008. Connecticut passed a bill banning access to resident tuition by 

undocumented immigrants. States like Arizona, Arkansas, Colorado, Georgia, Missouri, 

North Carolina, and South Carolina implemented more restrictive measures by banning 

undocumented students from their campuses or by denying access to in-state tuition. For 

example, Arizona removed over 5,000 undocumented students from its state institutions 

because of their immigration status (National Conference of State Legislatures, 2011; 

Olivas, 2009). Bills like the one in Arizona stripped previous rights undocumented 

students had to in-state tuition. Georgia also banned undocumented students from their 

top public colleges in the state (Goyette, 2010).  

The Defense Authorization Bill has passed for the past 48 consecutive years, 

except in 2010. In that year, it contained the DREAM legislation and the controversial 

Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell when it was linked to immigration issues, which bans the 

discharge of openly gay, lesbian or bisexual service members. The DREAM legislation 

was attached to the Defense Authorization (because of its military component as an 

option to fulfill one of the needed requirements for legalization) would offer 

undocumented immigrant students raised in the country legal status if they serve at least 

two years in the military. Moreover, it has the potential to increase the military’s 

recruitment goals by allowing these patriotic people to serve the United States. Given the 

controversial subject matters attached to the Defense Authorization Bill, it is not difficult 
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to comprehend why Republicans filibustered the bill, ending Nevada’s Senator Harry 

Reid’s push to pass the DREAM Act.  

According to Hing (2010), after the filibuster, Reid met with then-House Speaker 

Nancy Pelosi to discuss the possibility of reviving the DREAM Act as a standalone bill. 

However, it remains to be seen how Senator Reid deals with John A. Boehner, the current 

Speaker of the House. If Reid succeeds in persuading Boehner to become an ally on this 

issue, it could be a significant step in addressing immigration reform in smaller bills 

rather than just one central overhaul to immigration reform. In doing so, the DREAM Act 

has more possibilities of passing and allowing these youth who are caught in this 

immigration reform limbo the opportunity to live their lives out of the shadows. It is 

important to note that Senate Republicans blocked passage of the defense bill because 

supposedly The DREAM Act and Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell have little relevance to defense. 

For instance, in an article by Stein (2010) on The Huffington Post, South Carolina 

Senator Lindsey Graham said,  

“I can’t offer those amendments. We’re going to be offering on the DREAM Act. 
The DREAM Act is a hot topic in the immigration world but not hot among our 
troops. I’ve been to Afghanistan and Iraq numerous times and I haven’t had one 
soldier ask me about the DREAM Act. Are they going to get paid more? Do they 
have the tools to win the war? I think this is politics at its worst. I stand here 
saying our party has probably abused rules in the past but not like this.”  

 

On the other hand, Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid argued in favor of attaching the 

DREAM Act to the Defense Bill. Michael Doyle, a reporter with the McClatchy 

newspaper reported on Reid’s comments about this political maneuvering of the bills. 
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According to Reid, "kids who grew up as Americans should be able to get their green 

cards after they go to college or serve in the military" (Doyle, 2010).  

Ironically, both proposals have significant implications for those who are 

currently serving, or for those who wish to serve in the military. As it pertains to The 

DREAM Act, it would allow undocumented immigrants to earn legal status by serving in 

the military, hence, boosting military recruitment.  This counters the argument of Senate 

Republicans about not having any relevance to the defense bill. Therefore, these students 

are viable military inductees. The military may be attractive to some of these students and 

considering it is an all-volunteer force, having these readily available human recruits 

could prove to be a mutually beneficial relationship. The country gets the soldiers it 

needs and these patriotic students get the opportunity to repay the opportunities given. 

According to the bill’s language, the DREAM Act proposes to legitimize 

immigrant children by allowing them the opportunity to receive residency and pursue 

higher education opportunities or the military. In order to receive the benefit,  

“Those applying must be between the ages of 12 and 35 at the time the law is 
enacted, must have arrived in the country before the age of 16, must have resided 
continuously in the United States for at least five years since the date of arrival 
and must have graduated from a U.S. high school or obtained a General Education 
Diploma” (DREAM Act, 2010.)  

 

Conditional status is then granted for the next six years. During this time, if these 

individuals serve two years in the military or complete two years of postsecondary 

education, and maintain a clean criminal record they may then apply for citizenship.  

Both versions of the DREAM Act proposed by the U.S. House of Representatives 

and by the U.S. Senate reveal striking similarities. Both bills attempt to,  
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Amend the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act of 1996 
to permit States to determine State residency for higher education purposes and to 
authorize the cancellation of removal and adjustment of status of certain alien 
students who are long-term United States residents and who entered the United 
States as children, and for other purposes (Open Congress, 2011).  

 

The documents do not mention the word illegal when referring to the students who could 

benefit by this legislation if passed. However, the one term used consistently throughout 

the documents is the word “alien.” This terminology evokes images of beings from far 

away galaxies, strangers to cultural and civil tendencies without a right to coexist. 

However, the term “alien” was first used in the Alien and Sedition Acts of 1798 signed 

by President John Adams to distinguish between immigrants and aliens where 

immigrants were a subset of aliens. These acts protected the country from enemies, 

threats of the state, and seditious attacks that could debilitate the sovereignty of the state 

and its administration (Bradburn, 2008). As mentioned earlier, the term illegal does not 

appear on the DREAM Act documents when referring to the students.  

Nativist interests have successfully attached a negative connotation of criminality 

and culpability to the undocumented population. Nativists consider immigrants hostile to 

the natural culture or mainstream sensibilities and assume that these people cannot be 

assimilated. One such example is Lou Dobbs, the former CNN show host.  

According to Daphne Eviatar, a senior reporter for The American Lawyer, Dobbs 

“vilified immigrants, supported the militarization of the U.S.-Mexico border, and favored 

the building of a fence along its entire length” (p. 2). Due to his influence, he was able to 

massively influence and manipulate the views of his audience to align with his 

xenophobic worldview through fear mongering.  
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Examples such as these make passage of the DREAM Act more complicated and 

less appealing to Americans who think their lifestyle and quality of life is being 

compromised and threatened by the growing immigrant population. This ethnocentrism 

and fear of people who look or act differently from the majority perpetuates the “us 

versus them” mentality and reinforces the inability to develop balanced policies.  As if 

that were not enough, in 2009 Congressman Joe Baca (D-CA) introduced a DREAM-like 

bill. Baca introduced the People Resolved to Obtain an Understanding of Democracy 

(PROUD) Act 2009 (H.R. 2681), which is a much-revised version of the original 

DREAM Act. According to Congressman Baca, “the PROUD Act is important 

legislation that puts our most responsible and successful immigrant students on a 

streamlined path for citizenship, while at the same time provides these motivated students 

with a strong knowledge of the fundamental values of our nation” (United States House 

of Representatives, 2010). The PROUD Act only benefits students in grades 6-12 who 

complete high school with a civics curriculum focus and are under the age of 25. 

Furthermore, there is no protection against deportation for students before graduation, no 

confidentiality clauses to protect parents, no expedited processing, and no repeal of 

federal in-state tuition restrictions.  

Those opposing the Act are vocal and have mobilized to protest passage of the bill 

calling it amnesty. For example, the Federation for American Immigration Reform 

(FAIR) calls the DREAM Act an amnesty that will “strain state budgets and harm middle 

class families who are struggling to get their own kids through college” (FAIR, 2011).  

Huntington (2004) also argues that if the United States diminishes or curtails the number 
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of illegal entries into the country, low-income salaries would rise and U.S. citizens would 

have a much better chance of attaining middle-class status. On his critique of Mexican 

immigration to the United States, he calls it a “potential threat to the country’s cultural 

and political integrity” (p. 33). Others claims include that in-state tuition for 

undocumented students will incentivize more people to illegally enter or overstay their 

visas in the U.S. Others argue that granting in-state tuition to undocumented students 

punishes legal citizens by diminishing their admission opportunities at colleges and 

universities. While a few others claim that allowing undocumented students is illegal 

because it violates IIRIRA and PRWORA sections due to their status. Yet, still some 

maintain that these students are not employable after college graduation because of their 

status; hence, no resources should be expended on them (National Conference of State 

Legislatures, 2010).  

Despite the fact that the Supreme Court decided to allow undocumented students 

access to a K-12 education, many FAIR advocates and supporters want to dilute the 

Plyler v. Doe decision and would also like to deny birthright citizenship to those children 

born to undocumented parents in the United States, a right granted by the United Sates 

Constitution’s 14th Amendment. Opponents call these American citizens “anchor 

babies.” In their opinion, the 14th Amendment is being misapplied because it was not 

intended to facilitate citizenship to undocumented immigrants who defy the rule of law 

and to those whose allegiance is not to the United States. Hence, they argue, this 

particular situation needs to be clearly defined to better articulate who receives birthright 

citizenship.  
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Those favoring the DREAM legislation have also increased the frequency and 

visibility of their demonstrations. Supporters of the DREAM Act argue that these 

students should not be deprived of a college education as a result of their parents’ 

choices. Allies of undocumented students demand they be given an opportunity to 

contribute to the overall society and the economy. Their rationale is that in-state tuition 

makes it affordable for these students to continue with their education and that having a 

significant segment of the population without access to education may increase costs to 

states and the country overall. Therefore, it is a benefit to allow undocumented students 

pursuing higher education, as they will most likely remain in this country with or without 

documentation (National Conference of State Legislatures, 2010).  

It is impossible to forecast the impact and outcome of any policy; however, the 

DREAM Act offers the possibility of redemption through determination, sacrifice and 

patriotism. These American values resonate with the majority of the population and 

embody love, compassion and a sense of obligation to this country. As such, some of 

these students have the potential to become symbols of what America prides itself to be–a 

beacon of hope. Given the passionate exchanges about unauthorized immigrant students 

and immigration in general dominating the immigration discourse if passed, the DREAM 

Act, has the potential to become a model for policies that work and accomplish much 

sought after reforms. The DREAM Act has the potential to address the issue of post-

college opportunities by providing a pathway to residency for undocumented college 

graduates who meet the Act’s requirements. Passage of this bill will undoubtedly benefit 

undocumented students by allowing them to legalize their status and by putting them on a 
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path to residency and ultimately, citizenship. In the process, these students would be able 

to find employment, obtain a driver’s license, a social security number, and be able to 

live free of the fear of deportation.  

Even though the DREAM Act has the potential to legalize many deserving 

students, it does not take into consideration the factors considered by students—

documented or not—as they choose a college that best matches their interests and/or 

needs. Moreover, undocumented students may decide on attending an institution of 

higher education based on perceived post-college outcomes. Undocumented students may 

believe that if they choose one institution over another, they may have better 

opportunities or prospects upon graduation. Hence, it is critical to understand if this is the 

case.  

The next section of this introductory chapter will address aspects of college 

choice, LatCrit, and social capital. Although these sections of the study’s conceptual 

framework will be addressed in-depth in chapter two, they are briefly mentioned here in 

order to frame the discussion about this study.  

College Choice 

According to Hossler and Gallagher (1987), college choice for traditional 18-

year-old applicants is comprised of a three-stage process: predisposition, search and 

application, and choice and attendance. Although undocumented students are outside of 

the definition of traditional applicants, they are nonetheless conventional and similar to 

their documented peers. If undocumented students choose to go to college, they will most 

likely follow the same path as their documented peers.   In the first stage, students decide 
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they are continuing with their education after high school graduation. If students are 

serious about their quest for higher education, they move on to the second stage and 

pursue college-related information such as admission deadlines, requirements, and 

financial aid in order to help them decide which institution to apply. If students have been 

admitted to colleges they move to the last phase—choice selection and attendance. At this 

stage, students consider their alternatives and decide on the college that is best suited for 

their needs. This process ends when they decide and enroll in their chosen institution. 

For some Latina/o students, the role of parents (Ceja, 2004) is important as they 

make their college choices. Parents tend to stress the importance of getting an education 

and typically give consejos or advice to their children encouraging them to pursue and 

ultimately graduate with a degree. Peers and siblings are also influential as some may 

have college knowledge and may be able to provide more information about the 

mechanics of going to college, something their parents may not necessarily have any 

experience on (Ceja, 2006). As Latina/o students decide on their institution of choice, 

research findings (Hurtado et al., 1996; Kurlander, 2006; Núnez et al., 2011; Santiago, 

2007) suggest they typically start at a community college and these colleges tend to be 

Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSIs). 

The process of choosing a college is similar for undocumented students as it is for 

Latina/o students in general. Their decision to attend any given institution of higher 

education is based on cost, proximity, and support networks (Pérez, 2010). However, 

undocumented students do not qualify for federal assistance and their options are limited 

as they are bound by their immigration status preventing them from employment or any 
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other possibilities to join the formal economy (Diaz-Strong et al., 2011; Flores, 2010; 

Olivéres, 2006; Rincón, 2008; Santiago, 2008a). It is important to reiterate that college 

choice was included as part of this project as most research about the college experience 

includes this critical piece. Even though it was not a central part of this study, and since 

undocumented students also participate in this process of choice, the researcher 

considered it valuable to include and provide a more comprehensive assessment and 

treatment of the issue. Furthermore, research on undocumented students post-college 

graduation is limited. Hence, having the college choice section helps to illustrate the 

college pipeline for undocumented students and serves as a conduit to report on their 

experiences after college graduation. Also, undocumented students may choose a 

particular institution based on perceived post-college outcomes. Therefore, it was worth 

exploring to determine how the decision of where to attend college affects them after 

graduation and if indeed there are better options for them upon degree conferral.  

When considering available resources for Latinas/os and undocumented college 

graduates and their experiences, it would be negligent to exclude the power of networks 

and social ties these groups have that could enhance their existence in a reminiscent way. 

The investigation will delve into social capital as well to extrapolate how undocumented 

college students use networks to their advantage.   

Social Capital 

Social capital’s foundation is built around networks and social ties that affect and 

sustain advancement. Although many social scientists have advanced and tweaked the 

definition of social capital (Bourdieu, 1977, 1986; Coleman, 1988; Portes, 1988; Portes & 
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Sensenbrenner, 1993; Putnam, 1993, 1995; Stanton-Salazar, 1997; Stanton-Salazar & 

Dornbusch, 1995), its meaning has remained consistent. That is, groups or individuals 

working collectively to gain status and perhaps opportunities to advance that otherwise 

would have been impossible to acquire. That definition holds true for most minorities, 

especially Mexican Americans and Latinas/os. For instance, the more Mexican American 

students interact with higher socioeconomic status peers, the more aware they are of 

possibilities and available resources. In doing so, and by having more contact with 

institutional agents, these students tend to increase their mobility, achievement, and 

opportunities for success (Stanton-Salazar & Dornbusch, 1995).  

Similarly, Latina/o students who connect with individuals outside of their 

networks who possess more social capital increase their opportunities for mobility and 

knowledge acquisition (Pérez and McDonough, 2008; Stanton-Salazar 1997). For 

undocumented immigrants in school social capital can shape students’ outcomes. 

However, school experiences, poverty, and their legal status among other factors play a 

determining role limiting their options after college graduation (Gonzales, 2010). Still, 

undocumented students and their needs and/or challenges after college graduation are 

seldom addressed in the corpus of literature. For this reason, the investigation proposes to 

include the social capital component as it applies to this population.  

Undocumented students are often marginalized and their precarious legal status 

makes them invisible and as a consequence they tend to be more adrift. Given that most 

undocumented students feel disempowered and without any real voice to challenge 

perceived stereotypes, the next section of the study will detail how the experiences of 
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undocumented students can expose inconsistencies and debunk myths about them 

through the use of a LatCrit lens.  

Latina/o Critical Race (LatCrit)  

As the forerunner of LatCrit, CRT stems from critical legal studies analyzing the 

role of race and racism in the United States (Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, & Thomas, 

1995; Delgado, 1995; Yosso, Smith, Ceja, & Solórzano, 2009) by positioning itself at the 

intersection of social justice and empowerment. This alternative narrative dispels 

stereotypes and systems of oppression by challenging the dominant discourse (Solórzano 

& Yosso, 2001). CRT empowers those who have been marginalized and provides them 

with the tools to understand how subordination is framed and used against them. Given 

CRT’s limited scope (Delgado & Stefancic, 2000), it does not appropriately capture or is 

able to accurately assess the Latina/o experience as well as LatCrit does.  

 LatCrit theory is a by-product of CRT. Specifically, it addresses intricate issues 

relevant only to Latinas/os. Although it refers to language, immigration, and the 

black/white binary paradigm of race (Delgado & Stefancic, 2000), it is not limited to just 

these issues. LatCrit grants Latinas/os the ability to question history and power, and lets 

them articulate their own life-changing possibilities (Montoya & Valdes, 2008) in a 

manner that is consistent with their traditions and culture. Hence, utilizing LatCrit helped 

to problematize the issues faced by undocumented college students and made their 

experiences a central part of the research questions in the study. Another concept that 

evolved from CRT and LatCrit is that of transformational resistance. Transformational 

resistance acknowledges human agency—a sense of confidence and an ability to engage 
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in social change. Therefore, it is important to include as part of this study on 

undocumented students and their post-college opportunities because it may give them the 

tools to self-advocate and to challenge misconceptions.  

Transformational Resistance 

 According to Solórzano and Delgado Bernal (2001), transformational resistance 

offers “the greatest possibility for social change” (p. 319). Those involved in such 

resistance are moved to prove ill-conceived notions and stereotypes wrong. They are 

pushed to confront inaccuracies and through resilience actively engage in combating 

oppression and discrimination. In other words, people engaged in transformational 

resistance become agents of change. They do not wait for others to speak for them or to 

act on their behalf. They take it upon themselves to change their immediate surroundings 

and experiences through empowerment and validation. Studies on transformational 

resistance include the work of Olivos (2004) and his article where he integrated parental 

voices in the tensions between public schools and the parents themselves. According to 

his study, parents can transform and challenge school practices and assumptions schools 

have about Latina/o parents. These parents were moved to create a more equitable 

experience for their children by fighting the assumptions that Latina/o parents tend to be 

disconnected and disinterested in their children’s success.  

 Another example is Covarrubias’ (2005) dissertation on how agencies that serve 

people of color can become and in fact use transformational resistance to develop skills 

and a level of consciousness allowing them to confront injustices in the spaces these 

people occupy. His work is geared toward social justice for groups oppressed by class, 
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race, gender, and sexual orientation. These studies exemplify the notion of how 

transformational resistance can motivate individuals to advocate for themselves and to 

actively engage in an attempt to rectify and challenge perceived misconceptions. 

Undocumented students, however, run the risk of putting themselves in danger of 

deportation when advocating for themselves. This theory of resistance and its 

characteristics will be discussed more at length in chapter two.  

Just as social justice and inequalities move individuals to become change agents, 

there are other ways in which people can gain access and information otherwise out-of-

reach to them. As such, when considering available resources for Latinas/os and 

undocumented students and their experiences, it would be negligent to exclude the power 

of networks and social ties these groups have that could enhance their existence in a 

reminiscent way. The investigation will delve into social capital theory as well to 

extrapolate how undocumented college students use networks to their advantage.   

Statement of the Problem 

According to the U.S. Department of Education’s National Center for Education 

Statistics (2010), every year, almost three million students graduate from U.S. high 

schools. Some will go on to college, join the military, or take another path in life. 

Unfortunately, for approximately 65,000 undocumented students who graduate high 

school each year this guarantee stops short at the college door (“Basic Facts,” 2010; 

College Board, 2010; Drachman, 2006; National Immigration Law Center, 2010). Of 

these, only four percent of Mexican undocumented college graduates holds a college 

degree (Passel & Cohn, 2009). As a consequence, “immigrant college enrollment has 
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been affected by legal and economic challenges. Moreover, cutbacks are rampant while 

the legitimacy of students of color on campuses continues to be challenged” (Rodriguez, 

2004, p. 85). Roberto Rodriguez’s argument summarizes the two most important factors 

affecting college enrollment among minorities in the United States, but also highlights 

how these factors influence and exclude undocumented immigrant students of a college 

education.  

In response to these challenges, some states have decided to aid undocumented 

immigrant students by providing in-state tuition to their residents. These include 

California, Connecticut, Illinois, Kansas, Maryland, Nebraska, New Mexico, New York, 

Rhode Island, Texas, Utah, Washington, and Wisconsin (“Basic Facts,” 2010; Flores, 

2010; Kamara, 2007; E4FC, 2012; Dervarics, 2007; National Immigration Law Center, 

2010, 2011). Moreover, both the House and the Senate have forms of the DREAM Act, 

legislation that would give undocumented students access to higher education as well as 

possibility to become a contributing and legal resident of the United States. Yet, amidst 

the legislation hurdles and challenges, some undocumented students pursue higher 

education and graduate as a means to a better life. Still, even if these students make it 

through their bachelor’s degree, there is no guarantee of a job in the formal economy.  

For these reasons, this study addressed a potential problem that could 

disadvantage the United States’ economy for years to come. Another reason leading to 

this research was the limited research on undocumented college graduates. Research on 

undocumented high school students abounds, but the topic of post-college opportunities 

has received minimal treatment or exposure. Further, the matter in hand merits to be on 
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the forefront as the United States is lagging behind in educational attainment and global 

economic power. As such, potential contributions made by these students could 

positively alter the viability of the country if they are allowed to put their intellectual and 

human capital to use for the benefit of this nation. Moreover, this research strived to 

spark conversations and inform the process of finding a solution to this divisive issue. 

Finally, the need to understand undocumented students and their options after college 

graduation is important if the country attempts to reform immigration policies, especially 

those dealing with a group that is ready to be of service to the nation, to contribute 

economically, and to offer its loyalty. Based on the limited existing research, it was 

critical to document the experiences of undocumented students after college graduation.  

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study was to identify challenges such as professional and life 

opportunities that undocumented university students encountered as they graduated with 

a bachelor’s degree from a Central Texas university. Along these lines, this study 

considered whether college choice determined post-college outcomes perceived by 

undocumented students. The purpose was also to investigate whether social capital 

played an important role in the lives of undocumented students during their college years 

and upon college graduation. LatCrit and transformational resistance illustrated how 

Latina/o undocumented students challenged notions imposed on them. Moreover, this 

inquiry explored available and potential options undocumented students had upon degree 

completion. In order to do so, the research employed a phenomenological approach 
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(Creswell, 1998; Creswell, Hanson, Clark Plano, & Morales, 2007), which is discussed at 

length in the methodology chapter of this study.  

Since this segment of the student population is growing, especially in Texas, it 

was extremely important to chronicle these students’ experiences as they try to integrate 

into the economic and social fabric of the state and country. A study by Jauregui, Slate & 

Stallone (2010) concluded that of the 11 million undocumented immigrants about 12 

percent currently reside in the state of Texas. Of these students in Texas, 16,476 

(THECB, 2011) are undocumented out of the total public college enrollment of 1,102, 

572 full-time students (Olivas, 2010). Although the percentage of undocumented students 

pursuing a college degree was only about one percent (THECB, 2010), it was nonetheless 

important to provide more insight into the issue of undocumented students and their 

prospects after graduation because most of these students pursuing higher education 

exceled academically and are prepared to make substantial contributions to society, both 

financially and intellectually.  

 Of the estimated 65,000 undocumented students that graduate from high school 

every year, between five and ten percent make it to college (NILC, 2010; Gonzalez, 

2009). Some of these students are academic superstars, athletes and valedictorians. 

Moreover, these students are aspiring lawyers, engineers, doctors, teachers, and soldiers 

who grew up in this country and have pledged their allegiance and desire to live and 

contribute to their home country, the United States. Given that there is limited empirical 

research conducted on the experiences of undocumented students and their post 

baccalaureate opportunities, this study investigated what options were available to them 
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after college graduation, the reasons why they chose a college, networks available to 

them, and whether education empowered undocumented college graduates to change 

their lives and the perceptions that exist about them.  

Research Questions 

The study was guided by the following questions:   

1) How did Mexican undocumented college graduates go about choosing and 

enrolling into a particular college?  

a. How did college selection affect their expected outcomes upon college 

graduation? 

2) How did Mexican undocumented college graduates deal with obstacles and/or 

experiences after obtaining their four-year degree?  

a. How did Mexican undocumented college graduates perceive their options 

after college graduation (graduate/professional school, careers, leave the 

country)? 

3) How did Mexican undocumented college graduates use and understand their social 

capital during their college experiences and after college graduation? 

These questions worked well with the chosen framework and the phenomenological 

approach used in this study. In other words, these questions allowed the undocumented 

graduates’ experiences and perspectives to become the central focus of the study. 

Moreover, the questions were framed this way to elicit candid responses from 

participants and inform this budding scholarship. Aside from informing, the researcher 

learned how this group of college graduates used available resources, albeit limited, to 
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their advantage. Ultimately, this research presented an opportunity to document the 

experience of undocumented college graduates and drew attention to the education 

pipeline currently in place for undocumented students. It ultimately concentrated on what 

happened after an undocumented student completed a bachelor’s degree and options 

available at that moment. Of course, there were other areas warranting exploration and 

analysis within the scope of undocumented college graduates and postsecondary 

education such as institutional climate, support systems as well as academic and social 

integration, but the reach of this study was strictly on experiences of undocumented 

students upon college graduation. As more undocumented students graduate from four-

year institutions, there was a need to understand their experiences and to provide viable 

solutions that could potentially impact their lives for generations to come.  

Significance of the Study 

The study contributes to the much-needed research of an otherwise highly 

charged political debate and attempts to address how preventing undocumented college 

graduates from joining the formal economy could create a deficit with implications to 

society in general. Moreover, the study informs about notions and general 

misconceptions society might have about undocumented graduates and their intellectual, 

social, and economic contributions. This study brings a unique dimension to the next 

generation of scholars, institutional leaders and policymakers. Additionally, it continues 

the dialogue about undocumented college graduates and at the same time it increases the 

corpus of literature around the LatCrit perspective. The research adds to this discipline 

and addresses the current reality of almost nonexistent literature on the subject. Currently, 
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the United States is at risk of losing some of its best and brightest research minds and its 

talented youth. In other words, the country is poised to lose invaluable resources.  

Ultimately, this study’s main contribution is to benefit college graduates, advance 

the work of practitioners, policy makers, educators, school administrators and the society 

at large by stimulating a much-needed debate to capitalize on undocumented college 

graduates’ talents, abilities and potential. The study can inform policymakers about the 

challenges undocumented college graduates face as they ready themselves for life after 

higher education. Ideally, the study will instigate honest and empirical conversations 

about how to develop policies that can benefit undocumented students, as well as college 

graduates, in achieving a college degree and in charting a path to step out of the shadows. 

This study is significant because the number of undocumented students currently in 

schools is considerable, hence, understanding the issues they face and coupling that with 

the current climate in higher education could enhance and foster collaboration between 

these conflicting paradigms. In short, this study is significant because it contributed to the 

urgent and inescapable conversations around immigration reform by providing a platform 

to address policy, moral, and economic imperatives affecting the country and 

undocumented students alike. Therefore, as this demographic boom changes the 

composition of the country, it was urgent to consider how to legally incorporate 

undocumented students so the country could benefit from this brain gain.  

The fate of a large segment of the population is at stake. If the United States with 

its decision-making bodies opts to forego the DREAM Act once again, the collective 

future of the country may be at risk as graduation rates continue to plummet across the 
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nation (Hersh & Merrow, 2005). The stakes are simply too high and the country cannot 

afford to remain paralyzed by fear. In an interview at the University of Texas, Professor 

Yolanda Padilla advocated for collaboration and policy changes to allow unauthorized 

immigrant students the possibility of legalization instead of the usual pattern “of closing 

access to work, denying benefits, blocking access to higher education and instituting 

immigrant reform that does nothing to strengthen families” (Neff, 2009).  Therefore, it 

was necessary that the issue of undocumented students and post baccalaureate options be 

addressed in a comprehensive and objective manner so that the most adequate and 

effective policies could be put forth addressing this issue of undocumented students after 

college graduation while at the same time adding to this growing body of research 

(Abrego, 2008; De Leon, 2005; Fields 2005; Flores, 2010; Madera et al., 2008; Pabón 

López & López, 2010; Perez, Espinoza, Ramos, Coronado, & Cortes, 2010; Rincón, 

2008; Rangel, 2001; Seif, 2004) of undocumented Latina/o immigrant students in the 

United States.  

Making the problem all the more vexing, the topic of immigration resurfaced onto 

the national discourse making the issue of undocumented students and college graduates 

paramount, resulting in greater scrutiny of these participants’ journeys and experiences 

through the educational pipeline. It is estimated that about 13,000 undocumented students 

enroll in institutions of higher education (Passel, 2003). Considering that this population 

of students is growing considerably, it was significant to further investigate and give 

attention to the higher education path taken by undocumented students and their post-

college opportunities.  
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Methodology 

As stated earlier, this study employed a phenomenological approach (Creswell, 

1998; Lester, 1999). Thus, it informed the undocumented college graduate experience 

from the perspective of the graduates themselves and allowed the researcher to gain 

insights and better capture their reality. The researcher allowed participants to validate 

their experiences and empowered them by giving them a voice to their otherwise silent 

and at times invisible existence. Testimonios were used in this study to showcase the 

essence of the undocumented student post-college experience. Through storytelling, 

individuals offered an alternative to the dominant narrative (Ladson-Billings, 1998) 

helping to build a sense of identity that may have been voluntarily or involuntarily lost.  

A purposive sample (Patton, 1990) due to the researcher’s access and network on 

the Lone Star University campus and Central Texas was utilized. Moreover, it was used 

because the participants shared the common characteristic of being undocumented and 

college graduates as well. Methodology and the study’s stages were discussed at length in 

chapter three of this study. The participants were selected through snowball sampling or 

chain sampling (Atkinson & Flint, 2001; Denzin & Lincoln, 1994; Patton, 1990). This 

concept holds that members of a special population are familiar or know of others that are 

in the same situation (Penrod, Preston, Cain, & Starks, 2003) and hence, would be able to 

identify potential participants. Through the use of this strategy, the researcher recruited 

undocumented college graduates to participate on the research. Participants who knew 

others in the same situation recommended them through word of mouth. This approach 

was probably the most beneficial for this kind of research as some of these students tend 
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to disappear in the crowd by becoming “hidden populations” (Heckathorn, 1997) or 

“hard-to-reach-populations” (Benoit, Jansson, Millar, & Phillips, 2005).  

Limitations 

This qualitative study has some limitations. First, the researcher had previous 

knowledge and personal interactions with undocumented college students and had some 

conversations about their options post college graduation. Because of this limitation, the 

investigator as the instrument refrained from interjecting any personal biases. However, 

having previous interactions with potential research participants proved advantageous 

overall. In other words, the researcher was not seen as an outsider, but rather as an insider 

and an ally. This was beneficial because the participants were familiar with the researcher 

and shared deeper insights about their experiences and their aspirations after college 

graduation. According to Ganga and Scott (2006), being an insider “affords the 

researcher a degree of social proximity that, paradoxically, increases awareness amongst 

both researcher and participant of the social divisions that exist between them” (p. 2).   

Furthermore, the researcher remained aware of his position as a neutral observer 

and was cognizant of his interaction so as to not coerce or steer the investigation outside 

of the designed instrument. Second, given that the research was conducted in the state of 

Texas, representing a selected group of undocumented college graduates, it was 

impossible to generalize or represent that whole population with the same degree of 

certainty. Since numeric data cannot be collected via qualitative research, the researcher 

adhered to the data provided by participants during their interviews and refrained from 

generalizing participants’ opinions in an attempt to avoid drawing conclusions about 
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concerns or beliefs among the group of undocumented college graduates being studied. 

Furthermore, qualitative research generalizes theories. In other words, it grants the 

researcher access to people’s aspirations, culture, attitudes, concerns, and explains the 

specific reasons of a particular phenomenon (QSR, 2007). Third, given the nature of the 

study, the need to self-identify, as undocumented was key. The researcher recognized that 

there were some college graduates that at some point were undocumented, but were now 

authorized to live and work in the country. Since this was not the study’s focus, the 

researcher resisted the temptation to include them on the study. Although this would have 

added another dimension to the undocumented experience, it did not fit with the goals of 

the current investigation.  Finally, given the sensitive nature of the study, the researcher 

understood this to be an important limitation. In order to participate in the study, 

participants self-identified as undocumented college graduates. Although participants 

were open about their immigration status, some were timid and only shared with those 

whom they were comfortable with. However, the researcher was ready to deal with 

selection bias as well. In other words, the investigator was ready to handle participants 

who were not comfortable sharing such personal and potentially damaging information. 

Even though the researcher proceeded with extreme caution and protected the identity of 

the participants, it was good practice to be cognizant of this probable and most likely 

limitation.  

Delimitations 

The researcher chronicled the experiences of Mexican undocumented college 

students after college graduation to describe how their networks and college choices 
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helped them get to the point they are presently in their lives. Given the geographical 

location of the institution, the majority of undocumented students were of Mexican 

descent. Furthermore, this particular group was the most preponderant and had the largest 

representation in the United States (Passel, 2003). Hence, it was convenient for the 

researcher to concentrate on this particular group of college graduates. Although the 

literature reviewed for this study included the Latina/o experience as it pertained to 

college choice and social capital, the researcher merged it with the limited literature 

available on undocumented college students and their postsecondary options. Given that 

these two populations of students are often lumped together, the researcher hoped to 

extrapolate from these resources to provide a much better picture of the post-college 

undocumented experience.  

Phenomenology (Creswell, 1998) was chosen because it aptly captures a shared 

meaning or experience of a particular phenomenon for several individuals (McCaslin & 

Scott, 2003). Methods to conduct a qualitative study include biography, grounded theory, 

ethnography, and case studies (Creswell, 1998). None of these qualitative methods were 

appropriate. Phenomenology assisted in discovering shared lived experiences of 

undocumented college graduates and allowed the researcher to analyze and report 

findings in a timely manner.  

Definition of Key Terms 

 For the purposes of this research study, the following terms were defined:  

 Alien: A word used by the U.S. government to describe a foreign-born person 

who is not a citizen by naturalization or parentage. People who enter the United States 
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legally are called resident aliens and they carry alien registration cards also known as 

"green cards," because they used to be green (National Association of Hispanic 

Journalists, 2006).  

College choice: A three-stage process traditional 18-year-old college applicants 

go through: predisposition, search and application, and choice and attendance (Hossler & 

Gallagher, 1987).  

Critical race theory (CRT): Places race and racism at the center, challenges the 

dominant ideology, commits to social justice, and includes historical contexts as well as 

interdisciplinary perspectives (Fernández, 2002; Solórzano, 1997; Solórzano, 

Villalpando, & Oseguera, 2005; Villalpando, 2003). 

Hispanic: Generic umbrella term coined by U.S. census officials in the wake of 

1960s civil protest in order to categorize individuals who trace their ancestry from 

Spanish-speaking countries (Gimenez, 1997; Muñoz, 2008). The terms "Hispanic" or 

"Latino" refer to persons who trace their origin or descent to Mexico, Puerto Rico, Cuba, 

Spanish speaking Central and South America countries, and other Spanish cultures. 

Origin can be considered as the heritage, nationality group, lineage, or country of the 

person or the person's parents or ancestors before their arrival in the United States. People 

who identify their origin as Hispanic or Latino may be of any race. (U.S. Census Bureau, 

2011). 

LatCrit: Reveals the ways Latinas/os experience race, class, gender, and 

sexuality, while also acknowledging the Latina/o experience with issues of immigration 

status, language, ethnicity and culture (Huber, 2010).  
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Latina/o: people who classified themselves in one of the specific Spanish, 

Hispanic, or Latino categories listed on the Census 2000 questionnaire -"Mexican, 

Mexican Am., Chicano," "Puerto Rican", or "Cuban" -as well as those who indicate that 

they are "other Spanish/Hispanic/Latino." The terms "Hispanic" or "Latino" refer to 

persons who trace their origin or descent to Mexico, Puerto Rico, Cuba, Spanish speaking 

Central and South America countries, and other Spanish cultures. Origin can be 

considered as the heritage, nationality group, lineage, or country of the person or the 

person's parents or ancestors before their arrival in the United States. People who identify 

their origin as Hispanic or Latino may be of any race (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011).  

Mexican: An individual who was either born in Mexico or whose ancestry is from 

Mexico, has Mexican citizenship, and may or may not reside in Mexico (Albrecht, 2007). 

Mexican American: Population within the Hispanic community and of United 

States citizenship or with permanent resident status whose immediate country or origin is 

from Mexico (Albrecht, 2007).  

Illegal immigrant: A term used to describe the immigration status of people who 

do not have the federal documentation to show they are legally entitled to work, visit or 

live here. People who are undocumented according to federal authorities do not have the 

proper visas to be in the United States legally (National Association of Hispanic 

Journalists, 2011). 

 Social capital: The importance of relationships for undocumented students as they 

attend institutions of higher learning and how these relationships play a crucial role in 
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determining their future after college graduation (Stanton-Salazar, 1997; Pérez and 

McDonough’s, 2008). 

Testimonios: A Latin American narrative style and a research method that 

emerged during the Cuban Revolution as a political medium (Allaston, 2007; Booker, 

2002) used for recording, presenting, and circulating the life stories and experiences of 

subaltern or socially marginalized subjects (Allaston, 2007).  

Undocumented immigrant: Preferred term to "illegal immigrant," "illegal(s)" and 

"illegal alien." This term describes the immigration status of people who do not have the 

federal documentation to show they are legally entitled to work, visit or live here. Some 

Latinos say this term more accurately describes people who are in the United States 

illegally because the word points out that they are undocumented, but does not 

dehumanize them in the manner that such terms as “aliens” and “illegals” do (National 

Association of Hispanic Journalists, 2011). 

Organization of Study 

 Chapter one provides background information and serves as an introduction to 

this dissertation on Mexican undocumented college students and their options after 

college, their college choice process, available opportunities through social capital, and 

self-empowerment. It establishes the needed framework and foundation leading to the 

study. Chapter two provides a critical review of available literature regarding aspects that 

shaped and influenced decisions made by undocumented college graduates. The research 

became the foundation for this dissertation on Mexican undocumented college graduates 

and their challenges vis-à-vis available options after college graduation. In order to 
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achieve that, the review focuses on college choice as aspirational capital, LatCrit, social 

capital, and cultural wealth. The last section of chapter two integrates college choice, 

LatCrit, and social capital theories to provide a recommended conceptual framework and 

analytical paradigm facilitating this discussion of undocumented students and their post-

college opportunities. Chapter three lays the foundation for the study by providing the 

methodology guiding this study. It details the rationale for the institution selected for the 

study, the design of the study, sample selection, data collection methods, data analysis, as 

well as validity concerns and limitations. In chapter four, the data are analyzed and 

reported as findings. This chapter is subdivided into sections to better understand and 

capture the participants’ experiences. Chapter five, the last chapter, summarizes the 

dissertation and highlights key findings in the study. Implications at the program and 

policy level are also part of this concluding chapter. Lastly, chapter five offers 

recommendations for future research as well as the researcher’s concluding thoughts.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Introduction 

Research on undocumented students is still in its infancy; therefore, it is essential 

to review the literature that speaks to the undocumented experience of students going 

through the educational pipeline and of their opportunities after college graduation. 

Moreover, it is important to review what is absent from the literature in order to 

determine what and how to address issues of equity and access for undocumented 

students graduating from institutions of higher education. This literature review of 

selected areas will provide background and a foundation to relevant aspects of 

postsecondary undocumented students and their predicaments toward available options 

after college graduation. This literature review is comprised of college choice as 

aspirational capital, CRT, LatCrit, social capital, cultural wealth, and it concludes with a 

conceptual framework, which guided this dissertation study.  

The purpose of the college choice section is to explore how students in general, 

and undocumented students specifically, chose the college that best suited their needs. It 

is important to see how and why undocumented students chose a college because they 

may think that making that particular selection may expand their post-college outcomes. 

This segment is divided into three parts: general literature on college choice, Latina/o 

college choice, and undocumented students and their college choices. Then, the literature 

covers CRT and explored LatCrit in detail as well as transformational resistance.  This 

section explores literature that describes how marginalized communities empowered 

themselves by validating their experiences through their own voice. Given that 
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undocumented students are often vilified and chastised, it is important to highlight how 

undocumented students and college graduates can empower and advocate for themselves 

in an attempt to change the conversation and stereotypes around them (Lopez, 2010). The 

review then follows with a discussion of social capital in an attempt to describe how 

students used this form of capital to their benefit as they navigated higher education and 

beyond. This part is also subdivided into three areas: general review of social capital 

literature, literature on Latinas/os, and social capital, and undocumented students. 

Ultimately, the college choice, LatCrit, and social capital sections are used to provide 

conceptual and analytic frameworks that facilitate this discussion of undocumented 

students and their post-college opportunities. 

Moreover, in order to provide perspective and quantify the problem, it was 

important to include figures to illustrate the magnitude of the issue. For example, 

according to the College Board’s Advocacy and Policy Center (2010), every year almost 

three million students graduate from U.S. highs schools. Some will go on to college, join 

the military, or take another path in life. Unfortunately, for some of the 65,000 

undocumented immigrant students who graduate high school each year this guarantee 

stops short at the college door (“Basic Facts,” 2010; College Board, 2010; National 

Immigration Law Center, 2010). However, some do persist and make it to community 

colleges, public or private universities, and some public health related institutions. For 

example, about 54 percent of public higher education institutions admitted undocumented 

students to their degree programs. Community colleges admitted close to 70 percent, and 

41 percent of private or non-profit colleges admitted these students (American 
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Association of Collegiate Registrars and Admissions Officers, 2009). In the United 

States, about two million undocumented students could be ready to apply for legal status 

under the DREAM Act, however it is expected that only about 38 percent—or 825,000—

would achieve legal permanent status if this legislation were passed (Batalova & 

McHugh, 2010).  

Passel and Cohn (2011) at the Pew Hispanic Center reported that undocumented 

immigrants amount to 28 percent (about 11.2 million) of the nation’s 40.2 million 

foreign-born population. Of this foreign-born population, there are about 29 million legal 

immigrants—15 million naturalized citizens, 12 million permanent residents, and about 2 

million legal temporary migrants who hold visas of various types. Moreover, close to 

four million children born in this country have at least one undocumented parent and 

represent 7 percent of the population of children in the United States. Overall, the 

majority of undocumented immigrants are from Mexico and represent 6.5 million, over 

half of the total undocumented population (Passel, 2003). Hence, this study concentrated 

on this particular group. However, undocumented immigrants from other Latin American 

countries account to close to 3 million. Followed by Asians at 1.5 million, Europeans and 

Canadians at half a million, and by African countries at about 400,000 undocumented 

immigrants currently residing in the United States. In Texas, there were a total of 16,476 

undocumented students enrolled in higher education. This was about one percent of all 

Texas college students. At an institutional level for example, the University of Texas had 

612 undocumented students (THECB, 2011). Although the U. S. Supreme Court in Plyler 

v. Doe mandated that all children be educated in public schools regardless of citizenship 
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status, undocumented students experience punitive effects as they move from high school 

to college to post-graduation opportunities. 

This literature review chapter is composed of the following sections: 1) college 

choice, 2) critical race theory and LatCrit, 3) social capital, and 4) the conceptual 

framework guiding this study.  

College Choice 

Deciding where to go to college is not an easy task. Many factors such as 

location, costs, family income, and financial aid among others have to be considered. In 

the literature of college choice, Paulsen (1990) suggests that college choice is composed 

of three characteristics: sociological, economic, and psychological. Since then, other 

researchers have drawn from his work to contextualize the college choice process. For 

example, sociological literature suggests that there are background factors influencing the 

college choice decision-making process. Such factors may include academic achievement 

and family income (St. John, 1990), parent education, friends, and race (Manski & Wise, 

1983) and home environment and family background (Borus & Carpenter, 1984) to cite a 

few. Second, the economic aspect looks at college choice and how students evaluate the 

benefits of attending postsecondary institutions and their return on investment (Paulsen, 

1990). Lastly, the psychological angle focuses on institutional climate and the 

perceptions students have about the campus in terms of location, curriculum, tuition and 

books, and room and board if living on campus (Manski & Wise, 1983; St. John, 1990; 

Tierney, 1992). For instance, if students perceive that the campus is not offering enough 

financial assistance they may make their choice to enroll elsewhere based on a better aid 
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process rather than focusing on the quality of education they would receive or the courses 

the institution offers.  

Furthermore, college choice for traditional 18-year-old applicants is comprised of 

a three-stage process: college aspiration formation, search and application, and selection 

and attendance (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000; Flint, 1992; Hossler, 1990; Hossler & 

Gallagher, 1987; Hossler, Braxton, & Coopersmith, 1989; Jackson, 1982; Kim, 

DesJardins, & McCall, 2009; St. John, Paulsen, & Starkey, 1996; Tierney, 1993). In the 

first stage, students decide they were continuing with their education after high school 

graduation. If students are serious about their quest for higher education, they move on to 

the second stage and pursue college-related information such as admission deadlines, 

requirements, and financial aid in order to help them decide which institution to apply. If 

students are admitted to the colleges of their choice, they move to the last phase—

selection and attendance. At this stage, students considered their alternatives and decide 

on the college that is best suited for their needs. This process ends when they decide and 

enroll in their chosen institution.  

Latinas/os and college choice 

Among Latinas/os, literature on college choice is limited. Further, if the search is 

narrowed to exclude all Latina/o groups but Mexican American or undocumented 

immigrants from Mexico, the available resources chronicling this matter are scarce. 

Prominent works by Ceja (2004, 2006), Santiago (2007), Kurlaender (2006), Núnez, 

Johnelle Sparks, and Hernández (2011), Hurtado, Kurotsuchi, Briggs, and Rhee (1996), 

McDonough and Antonio (1996), and Perna (2000b) address the college choice process 
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based on racial characteristics and differences.  This section highlights a few of these 

empirical studies as they inform the present study.  

The role of parents or siblings is crucial for some students as they make their own 

college choices. For example, a study by Ceja (2004) of Chicana students concluded that 

the “role of parents on their academic success was consistently mentioned” (p. 345) by all 

the study’s participants. This important finding is consistent with previous studies on 

home environment (Borus & Carpenter, 1984), and academic achievement (St. John, 

1990). However, the kind of support they received was in the form of consejos or advice 

given by their parents conveying the importance of a college degree. Although parental 

consejos were important in motivating their college-going daughters, parents were 

usually unable to provide specific advice or college knowledge in planning or navigating 

the higher education system due to their lack of knowledge of the educational system 

(Valdez, 1996). Hence, these students turned to older siblings with higher education 

experience who replaced their parents and became information agents during the college-

choice process (Ceja, 2006).  

Santiago (2007) studies Latino students’ college choices and Hispanic Serving 

Institutions (HSIs). She concludes that some Latinas/os did not choose colleges based on 

traditional criteria such as selectivity, academic programs, and potential prospects post 

graduation. For instance, Latina/o students prioritized their choices in terms of the 

location or proximity to their family, the costs, and the financial aid in selecting one 

institution of higher education over another. Although her research did not directly 
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address the role of the parents, it was implied in the students’ decision to attend a college 

that was close to home.  

Along the Latina/o college choice lines, Kurlaender’s (2006) and the Núnez et al. 

(2011) studies on Latina/o enrollment at postsecondary schools concluded that 

socioeconomic status, academic preparation, and degree objective influenced Latinos to 

choose community colleges as a starting point. Moreover, these community colleges 

tended to be HSIs catering to an overwhelmingly first-generation Latina/o student 

population. This had significant implications to Latinas/os because these community 

colleges allowed them to remain close to home, to work, and to contribute to their 

households. Moreover, it granted them the opportunity to pursue higher education and 

perhaps later transfer to a four-year institution to earn a bachelor’s degree.   

Hurtado et al. (1996) addresses the issue of college choice by using national 

databases to track a single cohort of students from different racial groups as they plan 

their application process and transition to college. According to her findings, Latinas/os 

who have the “lowest expectations for degree attainment are least likely to enroll in 

college after high school, and tend to apply to fewer colleges than other students” (p. 64). 

These findings are consistent with Santiago, Kurlaender, and Núnez et al.’s research 

about Latino students and how a significant number of them begin at community 

colleges. Although research showed that these two-year HSIs serve as launching pads 

into higher education for Latinos, it should not be the only higher education opportunity 

available to them.  
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Undocumented students and college choice 

For some undocumented students, the process is similar to their documented 

Latina/o peers. However the process undocumented students go through is laden with 

uncertainty, dictated by immigration laws and policies. Their college choice, like their 

documented Latina/o counterparts, is based on “cost, affordability, networks, as well as 

the fact that they were given the option to attend” (Pérez, 2010, p. 23). Information was 

not readily available to these students and there was an underlying assumption that they 

needed to find information on their own. This group of students experienced the same 

uncertainty and was affected by similar undercurrents as their U.S. born peers, but the 

difference was that undocumented students do not qualify for federal assistance due to 

their status and cannot work legally in this country after graduation. Undocumented 

students have been repressed, subordinated, and denied many opportunities based on their 

immigration status. As a consequence, mainstream narratives and hegemony have 

typically vilified their stories. However, there is a theory designed with the 

disenfranchised in mind calling for validation and acknowledgement. This next section 

addressed critical race theory as well as Latina/o critical race theory to illustrate how, 

according to researchers, the undocumented can find meaningful ways to tell their own 

stories without an Anglicized lens.  

Summary. Choosing a college was not an easy task. There were plenty of factors 

that entered the decision-making process. According to the literature, some of these 

factors included location, cost, family income, and financial aid among others. Per 

Paulsen (1990), choosing a college consisted of three characteristics: 1) sociological, 2) 
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economic, and 3) psychological. However, Hossler and Gallagher (1987) argued that the 

choice process for traditional 18-year-old applicants consisted of three stages: 1) college 

aspiration, 2) search and application, and 3) selection/attendance.  

For Latinas/os, the role of parents and siblings was important as they chose an 

institution of higher education (Ceja, 2004). Moreover, these students considered 

location, curriculum, and academic preparation as well when deciding which institution 

to attend (Kurlander, 2006; Santiago, 2007). Similarly, undocumented students tended to 

consider many of the same aspects as their U.S. born Latina/o peers. The difference was 

that they also took into consideration the fact that they were given the option to attend 

(Pérez, 2010). Unfortunately, undocumented students do not qualify for federal financial 

aid and their prospects after graduation are almost non-existent. Therefore, college choice 

and its relevant literature informed this study on undocumented college graduates by 

examining the outcomes expected upon graduation from the selected institution. 

Critical Race and LatCrit Theories 

Critical Race Theory 

Critical race theory stems from critical legal studies analyzing the role of race and 

racism in the United States (Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, & Thomas, 1995; Delgado, 

1995; Yosso, Smith, Ceja, & Solórzano, 2009) by sitting at the intersection of social 

justice and empowerment. It borrows from varied fields such as “sociology, history, 

ethnic studies and women’s studies” (Yosso, 2005, p. 71). It allows underrepresented 

minorities (i.e., racial, sexual, religious) to tell a different story—one that is more 

accurate detailing nuances often missed by the dominant narrative. This narrative dispels 
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stereotypes and systems of oppression by challenging the dominant discourse (Solórzano 

& Yosso, 2001). Critical race theory was “developed by legal scholars of color to address 

issues of social justice and racial oppression in society” (Solórzano & Yosso, 2001, p. 

622; see also Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, & Thomas, 1995; Delgado, 1995; Matsuda, 

Lawrence, Delgado, & Crenshaw, 1993, as cited in Villalpando 2003). Critical race 

theory’s guiding tenets place race and racism at the center, challenge the dominant 

ideology, commit to social justice, and include historical contexts as well as 

interdisciplinary perspectives (Fernández, 2002; Solórzano, 1997; Solórzano, 

Villalpando, & Oseguera, 2005; Villalpando, 2003). In doing so, it mitigates racial and 

ethnic subordination by addressing the intersectionality of the many forms of oppression 

experienced by subalterns. Critical race theory empowers those who have been 

marginalized and provides them with the tools to understand how subordination is framed 

and used against them. Moreover, CRT grants them the ability to become participatory 

members in society, equipping them with knowledge to elicit change and inclusion in the 

broader narrative. Along those lines of the disenfranchised and their empowerment, 

LatCrit also plays a prominent role. 

LatCrit  

In the mid 1990s, Latina/o scholars gathered for a meeting to discuss issues they 

believed were not addressed by CRT. Some of these issues included “revisionist history, 

defense of affirmative action, voting and language rights…employment discrimination, 

hate speech, new nativism, media stereotypes, revolutionary art and artists’ rights, and 

family law issues” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2000, pp. 163-164). Hence, these Latina/o 
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scholars proposed a new paradigm to understand and articulate civil rights and social 

justice issues affecting Latinas/os in the United States. As such, LatCrit embraces four 

functions: the production of knowledge—to facilitate and produce knowledge to assess 

legal and social conditions in Latina/o communities, the advancement of 

transformation—to create social changes advancing Latinas/os, the expansion and 

connection of struggles—to connect with different subordinated groups and collectively 

seek social justice, and the cultivation of community and coalition—to build a 

community of scholars to analyze and collaborate in an attempt to understand and 

disseminate information and transformation (Fernández, 2002; Hernandez-Truyol, Harris, 

& Valdés, 2006; Valdés, 1997).  

Additionally, LatCrit is composed of four essential premises that distinguish it 

from CRT and allow for the critical analysis of Latinas/os residing in the United States. 

These are “immigration, language, differential racialization, and the black/white binary 

paradigm of race” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2000, p. 164). In other words, Latinas/os in the 

United States have been prescribed by immigration—whether as immigrants, conquered 

or colonized—regardless of status. They, unlike any other group, can be easily 

discriminated against based on skin color, surnames or by their accent alone. Similarly, 

foreign languages play an important role in the discourse as they are seen as a threat 

polarizing the nation. Because of their race and constructed ethnicity, Latinas/os are 

discriminated against differently than whites depending on the needs of the dominant 

majority. This racialization marks a difference between their culture, traditions, and 

language highlighting a clear difference between them and the dominant group. Finally, 
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the black/white paradigm uses the black experience as grounds for redress. However, a 

similar binary does not appropriately address the nuances or layers specific to the 

Latina/o experience in the United States. This binary diminishes progress and fails to 

validate Latina/o experiences by pitting them against the African American experience. 

Essentially, this duality recognizes only two main racial groups and leaves others (for 

example Latinas/os, Asians, Native Americans) out of the national discourse by 

invalidating these group’s narratives and existence as well as their space in the history of 

the country.  

LatCrit articulates the Latina/o experience using their own voices and dispelling 

myths of deficit by empowering and enabling them to persevere and take charge of their 

own destinies. It grants Latinas/os the ability to question history, power and lets them 

articulate their own life-changing possibilities (Montoya & Valdes, 2008) in a manner 

that is consistent with their traditions and culture. LatCrit explains dominance and how 

subjugated groups confront the hegemony imposed on them. However, LatCrit allows 

Latinas/os to honestly and critically reflect on their place in society. Thus, this reflection 

keeps Latinas/os grounded and holds them accountable for their empowerment (Catá 

Backer, 1998) and their own histories. LatCrit informs and advances social justice by 

grounding Latinas/os experiences and knowledge. In other words, LatCrit challenges 

white supremacy and existing hierarchies of gender, sexual orientation, class, and 

national origin among other things.   

Methods employed in CRT and LatCrit studies include storytelling, counter-

storytelling and testimonio. Testimonios were used in this study to showcase the essence 
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of the undocumented student post-college experience. Through storytelling, individuals 

can offer an alternative to the dominant narrative (Ladson-Billings, 1998) helping to 

build a sense of identity that may have been lost (voluntarily or involuntarily) in the 

mainstream vacuum. This new narrative allows for the disenfranchised to publicly claim 

their stories and identities through empowerment. Moreover, it allows non-traditional 

discourses to challenge the stagnant and prejudiced status quo. It is conducive to 

creativity, to exposing inconsistencies, and debunking myths and long-standing 

stereotypes.  

Counter-storytelling tells the stories of those in the minority by challenging 

preconceived notions of the dominant majority (Castro-Salazar & Bagley, 2010; Delgado, 

1993; Solórzano & Yosso, 2001; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002b; Villalpando, 2003). Finally, 

testimonios (Fernández, 2002; Flores & Garcia, 2009; Huber, 2009) use a first-person 

narrative to relay an honest and accurate life story detailing injustices suffered and the 

effects of those injustices in a person’s life (Brabeck, 2001). According to Allatson 

(2007) and Booker (2002), testimonio is a Latin American narrative style and a research 

method that emerged during the Cuban Revolution as a political medium. Per Allatson 

(2007), testimonio is used for “recording, presenting, and circulating the life stories and 

experiences of subaltern or socially marginalized subjects” (p. 226). Thus, using 

testimonios as a method to study phenomena and understand cultural knowledge 

validates, acknowledges and strives to end social injustices and oppression placed on 

people of color or those who for one reason or another fall outside the realm of the 

dominant hegemony. LatCrit promotes social justice and activism as a means to empower 
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Latinas/os by challenging traditional discourses that typically leave Latina/o voices 

outside the traditional black and white racial binary. LatCrit “focuses on building 

community while conscious of how loud, privileged voices often silence and oppress 

voices from the margins” (Allas, Asato, Covarrubias, Kim, Tijerina-Revilla, & Zarate, 

1999). Therefore, LatCrit informed this study of undocumented college graduates by 

problematizing stereotypes, myths, and perceptions of the white American perspective 

about undocumented students. Along these lines, transformative resistance was 

incorporated in the analysis to determine how undocumented students developed a sense 

of human agency. Another way for marginalized subjects to gain access to information 

and/or better opportunities is through social capital. Social ties are extremely important, 

especially to minorities and the undocumented, as they become vital sources of 

information that could potentially alter their lives in a meaningful way.  

Summary. CRT addresses issues of social justice and racial oppression in society 

(Solórzano & Yosso, 2001) by placing race and racism at the center while challenging 

dominant ideologies and perceptions. LatCrit, as an evolution of CRT, analyses 

immigration, language, differential racialization, and the black/white binary paradigm of 

race (Delgado & Stefancic, 2000). LatCrit serves as a vehicle to articulate the Latina/o 

experience by empowering them to tell their story in a manner that is consistent with their 

traditions and culture. CRT and LatCrit employ different methods to empower the 

disenfranchised. These methods include storytelling, counterstorytelling, and testimonios. 

By promoting social justice and activism, LatCrit can begin to adequately address issues 

of discrimination, oppression, and privilege giving minorities the proper respect and 
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validity they deserve. Furthermore, through testimonios, undocumented college graduates 

were empowered to tell their story in the first person—without filters or outside bias.  

Social Capital 

“It is not what you know, but who you know and who knows you.” This simple 

definition encapsulates many of the aspects associated with social capital. Loosely, social 

capital allows family members, friends or acquaintances to form a security net allowing 

individuals to seek assistance—whether that need is economic, informational or social. 

Social capital’s foundation is built around networks and social ties that affect and sustain 

advancement. Social capital is not just existing organizations or institutions in a group or 

society, but it is also the connection that keeps them together. Social capital was first 

discussed in the works of Hanifan early in the 20th century. His work revolved around 

rural schools and the way the people in these settings interacted socially (Hanifan, 1916). 

This concept of social capital went through a period of hibernation until Jacobs (1961) 

studied how neighbors behaved and interacted in an urban setting. From here, social 

capital took another hiatus and was re-introduced in the research of social scientists such 

as Loury (1977), Bourdieu (1977, 1986), Coleman (1988), Portes and Sensenbrenner 

(1993), Putnam (1993, 1995), Stanton-Salazar and Dornbusch (1995), Tsai and Ghoshal 

(1998), Portes (1998), Roscigno and Ainsworth-Darnell (1999), and Lin (2000a) among 

others.  

These social scientists have contributed to the advancement and understanding of 

social capital. As such, they all have their own definition of social capital. The definition 

of social capital has changed throughout the years, but its meaning has essentially 
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remained intact: groups or individuals working collectively to gain status and perhaps 

advancement opportunities that otherwise would have been impossible to acquire. 

Among the plethora of contributors to this expanding field, only a few are considered the 

founders of social capital. As such, Bourdieu, Coleman, and Putnam have advanced the 

discourse of social capital theory.  

Bourdieu (1986) argues that most individuals in a group can benefit by having the 

advantage of membership or mere participation in that group. Bourdieu suggests that 

most networks must be created ultimately with the purpose to provide a substantial and 

collective benefit. In this sense, networks or the collective entitle participants to “credits” 

(p. 249).  These investment strategies or credits establish and guide usable social 

relationships both in the short and long term. In other words, networks or affiliations are 

necessary to maintain because they ultimately grant benefits that are enjoyed by the 

collective.  

Similarly, Coleman’s (1988) seminal work on how social capital can create 

human capital bridges sociological and economic concepts to construct his definition of 

social capital. His work cites examples of how social capital is formed and transmitted. 

For example, Coleman mentions the wholesale diamond market where individuals belong 

to the same community, attend the same church and have the same groups of friends and 

are in constant interaction. This “closed community” (p. S99) calls for trust from all 

people within this group. Social capital, then “exists in the relations among persons” (pp. 

S100-S101).  
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Moreover, Coleman’s interpretation of social capital includes three aspects 

specifically: 1) obligations, expectations and trustworthiness of structures, 2) information 

channels, and 3) norms and effective sanctions. Obligations, expectations and 

trustworthiness of structures refer to  “people are always doing things for each other” (p. 

S102). Here, people trust their social surroundings and they are expected to fulfill their 

part of the transaction to remain in good social standing among the group. This 

reciprocity keeps members of the collective engaged and maintains cohesion as everyone 

is expected to abide by the agreed-upon expectations. Coleman also credits information 

channels as crucial elements of social capital. Information channels are valuable because 

they provide a basis for action (Coleman, 1988, p. S104). Norms and effective sanctions 

are important because they dictate the behavior expected of the collective. In other words, 

“they forego self-interest and act in the interests of the collectivity” (p. s104). 

Furthermore, Coleman likens social capital to a public good because it benefits the 

collective.  

Putnam (1993a) expands on Coleman’s interpretation of social capital. Putnam 

explains how social capital can “combine private social infrastructure with public policies 

that work, and, in turn, of using wise public policies to revitalize America’s stock of 

social capital” (p. 11).  His intent is to promote social capital as a “precondition” (p. 3) 

for economic development. He follows Coleman’s suggestion of “reciprocity.” If a 

person does something for another, that someone has the expectation to return the favor. 

Also, like Coleman, he refers to social capital as a public good. “It is not the private 
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property of those who benefit from it…consists of ties, norms, and trust transferable from 

one social setting to another” (p. 4).  

As an example, Putnam mentions blacks and Latinos and how their inadequate 

education may truncate their opportunities for success. Moreover, he also makes the 

connection between these minority groups not having the access or the connections to job 

referral networks. According to Putnam, these groups have a higher risk of failure or are 

disadvantaged because of their limited educational or employment options. Therefore, 

“Where you live and whom you know—the social capital you can draw on—helps to 

define who you are and thus to determine your fate” (p. 7). Unlike any of his colleagues, 

Putnam hints at possible negative effects of social capital, but stops short of providing 

details.  

Portes and Sensenbrenner (1993) have also contributed to the social capital 

discourse and have expanded this concept and the way it is perceived. The authors differ 

from Coleman’s definition in that their interpretation of social capital facilitates the 

collective pursuits rather than the individual’s.  Portes and Sensenbrenner (1993) refer to 

four sources of social capital: 1) value introjection, 2) reciprocity exchanges, 3) bounded 

solidarity, and 4) enforceable trust (p. 1326).  Value introjection allows for individuals to 

behave in a way that benefits the group rather than the individual. In turn, this is 

appropriated and emulated by the collective. Reciprocity transactions are a concept 

similar to Coleman and Putnam’s where deeds are reciprocated among individuals within 

a group. Bounded solidarity is a group-oriented behavior. It is a reaction of a group of 

people who are faced with common adversities (Portes & Sensenbrenner, 1993). 
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Enforceable trust is similar to Coleman’s concept of closure. Individuals behave in a 

certain way because that is what’s expected of them. It becomes their obligation and in 

that process, they develop sentiments of loyalty toward others that are in a position 

similar to theirs.  

The contribution that sets Portes and Sensenbrenner apart from their counterparts 

(Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988; Putnam, 1993a) is their acknowledgement of negative 

effects of social capital. According to their study, individuals in a group and their 

solidarity can come at a cost. Because group members are so dependent on each other, 

they may run the risk of limiting outside contact with the rest of the world. Moreover, 

individual expression can become a point of contention and successful members may 

inadvertently create a wedge between themselves and those who have not been able to 

succeed.  

Latina/o social capital 

In the classical literature of social capital, Bourdieu and Passeron (1977), 

Coleman (1988), Putnam (1993b, 1995) are the most cited researchers in advancing the 

theory of social capital. Each of these scholars has expanded on the concept by adding 

certain aspects of this framework and has tailored it to fit his or her unique research 

perspectives. Still, the goal is almost identical in each definition or perspective—

enhancing or benefiting either an individual or a group through the use of human 

networks and connecting them to a resource or a service they do not currently possess. 

Whether it is school resources promoting success and achievement (Bourdieu & 

Passeron, 1977; DiMaggio & Mohr, 1985; Lareau, 2000; Putnam, 1993; Teachman, 
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1987), these definitions of social capital have typically compared low socioeconomic 

status with the middle-class and its plethora of connections, resources and relationships 

people have that reproduce their status cyclically.  

Other scholars have appropriated the social capital theory and have adjudicated it 

to minority populations—for instance Mexican-Americans. Intellectuals such as Gándara 

(1995); Stanton-Salazar and Dornbusch (1995), Stanton-Salazar (1997), Portes (1998), 

Valenzuela (1999), Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco (2001), Perna (2000a), Segura, 

Pachon and Woods (2001), Nora (2004), Contreras (2005), Monkman, Ronald, and 

Théramène (2005), Perreira, Harris, and Lee (2006), Pérez and McDonough (2008), 

O’Connor, Hammack, and Scott (2009), and Nuñez (2009) to cite a few, have been 

documenting and analyzing social relationships among minorities and how social capital 

plays a crucial role in the acquisition of resources.  

Stanton-Salazar and Dornbusch (1995) based their research on reproduction 

theories advanced by Bourdieu and Passeron (1977), Coleman (1988), Putnam (1993b), 

and on Liu’s (1990) definition of social capital as “social relationships from which an 

individual is potentially able to derive institutional support, particularly support that 

includes the delivery of knowledge-based resources, for example for college admission or 

job advancement” (p. 119). This definition led Stanton-Salazar and Dornbusch (1995) to 

analyze a group of Mexican-American students and assess the students’ grades as well as 

their expectations. Moreover, these researchers were interested in how these relationships 

connected Mexican American students to key institutional agents who could put them in 

contact with needed resources. Mexican-Americans, as well as other minority youth, 
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increase their social capital when they come into contact with peers or counterparts who 

do not share similar backgrounds. The more they interact with higher socioeconomic 

status peers, the more they become aware of possibilities and resources available to them. 

In doing so, and by having more contact with institutional agents, these students tend to 

increase their mobility, achievement, and opportunities for success. In this case, having 

access to weak-ties (Granovetter, 1974, 1982) and to extrafamilial networks (Portes, 

1998) allowed the students to gain access and to develop strong relationships outside the 

home or family which they would not have access to otherwise.  

Stanton-Salazar’s (1997) seminal study on the socialization of racial minority 

children analyzes relationships between institutional agents and minorities of color in the 

greater multicultural context. He expands on the concept of the social capital framework 

and for the first time, applies it to economically challenged minority youth. This allows 

for the understanding of how often-forgotten youth of color navigate their own culture 

while interacting with the dominant, mainstream society and its rules. He addresses the 

concept of “significant others” (p. 2) and how these others may hinder or assist minority 

children during their school years.  Stanton-Salazar (1997) explores how existing 

mechanisms tend to exclude and “subordinate people on the basis of racial, class, and 

gender” (p. 3).  

Stanton-Salazar (1997) refers to how the unequal distribution of opportunities 

leads to exclusion and mobility in mainstream institutions by those not belonging to the 

dominant group. His argument affirms how lower socioeconomic groups and the power 

differential intentionally leaves them out of the discourse and the many networks 
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available to those in control. He uses the “freeway” (p. 4) as an analogy and how the 

middle-class typically possesses access to a pathway leading to privilege and power. As 

expected, the economically challenged may have some access to this freeway, but it is 

limited and comes with more speed bumps or challenges. According to Stanton-Salazar, 

these practices reproduce social inequalities. He cites Bourdieu’s work as well as 

Coleman’s concept of obligation and reciprocity-expectations. Stanton-Salazar does not 

argue against these two experts, but expands on their work and applies it to communities 

of color.  

Stanton-Salazar (1997) notes that working-class minority students come to school 

with different cultural resources—and that they are competent and masterful decoders 

between their community and the mainstream, but that the mainstream schools and 

institutions do not recognize that and hence, students must learn ingenious ways to 

navigate and learn to play according to the dominant group’s rules. Children must learn 

the appropriate codes, must be motivated and apply them in their social interactions. 

Institutional agents are crucial to help them navigate if they don’t have the social capital 

of their middle-class peers.  

In Segura, Pachon, and Wood’s (2001) study, the authors adhere to Putnam’s 

social capital concept of civic engagement, but contend that Putnam’s model does not 

properly address issues that may affect minority groups. To illustrate this point, the 

authors reported that among minorities, when asked about trust in general, they tend to 

consider not just themselves but society in general. By contrast, whites only envision 

themselves and those who look like them and have the same status when considering 
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trust. Since their study had to do with civic engagement (voter participation), they 

observed that for Latino communities Putnam’s focus on structured social networks and 

membership does not apply. The Latino community has complex subtleties that are 

seldom considered in his model. For example, non-citizens cannot vote and are left 

outside the political discourse and any related activities of the community having a direct 

impact on voting trends.  

As evidenced in this study, Putnam’s model of civic engagement to gain social 

capital is of little consequence to Latinos. This community prefers informal and flexible 

agreements, which are less rigorous as proposed by Putnam. This is not to say that Latino 

networks and ties are not well established within their respective communities, but rather 

because of their cultural and warm interactions a frigid and structured approach would 

only limit and undermine the “richness” of social connections among Latinos (p. 93). In 

other words, the transmission of social capital and the reproduction of values and 

knowledge among Latinos cannot simply be expected to function as it does with pre-

established metrics and parameters.  Social capital among Latinos takes a different 

approach as it moves among connections and networks, but it looks to benefit and inform 

just as Putnam’s model does nonetheless.   

Contreras’ (2005) study of academic achievement based on standardized exam 

scores between Latino college-bound students and their white counterparts looks at 

Bourdieu and Passeron’s (1977) cultural reproduction model. Contreras suggests that 

educational success is based on the cultural capital the students bring with them to the 

classroom—passed on to them by their families or through memberships in different 
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organizations or clubs. According to Contreras, this results in “inevitable inequality 

within the educational system” (p. 203). This deficit model further alienates Latinos and 

perpetuates educational stereotypes. Although she reaffirms that students who come from 

well-to-do families do have better grades and higher rates of achievement by highlighting 

the work of DiMaggio (1982), she also notes that Latinos can succeed through 

perseverance in the educational system as demonstrated in Gándara’s (1995) work with 

low-income Latinas/os. Contreras’ study brings to light a very important finding. 

Although Latinas/os tend to score lower than their white and Asian counterparts, having 

access to different networks via school interactions is making Latinas/os more aware 

about the college admission process and the required courses needed to further their 

education. Hence, their social capital acquisition in school is preparing them to 

participate and become fully engaged in their educational aspirations through the 

dissemination of knowledge with their peers and institutional agents.  

Similarly, Monkman et al’s. (2005) study on urban Latino school communities 

furthers the corpus of literature addressing social capital and minority populations. Just as 

Stanton-Salazar and Dornbusch (1995) build on Bourdieu’s model (1986) and Segura et 

al. (2001) expand on Putnam’s (1993, 1995) proposition, the authors of this study inform 

their framework by using Coleman’s (1988) social capital definition. Monkman et al’s 

(2005) work builds on Granovetter’s (1973) weak-ties (or vertical) and Portes’ (1998) 

strong-ties (or horizontal) theories. Granovetter’s work suggests that weak-ties are better 

as they have the potential to increase access to otherwise difficult to obtain resources. 

These weak-ties are typically outside the immediate circle of the individual, so, the 
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individual has more of an opportunity to gain membership or knowledge to an otherwise 

closed network.   

Horizontal or strong-ties are “among equals” (p. 8) and are based on 

“commonalities” (p. 9). However, since these ties are located among the same group of 

people, members have equal access and equal opportunities among themselves. They do 

not allow for anybody else outside this structure to enjoy those same benefits. In a way, 

strong ties as proposed by Monkman et al. (2005) symbolize Coleman’s (1988) concept 

of closure where “the trustworthiness of social structures allows the proliferation of 

obligations and expectations” (p. S107). Hence, all interactions are monitored and all 

actions have expectations. The authors conclude that social capital is associated with 

social class and that it is horizontal. Given this closed nature, it is extremely difficult for 

minorities to participate or establish membership on resource rich groups outside their 

existing networks.  

Perreria et al.’s (2006) work analyzes first-generation Hispanic, Asian, and 

African heritage youth to determine if these children receive or acquire more education 

than their parents and whether they are more at risk of dropping out versus their United 

States born peers. The study’s take on high school completion by immigrant and native-

born youth postulates three hypotheses: straight line, selective assimilation, and 

optimism. The straight-line hypothesis predicts that 1st generation youth will have the 

highest dropout rates because they run the risk of abandoning their own culture in order 

to adapt or fit-in with the host society. Hence, 3rd or higher generations have the lowest 

risk of dropping out. Conversely, the selective assimilation hypothesis predicts that 1st 
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generation students will have the lowest dropout rates and the highest achievement 

records. Their parents constant monitoring and their desire to retain their culture will 

motivate them and dissuade them from dropping out.  

The optimism hypothesis predicts that the second generation will outperform the 

first and the third generation. These children will have more and better opportunities than 

their parents and would also have a command of the English language. This situation puts 

them at an advantage to succeed and continue with their education.  

Social capital in this study is closely tied to cultural capital and its “family mediated 

values and outlooks facilitating access to education” (p. 515). Parents or caregivers 

monitor their friendships and encourage supportive relationships.  

Perreira’s study demonstrated that first-generation Hispanics with high aspirations 

and attachment drop out the least as opposed to those with weak connections and low 

levels of social and cultural capital. Although social capital was alluded to in the study, it 

had a strong presence throughout their study. In order to prevent dropping out, regardless 

of generation, social and cultural capital must be fostered and cultivated (in families, 

schools, communities and other institutions).  

Pérez and McDonough’s (2008) examination of Latino students through the use 

of chain migration theory (MacDonald & MacDonald, 1964; Person & Rosenbaum, 

2006) -or social support networks-and social capital demonstrates how important 

relationships are when Latino students consider attending institutions of higher education. 

Their study concluded that Latinos rely on advice through networks such as relatives, 

peers, weak ties, and other institutional agents in order to understand the college choice 
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process. As Latino students connect with individuals who possess more social capital 

outside their own networks, they increase their opportunities for mobility and knowledge 

acquisition. Their research is congruent with that of Stanton-Salazar (1997).  

Nuñez’s (2009) study on social and intercultural capital on Latino students 

enrolled in 4-year public research universities and their sense of belonging demonstrated 

that the more engaged with diversity issues on campus the students are, and the more 

inequality issues they become aware of, regardless of a hostile campus climate, the 

students feel like they belong and that are a crucial element on campus.  

Some of her findings are similar to those of Perreira et al. (2006) in that first-generation 

students do better and achieve more in school than their second and third generation 

peers. Second or third generations typically have a negative concept because their culture, 

language and any other cultural capital or valuable skills are discouraged in schools 

grounds (e.g., Valenzuela, 1999; Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 1995, 2001; Gándara, 

1995).  

Furthermore, her study cleverly fuses the work of Stanton-Salazar (2001) on 

funds of knowledge, Coleman’s (1998) notion of reciprocity, and Putnam’s (1993b, 

2000) concept of civic engagement by contributing back to the community.  

Her study concludes that Latino students who are engaged on campus and in their 

community and have access to diversity (or intercultural capital) have positive cross-

racial interactions (p. 42), and a strong sense of belonging, which could lead Latina/o 

students to “develop a critical consciousness” (p. 41). Her work contributes to the social 

capital literature as it solidifies the need to have networks, strong and weak ties, 
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horizontal and vertical relationships, extrafamilial involvement, and the proximity of 

institutional agents benefiting individuals and the collective in general.  

As discussed, social capital has been linked to student achievement and success. 

Regardless of race, social capital has the potential to enhance and benefit those who have 

access to it. Nowhere else is this more relevant and true than in communities of color. 

Roger Goddard’s (2003) work on social capital and urban schools aptly describes how 

schools, families, and communities with access to social capital foster success in schools, 

especially for children of color. In his analysis, he refers to Coleman (1990) and 

Putnam’s (1993) concepts of norms, trust, and networks that “improve efficiency of 

society by facilitating coordinated actions” (p. 61). In his argument, Goddard proposes 

that not just children benefit from coming into contact with, but their parents also gain 

capital as a result of these interactions. Although his analysis stems from Coleman and 

Putnam’s definition of social capital, Goddard asserts that disadvantaged and minority 

children are poised to benefit more from social capital than their nonminority 

counterparts. His research findings coincide with those of Stanton-Salazar (1997) and 

Stanton-Salazar & Bornbusch (1995) in that ethnic minorities and working-class children 

benefit the most when they attend schools with high levels of social capital. When 

networks give members a sense of trust, responsibility, and information these members 

benefit individually. Moreover, the collective benefits as an intended consequence. The 

more supportive and engaged adults are, the better off these students will be. Conversely, 

if school environments are characterized by low levels of trust and have significantly less 

interactions and support from adults, these children will undoubtedly pay the 
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consequences and most likely will continue to have limited opportunities for success 

(Goddard, 2003).   

Similarly, in a study on social capital and the wages of Mexican migrants, 

Aguilera and Massey (2003) discuss the importance of interpersonal networks in order to 

positively effect wage rates.  According to this study, people who gain membership into 

this group tend to convert the acquisition into another form of capital to advance their 

standing in the social order. Aguilera and Massey do point out that connections to 

extrafamilial informants (i.e., Portes) or intelligence from outside entities may be more 

beneficial because of their ability to be connected to other sources of information and 

knowledge—proving that Granovetter’s (1974) weak ties concept does positively effect 

wage rates and extended networks outside immediate circles.  Like previous findings, 

they concluded in their study that people without much social capital or access to 

networks or groups tend to earn less and are at a greater disadvantage.  

The concept of family and networks is crucial and at times the only link to 

potential opportunities and success. Within this context, Saenz and Ponjuan (2009) 

consider familismo on their report dealing with Latino males and higher education. 

Familismo refers to close bonds with one’s immediate family and the obligations 

expected out of that relationship (Coohey, 2001; Guilamo-Ramos, Dittus, Jaccard, 

Johansson, Bouris, & Acosta, 2007; Niemeyer, Wong, & Westerhaus, 2009; Sabogal, 

Marín, Otero-Sabogal, Marín, & Perez-Stable, 1987; Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 

1995). Individual needs are sacrificed for the needs of the family. As such, Saenz and 

Ponjuan argue that even though outsiders may consider familismo a precarious tenet, it 
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can be a positive construct with the potential to increase prospects whether they are 

educational, professional or personal.  

Undocumented students and social capital 

As it pertains to undocumented students, social capital can be more convoluted 

and prohibitive, but it can still shape students’ outcomes as they go through the 

educational pipeline. Literature on this relatively understudied population of students, and 

that of their U.S. born peers, concentrates on high achievers who are college-bound. 

However, Gonzales (2010) tells us that we are not telling the complete story when we 

exclude undocumented students who do not matriculate in higher education institutions. 

He discusses how school experiences, poverty and their legal status limits higher 

education aspirations of many undocumented students. Moreover, inability to cover 

college-related expenses and other educational experiences limit their ability to pursue a 

college education. According to Gonzales, “public education is one of the most important 

institutions in the lives of immigrant children, wielding the power to either replicate 

societal inequalities or equalize the field” (p. 471). His analysis on the 1.5 generation is 

crucial because these undocumented immigrant children arrived before the age of 12 and 

have received most of their education in the United States. This allowed him to 

understand how “school mechanism” (p. 471) prevent or enhance their future choices as 

they move through the pipeline.  

Similarly, Olsen’s (1997) work with immigrant students illustrates what goes on 

in many schools across the country trying to educate and mainstream immigrant students. 

Specifically, Olsen’s narrative centers on high schools as a way to understand cultural 
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shifts and perceptions of immigrants. Consequently, her research on the one hand posits 

the superficial acceptance of diversity and multiculturalism on school campuses while on 

the other she exposes how immigrant students feel excluded because of their status or 

place of origin. Olsen furthers her argument by focusing on school administrators and 

how they are fast to acknowledge diversity, yet they fail to realize their exclusionary 

practices of sorting and tracking practices students by ability, color, linguistic differences, 

and social or immigration status. Hence, preventing access that can benefit these students 

and their chances for success.  

Gonzales (2010) cites the need to have strong ties with school or institutional 

officials in order to acquire the needed social capital to perhaps explore better educational 

opportunities just as Stanton-Salazar and Dornbusch (1995) do. His work is important 

because it highlights legal barriers and other challenges undocumented students in high 

school face, but his findings center on the need for school administrators, teachers, and 

counselors to get involved and advise these students appropriately so they take the 

needed coursework that will make them not only pursue higher education, but also to 

transition smoothly into it. Although this is crucial and important to understand, his work 

did not address the college experience of these undocumented students or discuss the new 

set of challenges that may further prevent students from completing their bachelor’s 

degree.  

Along those lines, Ortega’s (2011) empirical study examines social capital and 

how groups can effect change as a collective. In his work, the DREAM Act takes a 

central role and as a unit of analysis, explores how higher education associations come 
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together to support it and how their cooperation and influence can sway educational 

policy. His views on social capital are driven by Bourdieu’s (1986) argument of being 

more of a private good benefiting the individual. Moreover, he juxtaposes Bourdieu’s 

view to that of Coleman’s (1988) in that the benefit is more public benefiting the 

collective. Yet, he furthers his analysis of social capital by contrasting on the one hand 

Coleman’s notion of “closure” where closed networks benefit by maintaining the 

resources acquired by the group or the individual. On the other, Burt’s (1997) concept of 

structural holes, which are open networks allowing members to come into contact with 

resources they do not have. Although his review of the existing literature on social capital 

is cursory, the framework for his research is on Lin and Portes’ assumption that social 

capital happens with the interaction between actors that produces the needed capital or 

outcome (p. 45).  

Summary. Social capital is built around networks and social ties that affect and 

sustain advancement. Although the definition has changed throughout the years, its 

meaning has remained intact: groups or individuals working collectively to gain status 

and perhaps opportunities that otherwise would have been impossible to acquire. 

Although much of the literature is built around the works of Bourdieu (1986), Coleman 

(1988), and Putnam (1993, 1995) and their evolution of the concept of social capital to 

enhance possibilities or resources through the use of human networks, for Latinas/os, 

social capital is a theory that has gain momentum.  

For example, connections between Mexican American students and key 

institutional agents have proven to be essential to increase mobility, achievement, and 
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opportunities (Stanton-Salazar & Dornbusch, 1995). Studies have proven that Latinas/os 

increase their opportunities for mobility and knowledge acquisition when they come into 

contact with individuals outside of their group who possess more social capital (Pérez & 

McDonough, 2008). Furthermore, disadvantaged and non-minority children obtain the 

greatest benefit by being exposed to social capital as posed by Goddard (2003).  

This research on social capital and undocumented college graduates will inform 

the study by focusing on how these graduates may benefit by coming into social capital-

rich agents who can advise them in a manner that is non-confrontational, but supportive. 

Although these individuals have significant obstacles and barriers due to their 

immigration status, they may benefit by having caring and involved teachers, counselors, 

school administrators, or peers who guide them in the most appropriate direction.  

Post-college Outcomes 

 As indicated, factors such as college choice and social capital affect how students 

perceive their college experience and opportunities beyond graduation. Along the same 

lines, LatCrit gives a different meaning to Latina/o and undocumented students as they 

engage in higher education as a means to break out of the cycle of poverty and 

oppression. As the previous studies have demonstrated, the overarching theme is gaining 

admission into institutions of higher education, persisting through the use of networks, 

and a feeling of empowerment to graduate and seek available options post-graduation. 

That being said, literature on post-college outcomes is still a growing field and there are 

some recent studies (Coates & Edwards, 2011; Farner & Brown, 2008; Niemiec, Ryan, & 

Deci, 2008; Ribitzky, 2011; Roya, 2011) bringing the issue forward. Findings in the 
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studies included loyalty to the institution, pursing graduate degrees (Coates & Edwards, 

2011), moving back with parents, and apprehension about the future (Farner & Brown, 

2008). Other studies include civic outcomes such as service learning, volunteering, and 

community involvement (Astin, Vogelgesang, Misa, Anderson, Denson, Jajakumar, 

Saenz, & Yamamura, 2006; Astin, Vogelgesang, Ikeda & Yee, 2000) to determine what 

college students engage in after college graduation.  

 For example, Coates and Edwards (2011) studied graduates’ perceptions of their 

coursework and the correlation between employment and learning pathways post-

graduation in Australia. Their study looked at students five years after college graduation. 

Their findings were quite revealing. For instance, the general perception was that their 

degree was valuable. Moreover, 80 percent of participants reported that the educational 

experience during their years in college was either good or excellent. Students reported 

being satisfied with their degree choice, remained loyal to their institution, and would 

consider returning to further their education. Another finding reports how 25 percent of 

students remained engaged in higher education by completing a graduate degree. 

Furthermore, the study reveals that their jobs were related to their degree and the 

overwhelming majority held full-time jobs in the five years after degree completion. 

Those working were satisfied with their jobs and perceived their degree as a benefit well 

worth their time, cost, and efforts.  

Farner and Brown (2008) studied young adults and their expectations after college 

graduation in an attempt to become independent and transition into adulthood. According 

to the study, “previously, demographic transitions such as completing education, settling 



 78 

into a career, becoming married, and starting a family were used to define adulthood” (p. 

109). Although that was the norm in the past, findings now challenge those past rites of 

passage. According to their study, underclassmen considered graduate school while 

upperclassmen were more optimistic about finding a job. The big surprise in this study 

was that as upperclassmen were nearing graduation, they considered moving back with 

their parents after graduation. In terms of preparedness for the job market, those nearing 

graduation felt less prepared and more apprehensive in their abilities to succeed. In order 

to lessen this burden for graduating students, the authors provided options such as 

internships, job shadowing, informational interviews, and apprenticeships for students to 

mitigate their transition adjustment. Their findings are consistent with those of Zhang and 

Fung (2009) in that students who are nearing graduation experience ambivalent or 

poignancy feelings of happiness and sadness as they near graduation. Students are happy 

that they are moving on with their lives and leaving college behind. Yet, they are 

saddened by the fact that they are entering a new phase; one filled with uncertainty and 

limited job prospects.   

Niemiec, Ryan, and Deci (2008) looked at aspiration in post-college life in their 

study. According to their rationale, graduating students face developmental challenges as 

they struggle to establish their careers, forge new relationships, and ascertain their own 

identity. In their study, they looked at “intrinsic (personal growth, close relationships, 

community involvement, and physical health) and extrinsic (money, fame, and image) 

aspirations” (p. 291) after college graduation. Overall, their findings on the one hand 

demonstrated that the quest for extrinsic aspirations is negatively related to mental health. 
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On the other hand, having intrinsic aspirations is related to “satisfaction of the basic 

psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness” (p. 304). Hence, 

institutions of higher education need to provide services that support intrinsic aspirations 

so that students develop those coping mechanisms that will not only allow them to 

become socially conscious, but also centered and poised for greater rewards.  

An article by Roya (2011) mentioned that about 30 percent of recent college 

graduates do not land a job within six months after graduation. Conversely, Ribitzky 

(2011) reports that as millennials get ready to graduate, they believe they will be in the 

job market anywhere between three to six months before finding a job. Although the 

expectation to find a job is there, it does not mean that it will happen in the first six 

months after college graduation. Further, more than 80 percent return to their parents’ 

home upon graduation. Others see graduate school as an option and return to school as a 

way to further their credentials and perhaps land a better job (Roya, 2011).  

Summary 

Post-college life is uncertain and full of aspirations. In the past, graduating college 

students would easily find a job and move into the next phase of their lives. Meaning, 

they would find a mate, marry, buy a home, and raise a family. That pattern has 

drastically changed for today’s college graduates. Instead, they are finding that job 

opportunities are hard to come by and that changes their reality. As research indicated, 

college graduates tend to move back with their parents in an attempt to save money and 

find a job and defray cost of living expenses. Some return to graduate school with the 

intention to get better credentials and perhaps wait out the current economic recession. 
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Hoping that by the time they receive their graduate degree, their chances of becoming 

independent are materialized. With the exception of Coates and Edwards’ (2010) 

findings, most literature points out to a bleak and frightening future for our nation’s 

college graduates. Although the recession has affected every life aspect, students still 

have a few options; such as going back to graduate school, taking lesser paying jobs, or 

move in with family in order to defray expenses.  

Conceptual Framework 

The study incorporates aspects of college choice, social capital, and LatCrit to 

ground the research project. The study explores college choice (Hossler & Gallagher, 

1987) as aspirational capital (Gándara, 1995; Yosso, 2005) to determine how 

undocumented students selected their college of choice and the reasons behind their 

decisions. In doing so, this study contributed to the scarce literature currently available on 

college choice as it pertains to undocumented students. Along these lines, the study 

analyzes how the participants held on to their dreams of graduating from college amidst 

institutionalized inequalities. In other words, the participants allowed “to dream of 

possibilities beyond their present circumstances” (Yosso, 2005, p. 78). This captures the 

essence of aspirational capital. Moreover, this study borrowed from and follows Stanton-

Salazar (1997) and Pérez and McDonough’s (2008) characterization of social capital.  

Cultural wealth (Pérez Huber, 2009; Yosso, 2005) was used to determine how individuals 

come back to their communities and inform them of the newfound knowledge or 

information. Moreover, cultural wealth allows participants to showcase how their “skills, 

abilities and contacts” helps them to “survive and resist macro and micro-forms of 
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oppression” (Yosso, 2005, p. 77) brought on by their immigration and minority status. 

Furthermore, the intention is not to conflate social capital and cultural wealth, but to 

rather expand on Yosso’s (2005) idea of cultural wealth to encompass the capital these 

college graduates demonstrated in their resiliency through college and beyond. The 

importance of relationships for undocumented students and college graduates played a 

crucial role in determining their future after college graduation. These participants relied 

on networks such as relatives, peers, weak ties, institutional agents, and extrafamilial ties 

to increase their opportunities for mobility and knowledge acquisition.  

 Furthermore, this study includes a LatCrit framework to better portray how 

undocumented college graduates change their trajectories by claiming their own 

experiences and write their own histories—dispelling erroneous stereotypes and 

subordination/subaltern views held by the empowered and entitled majority. This activist 

paradigm is transformational and encompasses LatCrit’s four functions: the production of 

knowledge, the advancement of transformation, the expansion and connection of 

struggles, and the cultivation of community and coalition (Fernández, 2002; Hernandez-

Truyol, Harris, & Valdés, 2006; Valdés, 1997). This path informed the experiences 

undocumented students traversed as they asserted control of their own future after college 

graduation.  By combining these three frameworks this study illustrates the trajectory 

these undocumented students took as they travel through the higher education pipeline. 

First, the crucial connections they made enabled them to select a college and to increase 

their options as they graduate from institutions of higher education. Second, by asserting 

themselves and claiming their future through their own empowerment, these 
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undocumented students impacted and changed their lives in a manner that was consistent 

with their own reality and needs. Furthermore, they were able to help their communities 

in a collective effort to educate and change their worldview.  

Along these lines, transformational resistance theory (Solórzano and Delgado 

Bernal, 2001) was an important tool in interpreting data for this project. This theory 

demonstrates “how individuals negotiate and struggle with structures and create 

meanings of their own from those interactions…it creates human agency—the confidence 

and skills to act on one’s behalf” (pp. 315-316). This theory is comprised of four types of 

student oppositional behavior—reactionary, self-defeating, conformist, and 

transformational.  

 Reactionary behavior involves not having an opinion about possible oppression 

and a disdain for social justice. In self-defeating resistance, students may have concerns 

and possible opinions about the status quo, but simply are disengaged from any social 

justice connotation. As a consequence, students tend to validate stereotypes and pre-

conceived notions the majority or those in charge have about them. Conformist resistance 

is present when students see inequalities and want to change their situation, but blame 

their environment, family, and culture for the inequality they experience. Students in this 

category may want change or fairness, yet they do not act against the status quo. Instead, 

they try to work within the established guidelines without compromising their situation. 

Transformational resistance allows students to critique the status quo and calls for social 

change. As such, it “offers the greatest possibility for social change” (Solorzano & 

Delgado Bernal, 2001, p. 319). Since many of the participants fell under these categories, 
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the findings added another dimension to their lived and perceived experiences as 

undocumented college graduates.  

Based on the previous literature review, this study of undocumented students and 

their options after college graduation includes LatCrit allowing a more vigorous 

exchange and a more meaningful analysis of undocumented students and their options 

after college graduation. Moreover, this study of undocumented students and their post-

college possibilities presents an analytical paradigm or conceptual framework drawing 

from LatCrit, college choice and social capital theories to exemplify the notions, 

perceptions, realities, and subsequently discussing this phenomenon more in depth. 

Figure 2.1 on the following page provides a representation of how these frameworks 

work together in this study of undocumented college graduates and their post-college 

outcomes.  
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Figure 2.1. Diagram representation for the study of undocumented college graduates 
and their post-college outcomes. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

Introduction 

As stated, this dissertation study addresses Mexican undocumented students and 

their experiences post college graduation, their college choice process, opportunities via 

social capital, and empowerment through education. Theories of college choice, LatCrit, 

and social capital were utilized as a framework to contextualize lived and perceived 

experiences of undocumented students upon college graduation. Moreover, the purpose 

of the investigation is to contribute to this emerging body of literature by illustrating 

choices, opportunities, and challenges undocumented students face as they transition out 

of their undergraduate experience with a bachelor’s degree.  

As such, the following research questions guided this study of undocumented 

college graduates: 

1) How did Mexican undocumented college graduates go about choosing and 

enrolling into a particular college?  

a. How did college selection affect their expected outcomes upon college 

graduation? 

2) How did Mexican undocumented college graduates deal with obstacles and/or 

experiences after obtaining their four-year degree?  

a. How did Mexican undocumented college graduates perceive their options 

after college graduation (graduate/professional school, careers, leave the 

country)? 
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3) How did Mexican undocumented college graduates use and understand their social 

capital during their college experiences and after college graduation? 

Given the nature of the analysis, it is important to mention that the impetus of this study 

followed a qualitative research format or methodology. Qualitative research allows 

researchers to gain in-depth understanding of the social world of their participants by 

learning about their experiences, perspectives, and histories. Further, it allows for close 

contact between the researcher and the participants during data collection, allows for 

emergent themes to be explored and grouped, the information is rich and extensive, is 

flexible enough to allow for patterns of association (Ritchie & Lewis, 2007). Moreover, 

according to Denzin and Lincoln (2000), qualitative research studies “things in their 

natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or to interpret, phenomena in terms of the 

meaning people bring to them” (p. 3). To put it in other words, it allows researchers to 

know the why and the how of a phenomenon when numbers or statistics cannot explain 

the whole story.  

This chapter provides a detailed explanation of the research design and 

methodology to understand and explain the experiences of undocumented students after 

college graduation. The ensuing chapter includes the following sections: 1) 

phenomenology, 2) problem statement and research questions, 3) research design, 4) 

validity, and 5) limitations. 

Phenomenology 

Undocumented students in the United States are often the most vulnerable and 

probably the least informed when it comes time for them to consider higher education 
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and post college opportunities. Some of these students brought by their parents (Suárez-

Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2001) have aspirations (Yosso, 2005) of attending higher 

education institutions, finding employment, and integrating into the American way of life 

by becoming contributing members of society.  However, some of their dreams are for 

the most part elusive due to their immigration status.  

Determining the factors contributing to undocumented students’ achievement or 

failure has become a personal and professional responsibility. The precarious situation 

these college students face after college graduation is urgent and merits further 

understanding. There are economic, social, and moral implications that without a doubt 

will impact not only the live of these students, but the trajectory and stance the United 

States will take as it tackles its immigration dilemma. This study addresses these issues 

and informs how this population of undocumented students graduating from college faces 

an uncertain future. Furthermore, this study represents a personal commitment to 

increasing opportunities and a better quality of life among undocumented students 

receiving higher education degrees. This phenomenological approach (Creswell, 1998; 

Lester, 1999) illustrates the experiences of undocumented college graduates from their 

perspective. Thus, it brings visibility to their plight. A phenomenological approach was 

best suited for this study because it allowed for the participants to make sense of their 

situation and their experience. By using this method, the researcher captured and 

showcased the participants’ essence and their lived experiences (Creswell, Hanson, Clark 

Plano, & Morales, 2007).  
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Phenomenological research related to this study in the past has addressed issues of 

Mexican-American Latina students (González, 2006; Malott, 2009; Rosas & Hamrick, 

2002; Vasquez, 2007), Mexican-American parents and curriculum (McClain, 2010), 

masculinity with Mexican-American men (Bitar, Kimball, Gee, & Bermúdez, 2008), and 

Mexican-American identity with graduate students in counseling courses (Zamarripa, 

Lane, Lerma, & Holin (2011). Phenomenological studies about undocumented students 

were rare, but two recent works included how undocumented youth transition into 

adulthood (Gonzales, 2011) and another one dealt with policies that prevent 

undocumented students from realizing their aspirations post college graduation (Lopez, 

2010). Along these lines, the researcher combined phenomenology and LatCrit, as they 

worked in concert showcasing through testimonios the essence of undocumented students 

and their experiences and realities. As previously mentioned, testimonios (Fernández, 

2002; Flores & Garcia, 2009; Huber, 2009) use a first-person narrative to relay an honest 

and accurate life story detailing injustices suffered and the effects of those injustices in a 

person’s life (Brabeck, 2001). Since phenomenological approaches call for participants to 

make sense of their own experience and situation, testimonios worked well with this 

approach as they allowed participants to present their story—unadulterated and unbiased 

from their own perspective. In other words, their lived experience. Unfortunately, a 

review of the literature did not produce related studies linking phenomenological 

approaches and testimonios.  

 Although there were other qualitative approaches such as biographical studies, 

grounded theory, ethnographies, and case studies (Caswell, 1998) in the qualitative 
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tradition, the selected method directly addressed the lived experiences of a group of 

people in a particular situation. This method allowed the researcher to gather in-depth 

information about undocumented students and their experiences after college graduation. 

The centerpiece of the study is the college graduates’ experiences from their own 

perspective providing their own interpretation. This in turn, allowed the researcher to 

understand their experience and gain “insights into people’s motivations and actions, and 

cutting through the clutter of taken-for-granted assumptions and conventional wisdom” 

(Lester, 1999, p. 1). Even though the other four traditions were not be used in this study, 

it was important to describe them and indicate why they are not as relevant for this study. 

First, biographical studies consider experiences of individuals or explore 

documents and archived material to describe particular moments of a person during a 

particular period in their life. There are a myriad of types in this category. A few of these 

types include biographical studies, autobiographies, life histories, and oral histories 

(Creswell, 1998). The spotlight is on the individual and it chronicles a singular person or 

event. Although a powerful tool to reflect upon, it did not address the scope for this 

study. Given that the phenomenon at hand and the experiences around it had a collective 

nature, it was difficult to reconcile and construct a narrative by singling just one person.  

Second, grounded theory studies “generate or discover a theory, an abstract 

analytical schema of phenomenon, that relates to a particular situation” (Creswell, 1998, 

p. 56). This approach was also not effective for this particular study. The reason was 

because grounded theory calls for frequent visits, observations, interaction, and 

interviews to determine why a particular problem or situation was occurring resulting in a 
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new theory or approach. Since the objective of this study was not to conceptualize a new 

proposition, but to rather make sense of experiences of undocumented students post 

college graduation, this research tradition proved to be outside of the study’s dimension 

and scope.  

A third qualitative method is ethnography. In ethnographies, “the researcher is 

immersed in the day-to-day lives of the people or through one-on-one interviews with 

members of the group (Creswell, 1998, p. 58). This in-depth approach observes systems 

or social groups (Creswell, 1998), but is extensive and may require special access 

through gatekeepers in order to accomplish the study’s goals as well as extended time 

periods to gather data. Although this discipline is valuable and provides the most 

comprehensive assessment of a particular situation in a particular setting, given the time 

needed to gather and collect data and the researchers lack of training in this method, it 

was best to opt for a more contained and realistic approach.  

Finally, there are case studies. According to Creswell (1998), case studies occur 

“over time through detailed, in-depth collection involving multiple sources of 

information rich in context” (p. 61). This graphic research looks at small groups or 

individuals and draws conclusions specific to the small group or the individual within the 

studied context. This tradition calls for multiple data sources to develop an in-depth 

analysis (Creswell, 1998). Although effective, this study concentrated on undocumented 

students and their options post-college graduation. This study does not attempt to explore 

an event, an activity, or a program as most case studies do. Again, after careful 

consideration of these qualitative approaches, the best suited for this study was 
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phenomenology. It allowed participants to make sense of their situation and experience. 

Phenomenology addresses lived experiences of a group of people in a particular situation, 

allowing for a richer and deeper understanding of the undocumented student experience 

after college graduation.  

Research Design 

Site Selection 

 According to Patton (1990, 2002), site selection, as well as participants, involves 

purposeful sampling or what is also known as purposive or judgment sampling and 

criterion-based selection (LeCompte & Preissle, 1993). To put it another way, the 

researcher can deliberately select the location and/or the participants to be associated with 

the investigation based on the fact that the participants shared similar characteristics. 

According to Patton, “purposeful sampling focuses on selecting information-rich cases 

whose study will illuminate the questions under study” (p. 230). Hence, given the many 

opportunities presented at the selected site and under Patton’s premise, the institution of 

higher education selected was Lone Star University. Given the sensitivity of the study 

and the vulnerability of the participants a pseudonym was assigned to the institution. 

However, given that the Central Texas area has many institutions of higher education, the 

researcher was hoping to attract college graduates from the many other institutions in the 

area. Unfortunately, none of those institutions were represented.  

According to the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching (2011), 

Lone Star University is a selective, large four-year, doctoral granting, and research-

intensive institution. Total enrollment at Lone Star University for fall 2010 was 51,195 
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(Office of Information Management and Analysis, 2010). As an institution, Lone Star 

enrolled 612 undocumented students and the state of Texas enrolled 16,476 

undocumented students overall (THECB, 2011). The institution was selected as one of 

the sites because of its status as a flagship university with a selective admissions process 

and a rigorous curriculum. Its unique location, its changing student demographics, and its 

potential to become an HSI gave the campus a strategic advantage that made it perfectly 

situated to do this kind of trailblazing study. It is situated in Austin, the capital of the 

state of Texas and it is physically located within a few blocks of the state’s capitol. Given 

the immigration dilemma the participants of the study are in, the researcher believes it is 

important to figure out what brings undocumented students to the capital city where laws 

are made that affect their existence and to the institution. Lone Star University was 

selected as a site because the researcher had access to information, data, and participants. 

Most importantly, the researcher was able to meet participants as frequently as needed 

and was accessible when questions about the study came up.  

Participant Selection  

The research was conducted with a population of participants selected from 

recently graduated college students. The participants were selected through snowball 

sampling or chain sampling (Atkinson & Flint, 2001; Denzin & Lincoln, 1994; Patton, 

1990). This concept holds that members of a special population are familiar or know of 

others that are in the same situation (Penrod, Preston, Cain, & Starks, 2003) and hence, 

would be able to identify potential participants. Through the use of this tactic, the 

researcher was able to get undocumented college graduates to participate in the research. 
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Participants who knew others in the same situation would recommend them through word 

of mouth. This approach was probably the most beneficial for this kind of research as 

some of these students tend to disappear in the crowd by becoming “hidden populations” 

(Heckathorn, 1997) or “hard-to-reach-populations” (Benoit, Jansson, Millar, & Phillips, 

2005).  

College graduates were selected because this population informed the research 

and contributed by filling in the gaps that currently exist in the literature between 

undocumented students and their options at four-year institutions and beyond. College 

students whose undocumented status did not prevent them from successfully enrolling in 

college undoubtedly shed valuable information on how they were able to navigate the 

system. Moreover, undocumented students that have graduated from college shared their 

invaluable insight contributing to the growing literature in this area.  

Data Collection 

Initially, the researcher proposed an informal focus group (MacDougall & Fudge, 

2001; Morgan, 1997; as cited in Glesne, 2006; Wolff, Knodel, & Sittitrai, 1993) or group 

interview (Frey & Fontana, 1991; Ritchie & Lewis, 2007) prior to collecting the data. 

The reason for doing this pilot was twofold. First, the researcher wanted to get acquainted 

with the participants and dissipate any apprehensions they may have had.  Second, the 

researcher intended to gain their trust, build rapport, and gain access (Glesne, 2006) so 

they would feel comfortable sharing their life experiences with the researcher. The goal 

was to reduce anxiety and to make the one-on-one exchanges more meaningful. The 

driving factor behind this was to pilot-test the instrument and determine if the interview 
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questions were appropriate. Moreover, the researcher wanted opportunities to tweak and 

anticipate how these data collection methods would work in practice (Maxwell, 2005). 

Unfortunately, due to location, time constraints, and anxiety in-group settings, focus 

groups were deleted from the study. There was an attempt to convene as many 

participants as possible after the individual interviews, but those efforts were 

unsuccessful as well. Although two participants showed interest, the rest opted not to 

participate. Therefore, the research moved to the next phase—individual in-depth, semi-

structured interviews.  

Individual interviews allowed for colorful responses from the participants. The 

interviews included a mixture of structured, life history, and topical interview questions 

(Glesne, 2006). It is important to mention that testimonios were collected during this 

phase of the research. The ultimate goal for these interview questions was for participants 

to “provide an opportunity for detailed investigation of people’s personal perspectives, 

for in-depth understanding of the personal context within which the research phenomena 

are located, and for very detailed subject coverage” (Ritchie & Lewis, 2007, p. 36). 

Moreover, through an analysis (Patton, 1990, 2002) of the data, “important patterns, 

themes, and interrelationships” (Johnson & Christensen, 2004, p. 362) were discovered. 

This analysis began with observations to generalize and understand patterns in the 

phenomenon being studied—in this case, Mexican undocumented college graduates in 

Texas. The goal was to have at least ten participants in the study. The researcher wanted 

to have equal representation from female and male students, but given the sensibility of 

the study took any college graduate willing to participate regardless of gender.  
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Communication went out to networks on the Lone Star University campus with access to 

this population. Also, through word-of-mouth, people became interested in participating. 

A total of eight participants were identified for this study. There were six female and two 

males in the study. Interviews were scheduled at convenient times and locations selected 

by the participants. Individual interviews did not last more than two hours and data were 

digitally recorded.  

Participants were not identified by name or any other characteristic that could 

potentially identify them in any way. Confidentiality and anonymity were key 

components of the study throughout its duration and beyond. Participants remained 

anonymous and their real names were not be revealed in any part of interviews, analysis, 

and reporting. All files were stored in a secure place where only the research had access 

to them.  

After transcribing, all electronic files were deleted and destroyed.  Moreover, 

participants were not asked to provide any other form of identification. Consent forms 

and a detailed description of the research, expectations, and reasons for termination were 

made explicit to all participants. This allowed participants to know the purpose of the 

study, how data were used, and the extent of their participation. It also informed 

participants that their participation was voluntary and that they could leave at any time if 

they felt the study was uncomfortable or if they simply changed their minds about 

participation (Ritchie & Lewis, 2007).  

The researcher collected data over the course of the fall 2011 semester. This 

allowed the researcher to carry out the research methods adequately and to reference the 
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literature, the participants, and the instruments for an honest analysis of the phenomenon 

of undocumented students and their options after college graduation.   

Data Analysis   

Data were analyzed after transcription. During the process of reading the 

transcripts and of listening to the recordings, the researcher wrote notes and memos of 

what was seen or heard in the data in order to start developing ideas for categories and 

possible relationships (Maxwell, 2005). The research was able to “fracture” (Strauss, 

1987, p. 29) it or to “connect” (Maxwell, 2005) data. This allowed information to be 

categorized and permitted the comparison of emerging relationships and themes. By 

organizing the data into categories the researcher sorted it for more in-depth analysis. 

This was part of the open coding process  (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) where themes began 

to emerge from the unadulterated data. When connections or links began to appear among 

the data after identification, the researcher analyzed the data via axial coding (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1990) to get to a richer and more meaningful understanding of the phenomenon. 

The researcher used a computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software (Fielding & 

Lee, 1991). That software was Atlas.ti, Atlas.ti was the most appropriate due to its 

powerful and intuitive integrated suite of tools available supporting analysis of written 

texts, audio, video, and graphic data (Atlas.ti, 2011). 

Validity 

The researcher addressed validity issues and trustworthiness through the 

triangulation of methods used to collect data such as member checking (Creswell, 2009).  

During the interview stages, the researcher assessed how each participant’s experiences, 
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networks, and self-perception had influenced their decision-making process. Since the 

relationship evolved during the study’s personal interviews, the quality of the information 

provided evolved as well. Through this process of documentation and observation, the 

researcher was able to have a more in-depth analysis of the participants. Lastly, the 

researcher allowed participants to ask questions or to provide additional feedback as 

necessary in order to capture and best express their feelings about the situation they were 

in. Moreover, member checking helped the research in order to provide a more accurate 

representation of the data (Glesne, 2006). For example, the researcher shared interview 

transcripts to make sure that data were accurate and do not show biases or inaccuracies.  

Furthermore, phenomenology enhanced the validity of this study because as such, the 

researcher stated his biases and/or positionality to protect the integrity of the research 

from unforeseen validity concerns. 

Limitations 

 Given the limited scope of the study and the particular segment of the population, 

it was impossible to generalize findings and apply them broadly to the undocumented 

community. It was hard to determine how open and willing the participants were going to 

be when revealing their most intimate and personal aspects of their life. Since 

experiences vary in meaning and context, all responses were by design bound to be 

unique and exposed a completely new paradigm. However, the researcher knew there 

were aspects in the narrative that transcended this particular population and had more 

universal themes. For instance, some of them included funding/financial aid to attend 

college, proximity, and family obligations among others. Even though the researcher 
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hopes the findings may potentially be used to inform policy-makers, educational leaders 

or students who fall under this category, it is important to mention that findings on this 

study did not reflect or could be used to generalize all undocumented students with a 

bachelor’s degree. Furthermore, the researcher disclosed his biases prior to conducting 

this dissertation study. Being Mexican American, and committed to the plight of 

undocumented students in the United States, afforded the researcher insider knowledge of 

the culture and the community the researcher studied. Be that as it may, the researcher 

kept his personal views and biases in mind and was cognizant of the fact that he was not 

to interject any of his personal opinions or theories during the data gathering process or 

the reporting of the findings.  
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Chapter 4-Results 

This results chapter is divided into three major sections. The first major section 

analyzes and responds to each of the study’s research questions individually. This section 

is further subdivided into two smaller sections: the first addresses the eight participants’ 

experience prior to college admission and the other examines their college choice 

process. The second major section of this chapter explores salient and emerging themes 

that were central to the eight participants in this study. These themes discuss their 

opinions on the DREAM Act, family and sibling interactions, their contributions, and an 

assessment of their undocumented student experience overall. These themes address the 

phenomenological approach of the study by examining a snapshot of the participants’ 

personalities, their thought processes, and their daily interactions with family, friends, 

and the many communities they interact with.  

The last major section of the chapter examines how each research question 

intersects with LatCrit’s various tenets. LatCrit addresses complex social issues relevant 

to Latinas/os, which allow them to question history and power, and lets them articulate 

their experiences in a manner that is consistent with their culture and traditions. 

Consistent with the spirit of this research approach, the final section of this chapter is 

framed by the participants’ interactions and experiences at different stages in their college 

pathways. Additionally, LatCrit was used to understand and capture the participants’ 

college choice process and their experiences after college graduation.  
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However, before the discussion begins, the researcher would like to briefly 

introduce the participants. The intention is that through vignettes the readers become 

acquainted and familiar with each individual in the study.  

Brenda received a Ph.D. in pharmacy (with honors) and came from Mexico City. 

She and her family crossed into the United States when she was 12 years old. Upon the 

expiration of their visa, the family decided to stay and settled in the Dallas area. Brenda 

considered attending Texas A&M, but ultimately decided on Lone Star University 

because of its academic offerings and its urban setting. Brenda owns her consulting firm, 

is a community activist and organizer, she volunteers often and is sought as a mentor. 

Brenda is married and hopes to start a family, travel, and to someday work as a 

pharmacist. 

Valeria entered the United States when she was 11 years old. She, her mother and 

sister came to this country escaping from domestic violence. Valeria is also from Mexico 

City and received her bachelor’s and master’s degrees in nursing  (with honors) from 

Lone Star University. During her time there, she was the founder of the University 

Leadership Initiative (ULI). The ULI conducts outreach at the local, state, and national 

level to address the dilemma faced by young people who were brought to the United 

States years ago as undocumented immigrant children, but who have since grown up in 

the United States, have stayed out of trouble, and wish to continue their education on to 

college. Valeria is also a founding member of United We Dream, the national umbrella of 

ULI. She is a community activist, a mentor, a volunteer, and was also recently married. 

She lives in Pennsylvania with her husband and is looking to starting her family and to 
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travel abroad when possible. She wants to pursue a doctoral degree in nursing or a 

graduate degree in public policy.  

Carmen is from Guanajuato, Mexico. She came with her family to the United 

States when she was four years old. Like those in this study, she was an academic super 

star and was ranked third in her graduating class. She did not know how to apply to 

college, but a teacher mentored her through the admissions process. She graduated 

(honors) with a bachelor’s degree in nursing and hopes to pursue her education and get at 

least a master’s in nursing. Currently, she lives in Austin and works as a secretary for a 

business owner and works as a nurse once a week with a local doctor in one of his clinics. 

Carmen is slowly becoming more comfortable with her immigration status, but it still 

causes her fear. Carmen also mentors family members, friends, and acquaintances. Since 

she is the oldest in her family, she has become a role model for her younger siblings and 

family members who are now considering a college education. Her family wants her to 

get married so she can petition for the rest of the family, but if she had her way, she 

would rather become a traveling nurse or travel to developing countries and assist the 

sick before getting married.  

Eduardo is from Guadalajara, Mexico. He is the youngest of nine siblings. His 

family brought him to the United States when he was four years old. After high school 

graduation, he attended Texas Tech University for a year. He wanted to experience being 

away from home, but after his freshman year Eduardo decided to return to Central Texas 

to a more familiar and more progressive place. Eduardo has a bachelor’s degree in 

government and political science with a business foundation certificate. Eduardo has 
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participated in demonstrations at the local, state, and federal level bringing attention to 

The DREAM Act and the rights of immigrant youth. Like his peers, Eduardo is a 

community activist, a mentor, an advocate for the immigrant community, and a 

community organizer. Through a program that offers medical care for undocumented 

people, he and his sister moved to North Carolina in order to offer his mother the 

assistance she needs. He is currently working and would like to get a law degree and is 

considering relocating to another country if the United States does not guarantee him 

residency or path to citizenship. 

Martha moved to the United States with her family when she was 11 years old. 

The family moved from Guanajuato. Martha first went to Alamo University, but once she 

knew she could transfer to Lone Star University she did. Her bachelor’s degrees are in 

Spanish literature and communications (with honors). She lives in San Antonio with her 

husband and babysits for additional income. Martha is also a community activist, 

organizer, and mentor. She and her sister, Paulina started an organization in Dallas that 

helps immigrant youth pursue higher education. Martha was accepted to a graduate 

program at Columbia University, but she had to put those aspirations on hold. That said, 

she still wants to pursue a graduate degree in either social work or law. She wants the 

opportunity to travel and visit family and relatives back home.  

Paulina, Martha’s sister, was nine when the family came to the United States. She 

has degrees in government and Spanish literature with a certificate in ethics and 

leadership with a social justice emphasis (with honors). She lives in Dallas and works for 

a prominent lawyer there. She is engaged and involved in her community as well as in 
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politics. She is a strong advocate for immigrants and for Latinas/os, women, and 

minorities of color. Like her sister, she mentors and is a sought-after community activist. 

When available, Paulina visits area schools and through presentations she provides 

parents and students information on how to successfully apply and graduate from college. 

Paulina and Martha filmed a documentary while at Lone Star University showcasing their 

experience as undocumented students at a flagship university. Paulina is excited about 

her future and she wants to pursue a master’s and a doctoral degree. She is also 

considering law school as an option. 

Marco was four years old when his family came to the United States from 

Chihuahua, Mexico. He is the oldest and the only undocumented one of three siblings. 

Academically bright, Marco researched information on his own (like his peers in this 

study) about how to apply to college. He was accepted into the architecture school and 

graduated last May with one of the highest GPAs in his program. He lives in the Dallas 

area with his family. Unable to find job as an architect, Marco has turned to his DJ 

abilities for income. He is a well-known DJ in Austin and Dallas and is frequently asked 

to host and play at important nightclubs at both cities. Marco also develops Web sites for 

additional income and for personal marketing. He mentors his own siblings, friends, and 

people who have a genuine interest in higher education. When he was a student at Lone 

Star, he volunteered with the office of admissions to help them in their mission to bring 

talented Latino students to campus. In the future, he hopes to open his own architectural 

firm and is also considering leaving the United States if he cannot stay in the country. 
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Tatiana was brought to the United States when she was eight months old from 

Guadalajara, Mexico. Her family settled in Dallas upon arrival. She had the opportunity 

to attend other Texas institutions, but she chose Lone Star University because of their 

radio, television, and film program, which she graduated from (also with honors). Tatiana 

is very reserved and only opens up when she feels safe and comfortable. This has 

presented additional challenges for her, but she is now becoming more assertive and 

confident. She works in a fitness club in Dallas doing accounting and some front-desk 

duties. She is using counterfeit documentation to work, but is desperate to fix her 

immigration status. Tatiana would like to get a graduate degree in communications and 

travel. Above all, she would like to have the opportunity to feel and live free and to work 

in the media. 

Section 1 

Research Question One: How did Mexican undocumented college graduates go 

about choosing and enrolling into a particular college? 

Analyzing the first research question became an exercise of introspection for the 

participants in this study. Originally, this question was designed to begin the narrative 

and to provide insight as to why undocumented students in this study selected one 

institution over another. By doing so, the study reflected on the participants’ college 

choice process and the steps they took to get there. Given that this study’s concentration 

was on outcomes and options after degree conferral, it was important to decipher and 

understand why this group of Mexican undocumented college graduates settled on a 

particular institution. What this question was trying to answer was whether they based 
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their decision on potential opportunities or outcomes post-graduation given the 

institution’s status and ranking.   

Therefore, the first part of this research question addressed the participants’ 

experiences prior to enrollment to determine what led them to choose a college as well as 

what obstacles they encountered in this process. As such, the analysis begins with the 

participants’ high school experience and examines their performance as high school 

students that allowed them to successfully transition from high school to college. Second, 

the investigation addressed the participants’ post-high school aspirations to determine 

what drove them to choose a college education. Third, the investigation explored 

academic programs offered at the colleges where the participants showed interest. This 

was an important and critical finding to report because it determined where and why 

participants settled on a particular institution. This analysis concludes with a discussion 

of the most significant struggles and obstacles participants endured during the college 

application process.  

The second part of this research question explored some of the challenges that 

participants experienced after being admitted to the college of their choice. The analysis 

concentrated on issues such as financial barriers, housing options, struggles after 

admission, and ends with what a description of what a degree means to the participants. 

This last part explored the participants’ experience as they transitioned from admission to 

the realities of being a college student.  
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Part One: The High School to College Transition 

High school over-achievers. Since the first research question asked participants 

about the end of their high school years, they all started sharing their lived experiences 

during this critical and decisive moment. Therefore, the analysis begins at this juncture. 

First of all, it was apparent that all these Mexican-origin immigrants in the study were 

over-achievers. All were in the top 10 percent of their class, had been part of the gifted 

and talented programs, and had taken AP and Pre-AP classes throughout high school. For 

example, Paulina’s response clearly illustrated that: 

Because I was in the top 10 percent of my class and was actually in the 5% of my 
class, but because under the top 10 percent rule back in 2007, I was able to go to 
Lone Star without having to kind of…it guaranteed me admission. 
 

Another participant, Tatiana, also commented on her grades and her access to information 

and resources offered at her school for college admission. She stated: 

 When I was in high school, I mean, they prepared you for college your junior and  
senior year. Like all your classes are college this and college that. And even 
though I wasn’t sure I could go to college because I was undocumented, being in 
Pre-AP and AP classes that was like the sole focus…and so, for whatever reason I 
just went with the flow. Everybody around me was applying to college or thinking 
about college…for me it wasn’t more like, “oh, yeah, I am going to college.” I 
was doing it because it was something that needed to be done.  
 

Most had a similar experience where they had the opportunity to attend gifted and 

talented programs. Others attended magnet schools while some went to privileged public 

schools in affluent school districts in the suburbs of Dallas. This opportunity gave them 

access and information and put them in direct contact with a college-going culture that 

influenced them in their decision to attend college, regardless of their immigration status. 

Unaware of it at the time, participants were exposed to the importance of relationships or 
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social capital. This exposure to social capital was an early example of how it transformed 

their lives, even while still in secondary school. This was a strong indicator that this 

framework, as used in this study, was appropriate and would have a significant impact on 

the study’s outcome. However, there was one participant whose road to high school 

graduation and college was driven by self-motivation amidst a less than perfect school 

that he attended. In his interview, Marco recalled: 

 I remember my sophomore year in high school and I looked back at my freshman  
year and I saw that my grades weren’t very good. And, looking at my 
accomplishments I wasn’t satisfied where I was going. So I sat down that year 
before my sophomore year and I just told myself “I don’t know how I am gonna 
do it. I am gonna fix it. I am gonna go to college.” I’m the type of person who 
likes to challenge myself. High school wasn’t very challenging for me. I actually 
slept in most of my classes. I worked out a deal with most of my teachers where I 
slept and I just got A’s on all my tests. As long as I got A’s on all my tests they 
were fine with it. So, it wasn’t very challenging.  
 
Post-high school aspirations. For the participants in the study, going to college 

was an aspiration (Gándara, 1995; Gonzales, 2010; Lopez, 2010; Yosso, 2005) and an 

accomplishment. For Valeria, coming to Lone Star University was the pinnacle of her 

determination and aspiration. In her interview, she shared the following: 

Um…like, I had always wanted to come here. I clearly remember when I was in 
middle school and we would be part of the honor roll, so we would, my mom 
would take us to Mr. Gatti’s because we would get free passes from the school 
and then after we would do something special. So there’s even a picture of my 
sister and I playing around in the horse’s fountain. And I was just in middle 
school and I had my school T-shirt and I remember it was like, such a beautiful 
campus and I remember thinking, “Would I ever be able to come here?” And so 
that was something I always hoped I could.  

 
Similarly, Eduardo shared his reasons why he decided to attend college and what 

prompted him to select Lone Star University. To him, it had to do with “going to one of 

the best schools in Texas.” Aside from having this opportunity, Eduardo also decided to 
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attend one of the flagship universities in the state because he realized it was “an honor.” 

He realized the magnitude of his decision and the impact that his presence on campus 

would have and the message that it would send.  This self-affirmation despite an 

oppressive environment gave Eduardo a sense of satisfaction and empowerment. This 

initial example of LatCrit (Delgado & Stefancic, 2000; Solórzano & Delgado Bernal, 

2001; Valdés, 1997; Yosso, 2002) coming through was one of many evident throughout 

the study. According to him, the honor was not just for him or his family, but “for 

undocumented people because we have made it onto this campus and sort of 

demystifying this whole thing about higher education.” For Eduardo, going to Lone Star 

University was something “exciting, worth exploring, and beautiful…a dream come 

true.” Tatiana also concurred that going to college was a life-long aspiration and because 

of her high school, it was also an expectation. Her experience was driven by motivation 

because she did not want to miss out on this kind of experience. Aside from the 

previously mentioned reasons, participants also decided on a college based on their 

academic programs and their own professional interests. This is addressed next.  

Academic programs and professional aspirations. For other participants, 

choosing a college had to do with academics and the majors they were interested in 

pursuing. For instance, Brenda was interested in pursuing a biomedical engineer career 

and the two schools that had the best programs were Lone Star University and Texas 

A&M. Before making her decision, she and a group of friends went to Texas A&M to 

visit and see if they would like the campus there. However, during their visit, she knew 

Texas A&M would not be her choice despite her friends’ pleas to reconsider. 
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Furthermore, the city of Austin offered her a more “metropolitan area.” According to 

Brenda: 

They started talking about traditions they had and the things they could and could 
not do. That immediately put me off! And I saw too that it wasn’t very diverse. 
You know, just walking through campus it looked just like my high school looked 
population wise.  That was something I didn’t want…their rules were really 
odd…I was completely put off by that. So Lone Star just sounded better! 

 
Brenda decided against Texas A&M because she wanted her experience to be different 

and to be enriching. She wanted to be involved and engaged on campus, but did not want 

to give up the amenities that an urban center offered. For her, her decision had to do with 

the quality of the program, the quality of life in the city where the school was, and the 

endless possibilities that such a school and city would offer her.  

For Paulina, her decision to attend Lone Star University was also because of being 

in the top 10 percent, but also because her sister was already there. The importance of 

siblings and family influence will be discussed after analyzing the three research 

questions framing this study. It meant that she would go to a somewhat more familiar 

environment with an informal network already built-in. This was yet another example of 

how social capital influenced the participants. For her, selecting Lone Star involved two 

crucial factors: 

Well, I think it was an accumulation of factors. One of them being that my sister 
was already going to Lone Star…she transferred there. So, you know, familiar 
faces and not being so out in the world by yourself was one of the factors. Two, I 
was offered a full scholarship and that was another factor, if not THE major 
factor. 

 
Aside from academic programs and professional aspirations, participants encountered 

hurdles during their application process, which made for a distressing experience. Since 
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the participants did not have a social security number, among other things, it made their 

process more challenging, intimidating, and frustrating than usual. This key aspect of 

their college-going experience is highlighted in greater depth in the following section. 

Struggles in the college application process. Among the many struggles and 

obstacles these participants dealt with during their application process, none were so 

paralyzing and filled with anxiety as their lack of a social security number. Time and time 

again, participants referred to these missing nine digits as an absence of identity. This 

otherwise seemingly insignificant requirement caused many of the participants to either 

pause their application process or to carefully rethink their options. For instance, Martha 

recalled the time when she was filling out her college application paperwork:  

I was in the top 10 percent of my class and it was time for me to go to college. I 
remember I was filling out the applications and I left the space for the Social 
Security number…I left it blank. So, when I went to the counselor’s office so that 
he could check and review my application, he was like, “You have to put your 
Social Security number.” And I was like, “well, I don’t have one.” And he was, 
“How come you don’t have one? Everybody has one!” And I was, “No, I asked 
my parents and I don’t have one!” And he said, “If you don’t have one, you can’t 
go to college!” And I was like, “Oh my God, I have my recommendation letters, I 
had everything!” 
 

The social security number requirement alone had the power to almost derail the 

participants’ aspirations of ever attending college. Yet, the participants’ unyielding drive 

and temperament gave them the impetus to continue on their college objective.  

Not only did they have to overcome the reality of not having a social security 

number, but they also had to overcome the fear of being exposed and found out. As if that 

were not enough, information on how to navigate the college admission process for 

undocumented students was not appropriately disseminated in some of the campuses 
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these participants were interested in attending. As such, most had to do their own 

research to educate themselves and the staff working at the colleges of their choice. This 

theme of doing their own research resonated with most of the participants in this study. 

Participants went to Web sites, talked to state officials, read articles, watched the news, 

called people, and at times were put on someone’s path that allowed them to find a way 

to make it to college. This was an example of how oppressive elements affected them and 

how resourceful the participants were. Marco recalled his own process: 

I spent the next three years doing research and researching universities since I was 
undocumented and I wasn’t sure if it was possible. But after finding out about HB 
1403, I started talking to different colleges and universities. I got most of my 
information from Eastview Community College two blocks from my house. From 
there, I expanded towards Lone Star and A&M. Lone Star was ranked number 2 
at the time in terms of schools of architecture in the nation, so…um...I made my 
final decision off of that. 
 

Tatiana also recalled the process she went through. At first, the process and her options 

seemed bleak. However, after making critical decisions, she was able to select from a 

plethora of institutions. For instance: 

I thought I was just gonna go to community college here in Dallas because I have 
cousins that are also undocumented as well and they were a little older and they 
couldn’t go to college because…I don’t know what happened to them, maybe 
they had wrong information and by the time it got to me, I was under the 
impression that because they were undocumented they couldn’t get into college… 
One of my teachers in high school knew my issue…that I was undocumented. It 
turns out that he had a friend who was a lawyer who was really close with an 
immigration lawyer… And, um, she was able to give me information…she told 
me I could go to college. That they can’t deny me...that the only problem for me 
would be financial aid…that I couldn’t get federal financial aid, but that whatever 
school you apply to, you are qualified for state aid and for whatever the university 
can give you in financial aid. So, at that moment, I just needed to hear that yes, I 
could go forward… I applied to the community college here in Dallas, I applied to 
UT Dallas, um, University of North Texas, Lone Star, and Baylor. And because I 
was top 10 percent, I got in to all the public ones. And I also got accepted into 
Baylor.  
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As demonstrated by the analysis in this section, these Mexican undocumented college 

graduates overcame the impact of not having a social security number and had to rely on 

their own resources for information in order to pursue their aspiration of attending 

college. Although their experiences would have been enough to deter many, this 

particular group of participants showed resilience (Albrecht, 2007; Barato, 2009; Lopez, 

2010; Perez et al., 2010), temperament, and a determination to not be dissuaded from 

their goal of participating in the higher education process.  

Part Two: The College Experience  

Financial barriers. During the interview sessions, one thing was at the top of 

their concerns—cost. The participants felt comfortable with their academic preparation 

and about being able to make it through college. They were prepared to grapple with any 

issues and determined to pursue that degree. Yet, they were not financially prepared for 

the one thing they so wanted the most—a college education.  

As most people know, the price of a college education is progressively getting 

more expensive. Families struggle to come up with funds to send their children to 

college. The same worries and concerns plagued the participants in this study. If 

anything, this was their most salient fear or apprehension about going to college. 

Participants were resourceful and entrepreneurial when it came to financing their 

education. Given that all of the participants were in the top 10 percent of their class, they 

were able to get some assistance. For instance, Brenda in her interview recalled how the 

participants felt about this issue: 
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I remember going back home and opening my like, what I owe page, and seeing 
this huge bill. Like I owed $7,000 this semester and about $7,000 next semester. 
That was close to $15,000 and I was like, “Oh my gosh…I am NOT gonna go to 
college. Like, I can’t afford this.” There is no way that this is happening! 

 
Once the initial shock wore off, participants started to look for funding opportunities. 

Scholarships, grants, and even personal gifts started pouring in for some of the 

participants, which made attending college a lot easier and less worrisome. Again Brenda 

remembered: 

I got a scholarship from the National Merit Scholars and I got a lot of scholarships 
through my hometown. It is a very small town and the fact that it is fairly 
privileged worked to my advantage because people weren’t applying for 
scholarships. And so I got like $40,000 in scholarship money…I also got a little 
bit of financial aid through Lone Star too and when all the cards settled, I didn’t 
have to pay for room or tuition at that point. 

 
For Martha, the experience was quite similar: 

 
I was actually very lucky! And um, Alamo University paid for my school. And 
when I went to Lone Star, Lone Star offered me a scholarship, and then I got 
some financial aid through the Texas Grant program and then LULAC gave me a 
scholarship. So eventually, I got my education paid through Lone Star. 

 
Carmen’s experience was comparable to Martha’s, but she had a little assistance from her 

parents and other places. In her interview she recalled how she paid for college: 

I was working. Both of my parents were working, financial aid and also through 
scholarships. I was able to get a scholarship through Hispanic Scholarship 
Consortium, which is how I contacted you. And also, I got another scholarship, 
but I don’t remember who funded me. It was like a fraternity…and grants. I didn’t 
get any loans. My parents don’t believe in loans. They were all like, “We’ll help 
you pay, but don’t get any loans.” 

 
Participants were mobile and quickly looked for funding opportunities to subsidize their 

college education. Due to their academic determination and success, they were able to 

receive financial assistance in order to mitigate their concern. Scholarships, in-state 



 114 

tuition, jobs, savings, and grants were all part of their experience as they pursued their 

college education. However, there was one particular participant, Tatiana, whose 

experience was somewhat movie-like. Her mother cleans houses for a living and Tatiana 

would often go help her mother in order for her to clean more houses in a day and make 

extra money. Tatiana started helping her mother clean houses when she was eight years 

old and some of the homeowners watched her grow up and would occasionally ask her 

about her plans after high school graduation. Tatiana shared her plans with the “Tuesday 

lady.” She and her mother would go to her house on Tuesdays and clean her house, hence 

the designation. This working relationship set in motion a sequence of events that put to 

rest Tatiana’s worries of how to pay for college: 

I got a letter from Lone Star University with the financial aid I was awarded and I 
didn’t know if it was gonna be enough or not. My mom took the letter, but didn’t 
understand it…And, um, that next day, that Tuesday I went with my mom and the 
lady asked me again how everything was going. I told her, “I just got this letter on 
the mail, but I don’t know if it’s enough.” She looked at it and she told me that it 
was enough. She sat me down and she walked me through the accepting the 
financial aid notification and thanks to her somebody gave me $3,500…She 
talked to a friend of hers in Dallas, apparently somebody important in Dallas…He 
also said he would be willing to give me another $3,500 if somehow the second 
year of college I had already gotten a social security number, but I guess that 
wasn’t gonna happen because it’s not that easy…Then, another lady gave my 
mom $500 for my college. Of course, my mom also threw me a graduation party 
and I got money there as well. So, that, I mean, it was because these people that I 
was able to pay my first year and I got a really big scholarship my second year 
and that pretty much paid for everything. 

 
Participants’ experiences exemplified how their resourcefulness and at times good 

fortune allowed them to continue with their aspiration of obtaining a college degree. 

Moreover, it showed how these Mexican-origin immigrant college graduates leveraged 

their social capital to make their higher education aspirations a reality.  



 115 

Housing options. Finding a place to live produced anxiety and was a definite 

stressor for the participants in the study. Yet, their experiences were as varied and as 

unique as the participants themselves. At first, most participants lived on campus—at 

least those whose families were not in Central Texas. Those who grew up in central 

Texas like Eduardo, Carmen, and Valeria lived at home and were able to help with 

household responsibilities while at the same time continuing to maintain their stellar 

GPAs. The rest initially lived on campus their first year as part of a program called 

Longhorn Scholars, a scholarship covering housing, which recommends they live in 

dorms at least during their first year. However, according to their interviews that was a 

bit cost-prohibitive and opted to live off-campus their sophomore year. For Marco, living 

on campus was getting to be expensive: 

With the cost of living on campus every semester, I couldn’t afford it. Even 
though it was convenient, it wasn’t affordable for too long. I moved off campus to 
Riverside. The cost of living on Riverside is half of the cost of living on campus. 
So, that was pretty much my only option. It was great! I enjoyed it! 
 

Similarly, Tatiana moved to the Riverside area since rent was cheaper and it was 

something that would allow her to save additional money. Since this area of the city is 

known to house thousands of students, the participants knew they would be able to have 

the experience of living on their own and still be able to save substantially on housing. 

They all had a relatively innocuous experience, which allowed them to concentrate on 

their studies.  

As these things go, there are people who have a difficult housing experience and a 

couple of participants were unfortunately not immune to it. This is the case for Martha 

and Paulina the two sisters in the study who eloquently captured their experiences on and 
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off campus. Their housing experience can only be described as a nightmare and served as 

a tale for others to be more cautious when making such arrangements given their 

immigration status. For Martha and Paulina housing turned tragic and jeopardized their 

stay in the country the first time they tried to move off campus. They had found a girl on 

campus looking for two roommates and thought this would be a great match. Martha and 

Paulina went to sign the lease. Instead of using their social security number, the sisters 

used their tax identification numbers. Since that did not go through, and the girl had 

already signed her lease and during this back-and-forth she found out the sisters were 

undocumented, she threatened to deport them. According to Martha: 

She said that if we didn’t help her pay, but we couldn’t live there, that if we didn’t 
help her pay the rent she was gonna deport us. And we, for a whole six months 
were receiving threatening calls from her and from her parents saying that we 
were messing up their credit scores, that if we didn’t somehow find money to pay 
them for the rent because we had agreed with her, we had made an agreement that 
we were gonna live with her, that they were gonna take all the measures necessary 
so that we weren’t at Lone Star anymore, that we were gonna get deported. She 
was like, “I am gonna call INS on you and your sister.” It was very frightening 
and that’s when I realized, I was like, “Oh my gosh. This could be serious.”  

 
Of course, the sisters were shaken after this traumatizing experience. Yet, on their second 

attempt they fell prey to an unscrupulous person looking for roommates through 

Craigslist. After having gone through that horrific experience, the sisters decided to sub-

lease instead. So after much deliberation, they settled on this person who had graduated 

from Lone Star. According to their conversations, the woman was leaving the country to 

do a program abroad. Since she had graduated early and her mom had already paid for 

the rent, they both decided to sign the lease. Unfortunately, they paid for the whole six 

months’ worth of rent in advance. According to one of the sisters: 
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I used all of my financial aid that I had gotten for my living expenses and my 
sister and I were gonna share that room so we gave her everything. That was 
January. Then, in March, during mid-term exams, we got an eviction letter saying 
that the apartment had not been paid for two months and that we needed to leave 
there in a week. And like, that was a Monday so by Wednesday they were like, 
“You need to get out.” I had a test that Wednesday and my sister too…we had all 
of our stuff there. I tried to find this girl, she like completely disappeared. I go to 
the office and I go, “Look, I am subleasing from her.” They were, “Well, you 
couldn’t really do that because you had to go through our system to do that 
because we have to do a background check on you.” And I was like, “Oh my 
God.” So, we had to leave and all of our stuff was outside the apartment so I 
called my cousin to come pick us up and we didn’t really have a place to live.  

 
Martha tried suing the woman whom they subleased the apartment from and soon 

realized that she had done the same to three other people. Unfortunately, they were 

unable to locate this person and all their housing money was gone and they were not 

going to get it back. Looking back at their experience, Martha recalled, “It was just so 

difficult. It was just so difficult in terms of living situations. I mean we had it bad.” 

Again, housing although trivial for most college students turned sour and had 

significant implications that could have ended with deportation in this particular instance. 

This is another example of how the participants in this study were able to survive and 

thrive amidst bleak and uncertain situations. Still, participants made the best with what 

they had and continued with their goal of getting a college education. As if that were not 

enough, participants still had to face yet another set of challenges, but this time from the 

institutions they so much wanted to be a part of.  

Struggles after admission. Participants were asked to reflect on their college 

experience once accepted to determine if the institution was supportive given their 

immigration status and their particular needs. The intention was to determine if the 

schools had a system in place that automatically helped undocumented students and 
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provided them with information, a support group or if the colleges even considered their 

special needs once admitted.  Paulina, like the majority of the participants in this study, 

was hesitant and rather timid during her first year in college. Paulina shared the 

following: 

Um…I think at the beginning because you don’t know the people you need to go 
to, it’s hard to just assimilate, and the culture to the different things that the other 
students are not dealing with, so that’s kind of an obstacle that you need to face. 
But towards my senior year I knew exactly who to go and I knew exactly what to 
do. So, it was less of a headache for me, because I had gone through four years of 
it. So you get more familiarized as you go and move on to the next level. 

 
Most students related to Paulina’s experience and also reflected on the administration’s 

approach to their unique situation. Eduardo during his interview shared the following: 

In terms of the administration, in terms of that, I really did not find a supportive 
campus. And I was expecting different, you know? I was expecting, “Oh, well, 
this is a more open campus and administration might be better about this. There 
are gonna be people willing to stand with me.” And you know, at the end of the 
day, I am a Longhorn, I am a student, and the university president should stand up 
for me, for us, and everything.  

 
Carmen identified with Eduardo’s response, but she also acknowledged that her situation 

was atypical of most of her peers in her cohort. She was also working full-time, so this 

alienated her from campus, activities, and felt unsupported even more. In her interview 

she shared: 

Honestly, I felt kind of on my own. I started off as a pre-med student and the 
classes were really large. I was also working 30-40 hours a week in the night shift 
so it was really hard. I didn’t feel like they were supportive in the beginning like 
the classes were really large. And maybe that’s why, maybe I didn’t seek help. 
But I was also working, so it was really hard for me. My first year was pretty 
hard. Then, I had to get used to the large classes, the walking, transportation…I 
felt like it was very difficult because there was no place to park. 

 



 119 

Interestingly, for Marco, his experience was completely different. Right away he was 

able to feel supported and his college experience was marked and defined by two people: 

his admissions counselor and his advisor. His advisor was able to connect him with the 

resources he needed as well as motivated him to become involved in encouraging others 

that may be in a similar situation to not give up on their college aspirations. In his 

interview, he shared that his advisor was “very supportive both as an adviser in terms of 

my coursework, but also as an adviser in terms of how to carry myself and how to take 

care of the issues that were in front of me.” Because of these positive interactions with 

these Latino staff, he realized that “college was fun” and that allowed him to volunteer in 

the admissions office to get others interested in attending college. According to Marco, “I 

had two very great people helping me throughout my five years in my advisor and one of 

the admissions counselor at Lone Star.” 

Although participants felt alienated and detached from campus and its many 

offerings early in their academic career, they moved past that and engaged with like-

minded individuals who not only shared the same experiences of being undocumented on 

a seemingly cold campus, but also who shared their academic and professional 

aspirations. Martha recalled: 

Um…the first year, like I said, it was still very new, so nobody really knew so 
ok….you are undocumented or you are an HB 1403 student, so this is where you 
go…this is what you do…and at first it took me a while to get used to it. But then 
I met Valeria and she created an organization at Lone Star that kind of brought 
together all the undocumented students at Lone Star….so we felt like were not 
really by ourselves. So after I joined the group it was a lot more easier because 
they have also gone through it. 
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Another aspect of social capital prevalent in the study was having access to people in a 

similar situation. This was instrumental in the participants’ academic, social, and 

intellectual development. Laying out the foundation for the first research question 

allowed the researcher to understand some of the challenges this particular cohort went 

through as they first decided to attend college, their process, and how they felt on campus 

as they went about their academic endeavors. Understanding the participants’ experiences 

prior to college matriculation was necessary to interpret the reasons they had in selecting 

their college of choice. Still, this group of undocumented Latinas/os persevered.  

Ultimately, they received their much sought-after college degree. As part of this 

reflection, participants also revealed what their degree meant to them. Therefore, this last 

part of the first research question turns to that important and crucial piece.  

 Degree significance. During the conversations with the participants, and their 

reflections about their college experience, they talked about the significance of having a 

college degree. Their responses varied, but for the most part suggested a newfound 

confidence, a future full of possibilities, and self-advocacy and agency. Eduardo, for 

instance said the following: 

Hmmm. Well, I guess when you are talking about the career prospect and what 
you can do with that, not much, right? Because I can’t be legally employed and 
people take into account my degree and all of those things. But I do think that 
having a degree from Lone Star nonetheless, I guess it made me confident in 
terms of my abilities and my self-worth. It has really, I think, given me that strong 
platform to stand and say, “You know, I am capable of doing this and I am OK 
here. I should stay in this country.” So, I think it does help and it has allowed me 
to be I guess, more open about my status—just because it helps me get people in 
that conversation.  
 

For Martha, a college degree has changed her life in a meaningful way: 
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It has opened my eyes to so many things. I know I am more educated. I know how 
the law works. I know that if I am not one who people can take advantage of real 
easy like when I was in college with this whole housing situation. But, I mean, it 
has just enhanced my horizons and now I can do so many things. Like, I want to 
do my master’s in social work, but now I am considering going to law school and 
actually doing even more.  It has definitely empowered me! 
 

Again, a recurring theme among the participants was the endless possibilities that a 

college degree offers. For instance, Paulina shared the following: 

It’s opened doors! Any education opens doors. If anything, I feel like education is 
the one thing no one can take away from you, even with my status! Having a 
degree from Lone Star University has not only opened doors, but opened doors 
beyond Texas. I was able to go to Washington, D.C. and work and study 
there…So, I think having a degree really expanded my knowledge and it gave me 
a different perspective of the world. 
 

Although completing their degree empowered them to feel confident and able to deal 

with life’s situations and with their immigration status, there were a couple people in the 

study who were less optimistic and overly cautious about the significance and what it 

meant to them. For Marco having a degree meant: 

If I am gonna be honest with you, it doesn’t feel like anything! It’s in my room 
and everybody, my family, they are all very proud of me. My friends are proud. I 
get compliments every time, but I am not really using it. So, it just feels like a 
piece of paper laying in my room. I don’t know, maybe if I were doing something 
with it would feel different. But as of now, it’s more about the experiences I’ve 
had than the piece of paper that says I am qualified to do something! 
 

Similarly, Tatiana felt like the degree has given her opportunities, but unfortunately she 

“hasn’t been able to accept them” due to her immigration status. Yet through it all, she as 

well as Marco felt a sense of pride and accomplishment for having a college degree from 

such a competitive university.  

 Overall College experience. The focus now turns to evaluating their college 

experience overall. Participants had an opportunity to look back to their last year of high 
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school, their college choice process, their experiences on their campuses, cost, housing, 

and classes among other factors. Ultimately, their sacrifices and experiences led them to 

graduate from a tier one prestigious university. Taking all of these factors into 

consideration, the participants assessed their unique and individual experiences and were 

satisfied with their overall experience and concluded that attending Lone Star University 

was the best decision they ever made. As mentioned earlier, a college degree opened 

doors for them and also gave them opportunities that they would have probably never 

encountered had it not been for their degree. For instance, Carmen shared that because of 

her degree: 

I was able to get a job really fast with this person that I work with now. When I 
was younger, I worked for him as a cashier. He has 10 gas stations and two 
grocery stores and he is growing…his businesses are growing and he hired me 
right away as his secretary. He fired his secretary to hire me. So it was…that’s 
one. I mean the pay isn’t that great. But for a person who is undocumented I feel 
it is something. It’s not hard work and I get paid well. 

 
Other participants echoed her response. For instance, Tatiana couldn’t picture herself 

having gone anywhere else. Others, like Martha, were happy to have gotten their degree 

from Lone Star University—regardless of their immigration status—because they know 

once their status is fixed they will be able to be of service, help, and contribute in a 

powerful way. Eduardo for instance, still thinks graduating from Lone Star was awesome 

because he met “wonderful people, wonderful friends, and teachers who opened up my 

mind” so to him that was a valuable experience overall.  

Summary. The college choice process may be similar for undocumented students 

up to a point, but there are other factors that enter the equation. For many undocumented 

immigrants, like the ones in this study, going to college is an aspiration and an almost 
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impossible dream. Aside from having to go through the traditional process, the 

participants in this study had to be at their top of their class if they wanted to go to 

college. There was no other choice. Not only did they have to be academically prepared, 

but also had to engage in their own research to determine how their immigration status 

would play out in their college plans. Participants in this study also had to find their own 

resources since the resources available did not necessarily apply to them. They had to 

make crucial connections and had to disclose their status in order to continue with their 

quest. Still, when it came time for them to make their choice, their choices were limited 

by their immigration status. They were constrained to stay in the state of Texas because 

of the in-state tuition. Given that their families could not afford to send them out-of-state 

and because they did not have the means to apply for loans, they were faced with limited 

possibilities. College choice for these Mexican undocumented immigrants was not much 

of a choice. They took the best available option and made it work for them.  In hindsight, 

it was a great choice, but it was circumscribed and forced by their immigration status.  

Study participants had a wide range of reasons as to why they selected their 

particular institution of choice. Most were granted admission because they were at the top 

of their class, had the academic preparation, the contacts, and the information they 

needed in order to make that decision. However, the decision to attend a university was 

mostly driven by their immigration status, their class rank, and the fact that the state of 

Texas grants them in-state tuition. Even though the participants had unique experiences, 

there was evidence of a chilling effect when the question of a social security number or 

other personal information was requested, hence limiting their options. The majority of 
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the college graduates who participated in this study would have wanted to attend an 

institution outside their home state of Texas, but given their economic reality and 

precarious status, opted to stay close to home. At the time of their decision, they did not 

think much of what a degree meant or what it could do for them. What they thought about 

was having the opportunity to go to college and fulfilling their aspiration of earning their 

college degree. Along those same lines, these Mexican undocumented college graduates 

were not thinking about outcomes. They were concentrating on having the opportunity to 

attend college as part of an elite group of students from across the state that because of 

their hard work and determination had the good fortune to attend and graduate from the 

premiere flagship university in their home state. 

Research Question Two: How did Mexican undocumented college graduates deal 

with obstacles and/or experiences after obtaining their four-year degree? 

The analysis now moves to the exploration of the second research question 

framing this study.  This question addresses the participants’ reflections of their career 

and life options upon degree completion. Traditionally, recent college graduates make 

decisions that will have lasting effects for the remainder of their lives. As such, they tend 

to pursue a job, consider graduate school, move to a different place, or even consider 

living abroad, if possible. Basically, they have an abundance of options that will enable 

them to fulfill their personal dreams and professional aspirations. Of course, for the 

participants in this study, those options are for the most part unattainable. They are 

unattainable not because they do not have the intellect or the desire to succeed, but 

because their immigration status prevents them from fully realizing their potential. 



 125 

Hence, this research question addresses the reality that many undocumented college 

graduates experience at a time when they are intellectually and professionally prepared 

for the next life stage.  

Participants in the study were no exception—they wanted to join the workforce 

and to put their knowledge, abilities, and skills to practice. After all, like they mentioned 

throughout the study, “that’s what they went to school for” and they were ready to 

practice their degree.  As is often the case, this group of individuals is well aware of their 

limitations. Be that as it may, they are not waiting around for things to happen on their 

own nor deterred from feeling productive. They became involved in the political process 

and advocates for themselves and other members in their communities. Others were 

working and finding a sense of fulfillment and accomplishment through volunteerism and 

activism. Since the number of participants is relatively small, it would be a missed 

opportunity to not highlight each participant individually. Some experiences are similar 

in nature, but there are nuances that are rich in information and reflect how the 

participants cope with their reality after obtaining their college degrees. Hence, the 

ensuing analysis addresses each participants’ experiences individually in order to portray 

a more accurate description of their lived and perceived experiences.  

Brenda. For instance, Brenda received her Ph.D. in pharmacy from Lone Star 

University. She was very well aware that her status prevented her from practicing her 

much-loved profession. Yet, she was taking the appropriate steps to make sure she was 

ready to practice when the time comes. Moreover, she was contributing in a palpable way 

to her community. Brenda was able to start her own consulting company and she got paid 
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through the use of her tax identification number—just like the other participants in this 

study that were currently working. The way that worked was that they got a tax 

identification number from the government and they invoiced for services provided. 

Technically, it is legal because they are not getting paid directly, but rather the company 

is getting paid. In return, they pay their taxes and contribute to the economy in a powerful 

way.  

 Since Brenda has reached a terminal degree, her option was to focus on activism 

and empowerment of her community through information. For example she recalled: 

I think the thing that I am proud of and we have done recently is being involved in 
the 2011 Texas legislative session. I was worried we were going to lose in-state 
tuition and that they were gonna pass a 1070 (Arizona) type law. That was the 
mood in January and we were preparing for that. I remember I was at the Capitol 
for like six months every day just going to like offices and writing speeches to 
just participate in the political process that people don’t do. That’s why 
sometimes really bad laws get passed because there isn’t anyone there to inform 
them. I think that’s the biggest way I’ve participated, that I’ve made the country 
better. We kept in-state tuition and at the end of the day is a great social and 
economic policy. It keeps kids in schools and it eventually gives a lot of money 
back to the state, it gets universities money so all that stuff I think benefits the 
country. And then 1070-like laws and sanctuary cities laws, we defeated them. 
We weren’t expecting that, they had a super majority in the House and we didn’t 
let those laws pass. I think that’s the biggest way I’ve contributed to the country 
participating in the political discourse.  
 

Since Brenda entered the country with a visa, her immigration status may be fixed in 

significantly less time. Moreover, she recently got married to a United States citizen, so 

that will also increase her opportunities to legalize her situation relatively fast.  

 Valeria. In contrast to Brenda, Valeria’s experience seems unfair and tainted with 

disappointment. Yet, she has made the best of her precarious situation. Valeria received a 

master’s degree in nursing from Lone Star University.  Like Brenda, she just got married 
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not too long ago and is still in limbo about her immigration status. Both her mother and 

sister were able to fix their status, but unfortunately Valeria is still struggling to get there. 

Since Valeria was over 21 years old when her mother married a United States citizen of 

Cuban descent, Valeria was aged out and her mother was unable to petition for her. 

Valeria’s sister went back to Mexico after graduating high school and later returned with 

a visa as an international student. As a result, she was able to apply for residency after 

marrying a citizen of the United States. Valeria’s sister is in the country legally and just 

awaiting paperwork that would make her a naturalized citizen.  

 Yet, Valeria has left an indelible mark on hundreds if not thousands of current and 

former college students. Because of her vision, her commitment, and her wherewithal, 

she saw a need to bring together most, if not all, of the undocumented students on the 

Lone Star campus. She, along with support from her sister and mother formed the 

University Leadership Initiative (ULI). The ULI is a student organization that promotes 

information, resources, and support to undocumented students at Lone Star University. 

Through advocacy and facts she was able to do the unthinkable—to become the premiere 

source of information for undocumented students not just on campus, but also in other 

institutions. Without knowing it, she has left a legacy that will be impossible to erase 

according to some participants in the study. However, this will be discussed in a later 

section.  

 Valeria’s experience after graduating with a master’s in nursing was cathartic. She 

knew she had the aptitude and the skills to practice the job she was so prepared for. 

Because of her undocumented status, she was unable to get the job of her dreams. 
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Undeterred, she continued with her quest to arm people with information and became the 

founder and spokesperson for the ULI. She became an activist as well and a community 

resource. Given her limited options, she chose what came natural to her. Her abilities and 

commitment have led her to be a part of United We Dream, the national umbrella for 

undocumented college students whose mission is to lobby and to influence legislators to 

pass the DREAM Act. Her leadership role on campus led her to such a prominent 

organization as a founding director. Her dedication has led her to risk it all. She was not 

afraid anymore and her education was her best asset. For example: 

My mother always said that education is your first priority. And now that I have 
my master’s degree even though I cannot work, I still believe that nobody can 
take away your education. And I am very proud of it. I know how had I still been 
in Mexico, I wouldn’t achieved what I have here. I think it makes you look at 
your life in a whole different perspective. At the same time, it makes you feel 
very privileged that I’ve been able to go to college. There are many students who 
can’t and don’t get to go. And so I think it’s a sense of pride, a sense of 
accomplishment. 

 
After graduating with her master’s she moved to Pennsylvania with her husband. Valeria 

was so used to provide for her and others, that being a housewife was not what she had 

for her plans after college graduation. Nonetheless, she was embracing her new reality 

and was supportive of her husband—just like he is of her. Her plans included going back 

to school and pursuing either a Ph.D. in nursing or a degree in public policy. Her 

involvement with undocumented and immigration issues was relentless. Since she could 

not work and practice nursing, she devoted all her time and attention to volunteering and 

to informing the community about immigration issues that affect them as a whole. 

Unsurprisingly, this pattern started to emerge in the course of the interviews. All 
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participants without exception turned to volunteerism and activism as a way to empower 

themselves and their community.  

 Carmen. Carmen’s experiences were similar, but she was not as outspoken and 

open about her status. Rather, she felt uncomfortable and chose not to reveal her 

immigration status. During the interview process, she was the only one who felt 

“embarrassed” and her body language was extremely guarded. Moreover, Carmen was 

cautious with her responses and took the longest to warm up and to open up. Even though 

she was working for a business owner whom she had worked since high school, she knew 

she was being taken advantage of. Given her status, she could not demand to get paid 

what she deserved. She got her bachelor’s degree in nursing and dreamt of the day when 

she could practice and help others when they are at their most vulnerable. Even though 

she was working as a secretary, she found a way to do what she liked. For example, 

Carmen during the interview revealed the following: 

Well, I knew that once I graduated I was not gonna be able to find a job. I actually 
work for a doctor on the weekends. I work at a clinic and he doesn’t know about 
my status. I worked with a social…that’s not good. So, he doesn’t know. But he is 
wondering why I haven’t gotten a job. And it’s been over a year. He is like, “Why 
haven’t you find a job?” I chose to work one day a week with him because I don’t 
want all the questioning from all my co-workers and the doctor so I only work for 
him once a week during the weekends. And, ahhh, what was I gonna say? Well, I 
knew I could have stayed with him and worked for him, but he wasn’t gonna pay 
me what a nurse earns. He told me from the beginning. He said, “I know you are 
gonna be a nurse, but I cannot afford to pay you like a nurse because this is a 
private clinic.” So I knew if I stayed with him he would continue to pay me what 
he did. But I like it. I mean I still continue to do what I like. 

 
Adding to her experience after a college degree was family pressure to marry. She was 

engaged to be married to a United States citizen whom she liked, but did not love.  In her 

interview, she revealed she felt trapped because her aspiration was to become either a 
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traveling nurse or to go visit third world countries and help those who need health 

assistance the most. Yet, her family was pressuring her to get married so she could 

petition the family. Carmen was the first in her family and her extended family to attend 

college, so she became a source of information for younger siblings, cousins, and other 

people. Though limited in resources and confidence, she still hoped one day she would be 

able to practice nursing. Of all the participants, Carmen was the one who had a more 

uncertain future because of the pressure and stress she was under coupled with her sense 

of being ashamed and alienated. Carmen on her interview said: 

All the negative stigma, I guess about being undocumented and how people view 
it. And, I feel shame. I mean I grew up here. I’ve lived here all my life, but I don’t 
feel like I am accepted or like I belong here. So, I guess that’s why. Just the way 
people view undocumented...like they are illegals, and I didn’t want to be pointed 
at. 

 
Still, she hoped for passage of the DREAM Act soon. If that does happen, she would then 

pursue her dream to get a master’s in nursing and delay her wedding plans regardless of 

her family’s wishes.  

Eduardo. Eduardo’s experience after college graduation has been one full of 

hope, giving back to the community, and family responsibilities. Because of his mother’s 

illness, he and his sister were forced to leave Austin and to relocate to North Carolina. 

Since his mother is undocumented as well, there was a program in North Carolina that 

allowed his mother to get dialysis treatments without having to wait until her symptoms 

were so bad that she needed to be taken to the emergency room like they did here in 

central Texas. Had it not been for his mother’s health-related situation, he would have 
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stayed here in Texas looking for opportunities. Like the other participants, Eduardo has 

his tax identification number which allows him to work for the time being.  

Eduardo was working at a community center in North Carolina. According to his 

interview: 

My last job was a cashier at a gas station after college and I had a degree. Like 
right now, I am employed at a community resource center. It’s more specific and I 
know they hired me because I had a degree. And so there are things that I have 
been able to do and that people have been able to do. Some undocumented people 
have started I guess sort of their own company and so they are getting creative. 
There is a whole network of people who majored in computer programming and 
they are doing quite well for themselves.  

 
As seen, being undocumented was not a handicap nor prevented these college graduates 

from having a semblance of a normal and fulfilling life. Eduardo was extremely active 

and was instrumental for the undocumented community in terms of being a catalyst for 

change and opportunities. Like those in this study, he was a supporter and an activist for 

the rights of undocumented college students. He has participated in civil disobedience as 

a resource to augment his post-college experience. He said he participated because it was 

“about pushing the system, and exposing some of these things and asking politicians to 

make a decision whether they are going to deport us or not.” 

 Of the participants, Eduardo was one of the three that considered leaving the 

United States as an option. He came to the realization that if this country did not want 

anything to with his talents, skills, knowledge, and abilities, he was very comfortable in 

taking that with him elsewhere. According to Eduardo: 

Having a degree has really expanded my mind in terms of what the possibilities 
are. I think at the end of the day if something happens and I get deported and 
whatever, I always know that I have a degree and from a really good school. So, if 
things work out that I have to be sent to another country or if I were to leave 
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voluntarily I don’t think that my world would collapse. I don’t think that my 
world would fall apart. And the confidence from having gone through a university 
and explore those possibilities and to know that the U.S. is not the end all be all, 
which I used to think when I was growing up. 

 
This realization made Eduardo feel with real options and with a sense of direction after 

receiving his college degree. He was prepared to stay here in the United States, but was 

not afflicted by the thought of relocating to another country that would welcome his 

contributions and his capital. Remarkably, Eduardo was still enamored with education 

and the possibilities that it brings. As a consequence, he was considering attending law 

school. He saw himself “continuing with my education and keeping in touch with my 

friends, the people, the networks that I have come in contact with through this whole 

experience.”  

Martha. Martha received her bachelor’s degrees in Spanish literature and 

communications. She lived in San Antonio with her husband. Even though she has 

received job offers, she obviously cannot take them. Instead, she spent her time baby-

sitting and being involved in her community as an activist, mentor, and a volunteer. Her 

dream was to pursue a graduate degree either in social work or law. After graduation, she 

wanted to continue with her education and applied to Columbia University to their social 

work program. She was accepted because of her academic achievements, graduating 

college with honors, and her extracurricular activities. She was excited to be accepted, 

but soon realized that she was unable to attend due to the cost of the program. Given that 

she is limited to Texas because of the in-state tuition benefit, she has put her Columbia 

dreams aside and is considering law school in Texas. She recalled: 
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I actually was thinking maybe I could do more than just being a social worker. 
Because my whole thing was that I want to help others. And I want to work with 
immigration and immigrants and be a social worker and help them out, but now I 
am like, well, maybe I can do more than that. So, I’ve been looking at law 
schools, and I really want to go to law school now and get my degree and 
continue to help people that somehow or another have gone through what I’ve 
gone through. I just want to you know…keep helping my community. 

 
Because her choices post-graduation were limited, she continued to educate herself. She 

was constantly keeping up with the news, especially around the topic of immigration. She 

checked out law books in order to start to get acquainted with what most likely her future 

would be about:  

With me I just feel like it’s gonna be a race and they have me tied down and I am 
just waiting for them to release that so I can just go! But no, I think I tried to make 
the best out of my situation. And you know, um, I take opportunities, I know I am 
just babysitting but I come home and I read a lot, I try to participate in events. I 
try to do everything that I can. Like I don’t want to…stall. No. I want to keep 
doing it. I know this is not gonna be forever. And I am actually glad that I’ve 
gone through so much because whatever I end up doing with my life, it’s gonna 
be, I am gonna do it a lot better and I am gonna have that attitude because I’ve 
gone through so much and I know I will really appreciate once I have a job. 
Whatever job it is, I know I am really gonna appreciate it. 

 
Although she has a tax identification number, she currently does not use it. Instead, she 

got paid cash for her babysitting services. It was usually community acquaintances and 

people she knew who asked her for her services. She felt safe and content, but she was 

anxious to continue with her life. 

Marco. Marco, the most introspective of the group, was cautious about his 

situation after his architecture degree. He was also ready with his tax identification 

number. As he said it, “I never held a stable enough job to pay taxes. But if I have to, but 

if I do find something that’s steady, that gives me a weekly, monthly income I would pay 

taxes so I am ready.” Furthermore, he was able to complement his sporadic jobs with his 
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own DJ business. Since he could not practice architecture, he picked up odd jobs to try 

and earn some much-needed cash. However, since the economy took a turn for the worse, 

he said it was even more difficult to find architecture-related employment overall. 

According to Marco: 

Back in 2006 when I first started, the economy wasn’t bad yet and that’s how I 
got my first internship. There was plenty of work to go around. So, I actually 
talked to a few of them before graduating and they told me to contact them if I 
ever needed anything. The problem is there is not work out there right now. The 
economy is bad and there is no work for seasoned professionals. There are people 
who have done it for decades and they still can’t find work. So, it kind of brings 
me down because it’s even harder for me but at the same time, I am sure there’s 
other opportunities out there…so I am still looking. 
 

Marco’s friend and his family own a real estate business and they typically reach out to 

him when they need help with design, their Web sites, and other related issues. Marco 

also mentioned that it would be easy for him to get into construction jobs or as a 

landscaper. According to his interview, he mentioned that there are plenty of companies 

that were hiring on a contract basis to do these kinds of jobs. But, he cleverly assessed 

that he could have done those jobs without an architecture degree. Furthermore, he built a 

Web site to market himself and his architecture skills for contractual work. He was not 

waiting for the laws to change on his favor, so he took charge of his destiny and was 

being proactive about his immediate future. Like Eduardo, Marco was considering 

opportunities in other countries:  

I’ve actually been looking at…I’ve been fascinated with Brazil and Spain. Um, 
looking into Brazil, they have a lot going for them, they are not doing well right 
now, but they have so much happening right now. I could see that country being a 
great place to live 20 years from now. So, if I go there now, by the time I am 35 I 
should be well established. 
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As much as they wanted to stay in the country, they felt like they might be running out of 

options and time. Hence, they started looking for potential countries and possibilities that 

would welcome them and their skills. Although this was seen as a last recourse, the more 

they thought about it and the more immigration laws do not change they saw this as a 

valid and tangible option. Given all their obstacles and experiences and the inability to 

practice their careers both think this “may make some sense.” 

Paulina. Equally Paulina looked to her future with hope and endless possibilities. 

Since she received her degree in government and Spanish literature and a certificate in 

ethics and leadership with a specialization in social justice she turned to being a 

community activist, an advocate for immigrant rights, and a mentor to many in the Dallas 

area. Like her peers in the study, Paulina would like to go back to school and earn a 

master’s and a doctoral degree. She worked for an attorney in the Dallas area who hired 

her originally when she was in high school. Like the others in the study, she used her tax 

identification number but knew that this was only temporary and that it would eventually 

end. Her commitment to her community was seen in everything she did. She was very 

methodical and selective in what she got involved. It has to have a community angle and 

one that benefits the community through education. In her own words, Paulina said: 

I cannot see myself being more blessed and more aware of what’s going on in the 
world and in my community, which I help, and my state and just do…the more 
you know the more anger you have! The more you want to do something about it. 
At least for me the more you know the more you want to know! The more you 
want to discover, the more people you want to help, and I think that’s what a 
college degree has done for me. 
 

Both Paulina and her sister Martha have taken upon themselves the tremendous task to 

educate people about college opportunities as well as alternatives they may have given 
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their immigration status. For instance, they filmed a documentary where they chronicled 

their experiences as undocumented college students in hopes to educate families about 

the college process and about their rights and available options like housing, cost, and 

how to finance their education. It was such a huge task, but they felt that resources 

needed to be made available for the people in their communities.  

 Since they cannot practice their profession, they have made it a mission to 

contribute civically and to empower others to not be limited by their immigration status 

or any other challenges. The sisters whenever they coincide in Dallas, still spent time in 

high schools giving talks, workshops, and presentations about college admission 

practices, financial aid, how to pick a class, how to stay connected and involved, and also 

give parents much needed information in Spanish. Because of their assistance and 

mentoring, they have successfully sent 20 students to college—and they have graduated. 

Paulina recalled always having “this civic duty to help others.” One student whom she 

had not met recently came up to her during one of her presentations in the Dallas area. He 

was attending a session with his parents and a younger sibling who was considering 

attending college. He approached Paulina and said to her, “I heard you back in 2007, and 

now I am going to Harvard because of you!” Paulina responded, “No way. That is great.” 

Accrording to her, the young man was so grateful and she reassured him that she had not 

done anything, that the effort had been all his.   

 This exchange was one of many both Paulina and Martha had with their mentees. 

They have taken their seemingly frustrating situation and have turned it into an 

opportunity to help others. Like the rest of the participants in the study, they did not 
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forget where they came form and the struggles they overcame. Since it was something 

that was so prevalent and such a significant part of their lives, they felt like it was their 

duty to help others to lessen their stress and anxiety.  

Tatiana. Tatiana also had plenty of reservations about her life after a degree. She 

received a radio-television-film degree from Lone Star and wants to work in media to 

practice her knowledge and skills. Unfortunately, because of her status she cannot. She 

was not deterred, though. Since she could not practice her profession, she worked at a 

fitness club in downtown Dallas. According to Tatiana: 

I work at a fitness club in downtown Dallas. The only reason why I have that job 
is because my dad has worked there for 20 years, and they, I worked there 
temporarily over the summer when I graduated college—it just so happened that 
they needed someone at the front desk and the manager knows me, so I was the 
first person they thought of. I am working there with a fake identity—a fake 
social security card, but I just…I don’t feel comfortable. 
 

Even though Tatiana was earning some money right now, she knew this was not what she 

wanted to do for her rest of her life. During the interview she shared feeling helpless. 

According to her, “I feel stuck! Like I can’t move forward because this number is holding 

me back.” She was ready to feel productive and practice her profession, but her status and 

not having a social security number was preventing her from fully realizing her potential. 

For instance she recalled over the summer being called for an interview at a Dallas 

television station to join their production team. She declined the interview: 

There was no point in interviewing because even if she said we would have hired 
you, there’s no way I could accept it. Because I don’t have a social security 
number…I don’t have a…I can’t work here! And so, that’s how I feel now. 
 

As the pattern goes, Tatiana was interested in graduate school. However, since she knew 

that financing graduate school would be a potential challenge, she was living at home and 



 138 

saving as much money as possible. She recently received a “mini-promotion” doing 

accounting, but she still wanted to fulfill her dreams of being in media. Amidst all her 

challenges after college graduation she still felt proud of her accomplishments: 

I feel proud of myself! Because not a lot of…I think…when you hear statistics 
about Latinos graduating from college, I mean, just that in itself is a huge honor! I 
have been lucky. I have been blessed! But then, I kind of feel like, it’s not enough 
because I can’t practice. I can’t do whatever it is I really wanna do! That’s again 
when I start feeling helpless or stuck. 
 
Summary. This research question addressed the experiences and challenges this 

cohort underwent after college graduation.  It was apparent that they wanted to continue 

their academic preparation and they wanted to educate others in their respective 

communities. Regardless of their immigration status, these Mexican college graduates 

benefitted from their college education and they wanted to make it available for others in 

similar situations. Although talented and skillful in their own right, the participants in the 

study felt trapped and with limited options, yet they continued to seek alternatives to 

complement their immediate needs and to fulfill their aspirations.  

Research Question Three: How did Mexican undocumented college graduates use 

and understand their social capital during their college experiences and after 

graduation? 

Social capital played an important role in this study. As a matter of fact, it is the 

third research question. As such, it asks the following: How did Mexican undocumented 

college graduates use and understand their social capital during their college experiences 

and after graduation? This question addressed the crucial connections that these 

participants developed during their college years as well as the networks they interacted 
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with upon graduation. This is paramount to understand because the concept of social 

capital may have a different meaning for this group than what it does for others. As 

previously discussed, social capital’s foundation is built around networks and social ties 

that effect and sustain advancement. Social capital is not just existing organizations or 

institutions in a group or society, but it is also the connection that keeps them together. 

Given that this particular group of college graduates went to high schools with high levels 

of social capital allowed them to gain a sense of trust, responsibility, and information that 

benefitted them at the individual level. As Stanton-Salazar (1997) and Stanton-Salazar 

and Bornbusch (1995) conclude, as each member benefits individually, the collective 

benefits as an intended consequence. This is why this study is analyzing social capital—

to see how each member benefits individually and to see how that in turn helps the 

communities that they interact with on a daily basis.  

When it came to social capital, Valeria understood the meaning of the concept 

early on and knew the far-reaching implications of such a revelation. Since she went to a 

school with a strong emphasis on college attendance, she knew what she had to do. 

However, she was the only one in her class who was undocumented. Luckily at the time 

of her graduation, a pilot program in Dallas and Houston was just getting started allowing 

undocumented students to pay in-state tuition and to attend the community college of 

their choice in either of those cities in an attempt to get them to pursue post-secondary 

education. The program started in 2000 and Valeria decided to go to Dallas. Then, in 

2001 the Texas Legislature passed HB 1403 allowing undocumented students in the state 

of Texas to pay in-state tuition at all public colleges and universities.  
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 Valeria began the process of gathering information about how to transfer to Lone 

Star University, the school she had always dreamed of attending. In her opinion, “It was 

like the best school in Texas.” She started the process without much information or 

assistance from anyone. When she went to the nursing program interview, the dean even 

told her, “Why do you wanna go to this school if you can’t even work?” Of course, that 

was difficult to hear, but gave her “coraje” or courage. Upon hearing that from the dean, 

Valeria said, “Oh, really? I am gonna go to your school and I was determined to get my 

bachelor’s here.” After many experiences, both good and bad, Valeria not only received 

her bachelor’s in nursing. She also earned a master’s in nursing from Lone Star 

University. As she was going through this ordeal, Valeria started to wonder if there were 

other students that were in the same situation as hers. With some assistance from the 

administration, she was able to get emails from students that were admitted under HB 

1403. She was on a mission to convene as many undocumented students as possible in 

order to form a student organization that would cater to their needs as well as provide 

information and resources to its members. With her mother and sister’s support, Valeria 

instituted the University Leadership Initiative. She wanted to pass on her knowledge to 

others so that their experience would not be as frustrating and as daunting. Applying to 

college is a tedious process, but for undocumented students it is sometimes demoralizing, 

hence the reason to form this group: 

I think that’s why we decided to form the ULI because we knew that some 
students may not know or may be discouraged when you tell them, “No, you can’t 
go to college.” We figured like there were a lot of people who didn’t know, like 
there is this bill that helps you go to college. So we just felt it was our duty to let 
other students know about it. And it’s very true—I mean, we still meet students in 
high school that think they can’t go to college at all.  
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Obviously, having gone through that experience Valeria related and knew how it felt to 

be questioned because of your status. For Valeria, and for all of the participants in the 

study, it was extremely important to contribute to their communities by informing parents 

and their children about educational opportunities available. Due to her networking 

ability, her connections, and her determination to provide information to her community, 

Valeria was able to make the ULI a model for other institutions in Texas. Even though 

she was no longer a student at Lone Star, Valeria was still serving in an advisory role. 

She also served as a founding director of the United We Dream initiative, which was the 

national umbrella for student organizations dealing with undocumented students in 

college and their issues.  

 Activism, information, and knowledge sharing is at the core of the ULI. For 

example, they help by doing community service. According to Valeria: 

For me, it’s very gratifying to know like I am helping the community. And at the 
same time, it’s just seeing, like the other students. Like, it’s always a lot of fun 
when we go to educational programs and we tell them they can go to college. So 
these guys have like huge smiles, and it’s like a door is opening and they are now 
thinking, “I am gonna be able to go to college.” I mean, it’s like everything you 
sow you reap. I mean you have to give back to your community and someday 
you’ll get it back. 

 
Valeria and Eduardo have also participated in public demonstrations and have even 

traveled to Washington, D.C. to have their voices heard during the DREAM Act 

hearings. Due to their networks and connections, they were able to get from Austin to 

Washington, D.C., found shelter, paid for incidentals, and gained valuable knowledge of 

how government worked. Once back from D.C., they were able to reconnect with all their 

networks and informed them of how to better prepare, how to engage the public, and how 
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to carry themselves. Moreover, they were able to unify nationally and provide a 

consistent message.  

 Eduardo’s sister had gone to college two years before he did. She was also 

undocumented and watching her go through the process made him realize that, “wow, we 

can all do it.” Considering his upbringing, being the youngest one of nine siblings, he was 

always used to helping and being of service. Again, just like Valeria, he did not waste 

any time in adjusting to life in college and beyond. While in college Eduardo realized that 

it was going to be harder for him because of his status, but he did not allow that to 

dissuade him from his goal of graduating. Instead, he absorbed all that information and 

became an asset to his community. He saw an opportunity to connect with the 

community, with many of his networks, and with interested people in general. He knew 

he had the perfect opportunity to make an impact in people’s lives. Eduardo knew he 

could brighten someone else’s future with his knowledge, experience, and background. 

Knowing there was a network of undocumented students gave him the courage to use his 

resources in the community and help others: 

I got really inspired by this network of undocumented students to help each other 
out. I started to give people advice in terms of scholarships, filling out paperwork. 
Like I had this really good friend in high school and she was undocumented as 
well, so we would edit each other’s essays and things like that. Then, when I got 
to college, there was a freshman student applying to college and I helped him out 
when he was going through the process…also with housing—that was a big issue! 
What do people do for housing? You don’t have an identification, are people 
gonna rent you an apartment? So I was able to give them tips of where I lived, 
where it was cheaper. So I tried to help answer some of those questions. Also in 
school I was involved with an organization and we did workshops and 
presentations of what it means to be undocumented students in college and the 
opportunities available. 
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Eduardo capitalized on the networks that he came into contact as well. Through the 

friendships he began, through the people that he knew in the many situations he had been 

in, and through allies, caring administrators, and professors he received leads on potential 

jobs. He also better understands the process to apply to graduate and law school. 

According to his interview, connections both in school as a student and out of school as a 

college graduate were of great benefit. The information, however, did not stay with one 

single person though. Eduardo mentioned that, “there is an unstated rule, that you have to 

pass the knowledge and let others in your group know about it,” basically the essence of 

social capital.  

 In a similar fashion, Martha and Paulina, the sisters in the study were pillars of 

social capital each in their respective communities. Although both sisters graduated from 

Lone Star University, they lived in different cities. Martha lived in San Antonio with her 

husband and worked as a babysitter. Paulina lived in Dallas at home with her parents and 

worked for a prominent lawyer and was very politically involved. Martha the older of the 

two started at Alamo University. However, she decided to transfer once she knew she 

could. Her process to college admission was convoluted and replete with misinformation 

and misunderstandings. Martha recalled going home crying because people would tell her 

erroneous information or flat out told her she could not attend Alamo University. From 

that moment on, her persistence and research abilities allowed her to get to the correct 

answers. Knowing that her younger sister was also starting college soon, she did not want 

for Paulina to go through that ordeal herself. So, she learned all she needed to learn the 
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hard way by talking to people in the international office, by calling Representative Rick 

Noriega about HB 1403, and by doing her own research.  

Martha armed herself with information and with a list of resources available for 

undocumented students like she and her sister. In conversations with her family and 

church members, she saw a need for information and like Eduardo and Valeria, decided 

to do something about it. Martha during her freshman year decided to start an 

organization and called it “Cambiando Tu Futuro” or Changing Your Future.  Her goal 

was to tell people that regardless of what others say, undocumented students can and 

must go to college: 

I decided to create an organization called Cambiando Tu Futuro. I started it in 
Dallas. Every summer I would go, I remember I started it in church. And I told 
people in church and I somehow got the courage and said, “ Look, if you are in 
this situation and you feel like you can go to college and people are telling you 
that you can’t go to college”…this was after I found out there was a bill, that a 
law actually…that it’s the law, because I didn’t know that. Like, when I went to 
Alamo University and they said I couldn’t go there, I had to call Rick Noriega. He 
is the Representative who passed the law and I said, “Look, call them because 
they said this law doesn’t apply to them.” He was like, “No, this law applies to 
everybody.” So Rick had to call them and that’s how I got in. 

 
Martha remembered her first meeting at church: 
 

They seemed like “hormigas” (ants). Everybody just came in—and they were 
like, I have a cousin, my son, my little brother…I mean everybody! We had about 
40 people and I told them my experience and how difficult it was for me.  If 
somebody tells you, there are people there, even the universities are gonna tell 
you that you can’t…don’t believe them! Believe me because I am already there! I 
know that you can get in. 
 

Similarly, Paulina, Martha’s sister, was also heavily involved in the political process in 

Dallas. She always had an affinity for politics and was a leader and an advocate for 

undocumented people and their rights in the Dallas area. Thanks to her sister’s experience 
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and their commitment to help, she immersed herself in her community. Because of her 

connections, she was able to expand on their original idea. She is now taking Cambiando 

Tu Futuro a step further and is using the model they developed and applied it to local 

high schools. Serving as role models they demystified the college mystery while at the 

same time provided their community and their networks with invaluable information. 

Paulina’s commitment never wavered: 

I am actually meeting a student tomorrow after work so I do constant mentoring 
and I take as many students as I can. Even when I was in D.C., I was helping 
students. I think if anything, being in this situation has taught me that…you 
know…I need to be able to give back because if I was so lost and confused when 
I was a student, I am sure there are tons of us that need the help. And having the 
knowledge and the access to the resources give you that responsibility to be able 
to go back and help others. So I have taken tons of mentees and other young, or 
younger kids or students under my wing and make sure they get all the 
information they need. I definitely still go. Like a couple of weeks ago, I went to a 
school down the street just to talk to the parents because sometimes they don’t get 
the information, or if they do, it’s not in Spanish or in their native language. So, 
they need to see someone who has already gone through it and ask all the 
questions their kids can’t. If anything, it puts more responsibility on me because I 
have to be able to take more people in and help them. 
 

Paulina also dedicated much of her success in college and after graduation to the many 

connections she made along the way. She recalled getting involved and coming into 

contact with different networks back in 2006: 

I started being involved since I was in…since 2006. You start building a little bit 
at a time and you start meeting different people. My boss, and different leaders in 
the community, in LULAC, in the different organizations I was part of. And then 
going off to college and meeting those people in the academic world, so my 
professors who kind of just guided me through, and now I see the importance of 
guidance. And for me, I see the importance of having mentors and have someone 
I can count on to answer the difficult questions and things I don’t know the 
answers to. And, um, going to D.C. and creating that networks—so those, I just 
know who to call if I have a question and if I am debating in a life decision or my 
future, those connections have really become key into what I do even now. 
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Participants benefitted from coming into contact with the networks available to them 

around campus and in their own communities and churches. More importantly, they built 

and created their own networks with their newfound access, knowledge, and information. 

This creation of networks was crucial to disseminate information to those who may not 

necessarily receive it any other way. This was a such a powerful finding—undocumented 

college graduates in this study built their own networks to communicate, enlighten, and 

provide anecdotal information to break cycles of ignorance, exclusion, and 

discrimination.  

 For Marco, the architect in the group, social capital was both a blessing and a 

curse. He was referred to jobs after graduation by acquaintances and friends he made 

while in architecture school at Lone Star University. They shared with him job leads, but 

because of his status he has declined. Many of his colleagues and peers do not know of 

his immigration status, so he has been opening up to them when they refer him to jobs. 

According to Marco, “They were sympathetic of the fact that I wanted to work, but that I 

couldn’t.” Having access to other groups in the community allowed Marco to have a 

source of income. As a successful DJ, he is repeatedly hired to play at nightclubs both in 

Dallas and in Austin. Austin is the city where he has a strong following so he tends to 

play there the most. Marco said that he started to DJ professionally when he was in 

college as a way to complement his limited income.  

 Most of these connections came through his involvement with student 

organizations while on campus. For instance Marco was a member and then an officer in 

a business student organization as well as in a dance club on campus. He did not belong 
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to any academic organizations because he “gave it his all” in his classes, so he did not see 

a need to belong to those groups, but rather he wanted to escape and relax of his daily 

pressures and just dedicated his time to social organizations. As Marco reflected on his 

connections and networks he recalled: 

The fact that I went to the school and networked with people opened more doors 
than the degree itself. It’s something I dislike about society. Sometimes it’s more 
about who you know more than what you know, which is…kind of sucks! You 
can actually be bad, I actually know people who are really bad and they do what 
they do, but because they know people they have very high positions. While those 
who are good at it are stuck at the bottom. 

 
Marco was fortunate to find support from an admissions counselor and an adviser who 

helped him throughout his five years on campus. Thanks to their mentoring and support, 

Marco became a volunteer with admissions in getting more students interested in 

attending college. Of course, professors, faculty, administrators and other people were 

instrumental in his success during his undergraduate degree. Regardless of his present 

situation, Marco was confident he would find his place and that he would become a 

successful architect. He attributed his confidence to connections and contacts he made 

and kept up with regularly. Marco mentioned that these connections were a lifeline and 

that without them he would not be where he was today.  

 Brenda also had a situation similar to Martha’s. Brenda’s sister was a couple of 

years behind her and was going to start the college application process soon. Brenda did 

not want her sister to go through what she had gone through, so she decided to get as 

much information as possible to make her sister’s experience less cumbersome. 

Originally, her network consisted of her family and her friends at school. Her friends did 

not know of her status and since they did not know what she was going through did not 
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know how to help. Her family on the other hand, had limited access to information. 

Although Brenda wanted to go to college, her parents’ knowledge was limited and they 

would try to listen to Univision and other Spanish news for information on how to go 

about it. So when Brenda’s sister was going to college: 

She knew what to do, how to apply for financial aid, who to call, what to say, all 
that stuff. So she was like the first person I helped. Then, through ULI, we do 
community forums all the time, educational forums where we go to schools 
around this time of year and we tell them basically what I was told in high school. 
That you can go to college, this is how you do it, this is what the law is 
called…all that stuff. 

 
The benefit of information and connections helped Brenda realize the importance of such 

actions. She knew that the key to information and resources was through networking and 

through accessing the various groups in the community. For instance, Brenda’s brother 

referred her to Valeria since they knew each other through their involvement in LULAC. 

Brenda needed information on how to get a pharmacist license. Since Valeria was a nurse 

and Brenda was a pharmacist, she knew she could talk to Valeria about it. Unfortunately, 

their immigration situations were different and Brenda could not continue with the 

licensing process. Nevertheless, she came in contact with the ULI group on campus and 

through meetings and conversations she was able to get her tax identification number and 

start her own consulting company.  

 Currently she helps undocumented people as well to get information on college 

admissions and other immigration-related issues. Brenda’s initial contact with an outside 

person when she was in high school was the impetus that put her on the college track. 

Therefore, she made sure that she devoted some of her time to do this. Had it not been for 

that admissions presentation she attended in high school, she would not have known she 
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qualified to go to college. In retrospect, Brenda said that having this early exposure to 

people outside her immediate circle was very transformative and life changing. Although 

she could not practice as a pharmacist, she knew once her status was fixed she would be 

able to do that and still continue to educate community members until she could not 

physically do it any longer.  

 For Carmen and Tatiana, their experiences with networks were different than the 

rest of the group. The reason was because they were extremely shy and quiet during their 

high school years. They had the grades and the academic preparation to go to any public 

university in Texas because they were both top 10 percent students. Yet, nobody had 

taken the time to counsel them or to guide them. For both their future hanged on the 

balance. Fortunately, a caring teacher approached them and at that instant, changed their 

lives forever. Carmen, the third in her class, and was aware of college, but she did not 

have any support from her family because they did not know how to help her. She 

thought the process was complicated and that the FAFSA was long. Still, her teacher 

helped her through the process and even went with her so she could mail her application. 

According to Carmen, “I turned in my application the last day on the deadline at 5 p.m.”  

 Carmen’s father did not want her to attend college. Instead, he wanted her to get 

married. Her mother, however, convinced her father and he caved in to the pressure and 

allowed her to go. Now, Carmen is seen as a role model in her family and her 

community. She recalled her teacher who pushed her to fill out the college application 

and understood how significant that was. Since she was overly cautious about her status 
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and who knew about it, she tended to help only those whom she was comfortable with: 

her family and close friends. Carmen recalled: 

All my little cousins are now looking up to me. I feel like I am now a role model 
to them and they all want to be like me. And their parents are like, “Look at her, 
she’s graduated, she is this and that.” And I feel like they really do. I have two 
younger cousins who are getting good grades and I always encourage them to 
study. In fact, one of them is about to graduate and I am helping her with her 
résumé, her essays, and her application to college. 

 
Carmen tried to get outside her comfort zone and because of her scholarship through the 

Hispanic Scholarship Consortium was able to network and to meet several people who 

tried to help her. She recalled meeting with people from a local hospital and foundation, 

“they were trying to do whatever they could to help me, but it just was not possible. I met 

with the CEO but no, nothing. Jobwise, it was impossible!” Still Carmen tried to make 

the best of her situation and knew that there was help available. She will cautiously seek 

it, but only when she feels ready. During the interview she understood the value of 

connecting with other people because she benefited from it, but her self-esteem is 

damaging her self-perception and potentially her aspiration to go back and get her 

master’s degree.  

 Tatiana, like Carmen, was not comfortable letting people know about her status. 

She tried to figure out things on her own. However, when it came time to apply to 

college, she admitted to going outside her comfort zone and disclosing her status to 

people outside her family circle like her mother’s employer and the employer’s friend 

who donated a significant amount toward Tatiana’s college fund. Although they provided 

motivation and an incentive to go, Tatiana relied on her own resources and seldom asked 

for assistance. This limited her exposure and the benefits of opening up to people who 
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could provide knowledge, assistance, or even a different path to achieve things easier. 

She was not exposed to networking, and when it happened, she opted not to participate 

because it was too painful and did not feel safe enough to disclose her immigration status. 

Although it limited her interactions, she admitted to missing out on something that could 

have helped her after college graduation.  

 She came to the realization that being open to people helping was a powerful 

thing. As such, she recently decided to go outside her circle and help a stranger who was 

in the same situation she was in. She found the experience gratifying and has a different 

perspective in life. Tatiana was full of potential, but her fear of being found out prevented 

her from making critical connections when she had the opportunity. As a consequence, 

she needed more information and did not know where or how to go about obtaining it. 

For instance when she talked about going back to pursue her graduate degree, she said: 

I’ve always loved school. I’ve always been school-oriented. But, um, I don’t 
know because I haven’t…I don’t know many people who have…I don’t know 
many people who are undocumented and in grad school and I don’t know how it 
works as far as how do you get money. I mean, do you get scholarships or what? I 
don’t know any of that! And that’s what’s kind of holding…restraining me. But at 
some point I do want to go back to school! 

 
Tatiana lamented not developing connections while in school or being open to the 

possibility of having them after graduation. Yet, slowly came to the realization that being 

undocumented was not the worst that could happen to a person. She was taking steps 

toward self-fulfillment. It may take longer for her than all the other participants, but she 

was getting to that comfortable place because that was what she wanted to do. 

 Summary. The third research question dealt with social capital and cultural 

wealth. It tackled a very important subject that is seldom discussed when addressing 
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undocumented college graduates. As the research findings concluded, most of the 

participants had access to social capital, but they just did not know what it was or what it 

meant. It was not until they realized the importance of the concept that they began to 

incorporate it to their daily activities. Having access to networks, community leaders, 

activists, fellow undocumented youth, and administrators, faculty, and staff gave the 

participants in this study the tools they needed to succeed and to provide much needed 

information to their respective communities.  

 The participants in this study as beneficiaries of social capital had a sense of 

responsibility toward their communities. Again, because they benefited from it they did 

not want it to go to waste. Instead, they put it to good use. They went back to their 

communities and shared the knowledge with those who needed it the most. In doing so, 

they demonstrated community cultural wealth and directly gave their communities the 

needed tools to resist and survive oppression—just like the participants did. The concept 

of social capital is to gain information and knowledge with the goal of making a 

particular situation better. Making key connections with people who have access to 

different resources and other opportunities typically leads to a better quality of life. This 

was precisely what these participants engaged in. They took the knowledge they had and 

started their own networks.  

 Social capital allowed all of the participants in this study to find employment, 

housing, and other things typically taken for granted. Even though these are not the most 

optimal of situations, they are making the best out of their opportunities. Many see their 

current situation as temporary. Participants knew that their situation would change 
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eventually. Then, they would be able to practice their profession and be able to contribute 

in a compelling way. Ultimately, social capital had and will play a crucial role in their 

lives because they have witnessed the power of connections and networks first-hand.  

 The next section addresses emerging themes consistent throughout the study. It 

allowed the researcher to take an insightful look at the participants’ personalities, their 

thoughts on the issues that afflict them, and how they interacted on a daily basis. The first 

topic of discussion dealt with The DREAM Act, which is a legislation that if passed 

would allow immigrant youth to potentially solve their immigration status.   

Section Two 

The DREAM Act 

Cognizant of their limitations due to their immigration status, these participants’ 

lives and future were incessantly connected to the DREAM Act. This piece of legislation 

has the potential to legalize the participants’ immigration status in this country as well as 

the lives of countless other individuals who could make substantial contributions to the 

fabric of this nation. As such, throughout the conversations and interviews, most of the 

future plans participants had revolved around this failed federal legislation. As expected, 

the participants’ views were clearly articulated and expressed a tone of frustration with 

hopeful undertones. Being that the proposed legislation has the potential to welcome and 

integrate the participants into the United States as legal residents with the option of 

citizenship, the group offered their candid opinions on the matter as well as offered 

legislation language that in their eyes would make the legislation more palatable to the 

majority of the country’s citizens. During the interviews, it became evident that the 



 154 

members of this select group were overwhelmingly in support of the legislation. Yet, 

some of them had reservations about the language and the requirements, as they were 

included on the bill. The next portion of this chapter addresses this much-contested 

legislation and the way this particular group of college graduates feel about it.  

Valeria and the age cap. It came as no surprise that those individuals in this 

group who were open about their status and involved in activism and bringing attention to 

the issue were the most vocal and the most passionate on the matter. Valeria was one of 

the first on her campus to openly identify herself as an undocumented student. This act of 

telling her story and being open about it is now referred to as “coming out.” In terms of 

the language in the bill, Valeria had strong opinions regarding one of its requirements. As 

it stands, the age cap is 30 years old, which keeps some college graduates out. According 

to Valeria, the age cap has always been disputed. It has gone from 35 to 30 years old. 

During the 2010 session, the cap was placed at 30 years old, which aged her out. Hence, 

her observation had to do more with that specific requirement: 

When that happened, I started organizing Dreamers who are over 30. I heard from 
those who were 31, 32, 34, and I got one that was 40. And I was like, ok, I don’t 
know how to go about that. A lot of them were Dreamers that had been involved. 
All of a sudden they tell you…you have been working in this bill for so many 
years and now you are out. That’s why I think the age cap should change. Or at 
least, grandfather those who qualify but because of the age cap wouldn’t.  

 
This clever observation got to the heart of that specific age requirement. Potential 

beneficiaries of the legislation have graduated from college and as it naturally happens, 

they get older each year. The longer this legislation goes unresolved, the more people that 

will become ineligible. For that reason, Valeria suggested to grandfather some 

individuals, like her, that could be negatively impacted: 
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I don’t know. I mean when we did the DREAM act last fall semester, we started 
thinking they were gonna change the age cap and we started getting worried and 
they finally said it’s 30 or under 30. So we were like, “Ok, what are we gonna 
do?” When I went to talk to Sen. Durbin’s office, he was like,  “Well, it’s actually 
a democrat who wanted the age cap. I had always thought it was a republican, but 
it was a democrat. They thought that it may bring more republicans to vote in 
favor of it. I think it’s just politics. You just gotta play, negotiate. Sometimes you 
win. Sometimes you lose. I would be lying to myself if I think they are gonna 
keep it at 35. Because I know once everything hits the fan they are gonna lower it, 
right? So I am looking at how can they grandfather people in. They would have to 
include it within the language so it would have to be something people would 
have to agree on and all that stuff, but I think that would be the only choice.  

 
This seemed logical, as there is nothing people can do to stop the passage of time. 

However, she understood that there was still a long way before this bill and its language 

to settle and be approved. Aside from all other requirements, age was the only one that 

worried Valeria given her circumstances.  

Brenda and the bill’s requirements. Age was also a concern for Brenda. She 

thought that the age cap should be 35 and not 30 years old. In her assessment of the bill’s 

language, she said: 

The reason for this is that if you have someone who came in at 16 and they are 34, 
they have clearly been here for a very long time and have roots in the United 
States. Not only that, but when this law was proposed, it was 2001. It’s 
2011…and some students were barely graduating high school when it started (in 
Texas)…had the law passed in 2001, they would have benefitted. So I think the 
age cap should move to 35 because realistically this law hasn’t passed in so long 
that you need to realize that people do age. 

 
Clearly, Brenda was concerned also because she was aware that the longer it takes for the 

federal DREAM Act to pass, the more she might be at risk of aging out. Something she 

does not want to face.  As it related to the other requirements, Brenda shared that entering 

the country before the age of 16 was a good requirement. She thought that, “It covers a 

lot of people that came into the country and have roots in the country and may want to go 
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to college or who may want to legalize.” Having a good moral character was also 

important to Brenda and she agreed with it as well. She believed once the DREAM Act 

passes, it will receive a lot of publicity and will definitely have an impact on the media. 

Therefore, she knows that the media will seek beneficiaries to speak on the matter and 

she would rather have a representative with impeccable credentials and background.  

 The fact that the bill calls for high school graduation or receiving a GED also sat 

well with Brenda. She knew that a high school degree could be the foundation to 

something better, but also understood that there were “reasons why someone could not 

finish high school, but can get a GED.” The college and military portions of the bill were 

two things she agreed with, but Brenda was cautious when addressing this type of 

language. Opponents, according to Brenda, question the two-year higher education 

commitment and argue that it should be four. Since she knows of the struggles to pay for 

higher education and other problems that may arise as a person goes through college, she 

felt that the two-year minimum was a good clause and it gave students credibility. The 

military component on the other hand was “tricky:” 

The way that is written, there is data that shows some don’t want to go to college 
and come from lower socioeconomic status and they don’t have the networking 
under them, or family support are more likely to go the military route without 
knowing what they are signing up for.  So that’s the part I think may be unethical, 
but there are also people who really want to join the military that are doing it 
because they want to serve their country and not just because they don’t have any 
other recourse and that’s what they want to do. 

 
Although the language was explicit in what its requirements were, Brenda felt that the 

language should be amended and a third option should be included. This third choice 

consisted of a community service option. She suggested something analogous to Teach 
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for America or AmeriCorps. These should be “programs that benefit the community and 

gives a choice to those not going to college or the military.”  

 Eduardo’s opinion on the bill’s language. Eduardo was also in favor of a 

community service option added into the DREAM Act. He believed it was a much-

needed option to the military and higher education requirement. Like Brenda, he saw the 

many dilemmas undocumented people face that may prevent them from fulfilling those 

requirements mandated by the legislation. Eduardo knew what this bill was and he took it 

at face value. He said it was not perfect but that he would continue to advocate on its 

behalf because at least those were “incremental steps in the right direction.” Eduardo 

thought that the DREAM Act and many of the advocacy groups were concentrating only 

on success stories. Although a noble gesture that adds supporters, he felt that 

undocumented students and college graduates showcased or seen as the beneficiaries 

were only an exception:  

So there are people out there who in my opinion are doing a disservice to the 
whole advocacy youth because the person that we feel is the beneficiary is a 
person that is in college, somebody who may have gone to Lone Star and has a 
master’s degree even, somebody who, the undocumented student who’s at 
Harvard, or all these undocumented students who are in college, but that’s not the 
reality, Enrique. You know that the reality is that a lot of our kids are in 
community colleges or most of them are high school dropouts. So for a lot of us, 
who sort of have broken away from the mainstream advocacy a lot of non-profits 
and organizations that are out there, we think that’s disappointing that they are 
speaking like that and that is NOT the reality! 

 
Eduardo keeps fighting for the DREAM Act, but he also wants other stories and 

experiences to be part of the conversation. He believed it is a great tactic to have the best 

and brightest represent the movement, but even then, he felt this was ineffective. As he 

put it, “We’ve had 10 years trying to pass this and no amount of college students that you 
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put out there who go to the best universities have been able to change the debate!” 

According to Eduardo, undocumented people in general should advocate for themselves 

differently. Moreover, Eduardo wanted the demonization of undocumented youth who do 

not go to college or join the military or that for whatever reason got into trouble for bad 

decisions made in their youth to stop. Further, he concluded that undocumented people 

should not adopt the opposition’s message of criminalizing parents for bringing their 

children without their consent to the United States. In his opinion, more voices 

representing the true diversity that exists in the undocumented universe are needed:  

Because they see the DREAMERS and these folks that are going to Harvard or to 
really good schools because those are the people that we are putting out there. 
That’s hard to see. But it’s also a reinforcement of why we need a voice that’s 
from the people that’s directly affected by this issue that’s willing to make people 
understand and do a more critical analysis of what’s going on out there. And you 
know we are not willing to compromise in that sense. We are not going to look to 
the left or to the right. 

 
Marco’s interpretation of the bill. Marco, like Eduardo, believed that the 

DREAM Act was not a perfect legislation. Marco sensed that political ideologies 

interfered and hindered possibilities for passing the bill: 

If they were to sit down and work it out together I think we could have something 
solid, something that would actually go through and help everybody. But as of 
now, it’s just, it’s not looking too great for anybody. 
 

Marco was a strong supporter of making the college requirement stricter. He felt that 

many individuals would benefit without having earned that privilege. For instance, he 

mentioned knowing individuals who were in violent gangs or committed crimes. Then, 

these individuals “get married, have children, get a GED, and all of a sudden they have 
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legal status.” He felt this undermined the validity of the process and illegitimatized 

efforts made by more those who have worked hard and done everything right:  

I feel like you should make a degree the, the qualification, the requirement. 
Whoever earns a degree is eligible for it. Have language saying that somebody in 
college should not be deported similar to what the administration is doing right 
now. Not giving legal status per se, but they shouldn’t be deported and once you 
earn that degree you can apply for whatever temporary status or whatever they 
decide. But earning the degree is an important factor. But if you make it well 
known that having a degree will allow you to get legal status, a lot of those 
troublemakers will fix themselves and their attitudes and look at a degree to gain 
that legal status. And as an effect it would have a much larger pool that’s educated 
and that are able to contribute to society. 

 
For Marco, the degree piece was important because it put individuals in a different level 

and gave them a competitive edge and to some degree leveled the playing field.  

Carmen and Tatiana’s views. Carmen agreed that having a degree was 

important in general, but that it should not be a requirement to qualify for the DREAM 

Act. Her only opinion was about the age cap. She felt it was quite unfortunate that people 

like Valeria were in such predicament. According to her, Valeria’s situation was “unfair 

because she is very educated, has a master’s and she could do so much for her 

community.” Other than that, she was satisfied with the way the bill read and hoped that 

it passes soon for her sake and that of others.  

 Tatiana related to Carmen’s outlook. The only thing she wanted was for the 

DREAM Act to pass. She did not necessarily see anything wrong with the way the bill 

was crafted. She knew it is an opportunity to realize her professional aspirations and a 

practical approach to energize and boost hers and others’ enterprises to make this country 

better: 
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I wish the DREAM Act would pass. I mean I am pretty sure I qualify for it. It’s I 
mean…we are going to school and people are joining the military because they 
are trying to be better people…I just think that...it shouldn’t be a problem…for 
them to accept us. We are not bad people! We are not criminals. Granted, our 
parents might have been the ones who did I guess, the illegal act, but I feel like 
we are…not being punished but we are being repressed and it’s just not fair. 
People want to…I want to be able to have a job or help a non-profit or start a non-
profit organization, you know? I don’t know…I hope the DREAM Act passes!  

 
In her response, Tatiana’s frustration with the bill and the indecision around it was 

apparent. As detached as Tatiana and Carmen seemed, they acknowledged tracking the 

piece of legislation from a distance because activism was not something that was natural 

to them. Still, they felt hopeful and were certain that the bill will pass soon and they 

would fulfill their goals.  

 Martha’s opinion. Martha considered that the DREAM Act should be specific. 

By that, she meant that it should be specific to those students who “deserve to be in this 

country.” She was referring to students who graduated from high school, graduated from 

college, have an exemplary background, and were engaged in their communities by 

providing civic leadership. In her analysis, Martha asserted that by being exclusive and 

by targeting a smaller number of individuals that could make major contributions to the 

country and in doing so the nation would benefit as a whole. By giving an opportunity to 

people already in the country, she predicted that the need to import talent from abroad 

would decrease considerably. “We are seeking people from overseas to come and fill jobs 

here and we have people who already study here and are assimilated…they know the 

language and they are just waiting for that job, you know?” Even though Paulina is 

Martha’s sister, and they have done a lot for their community, they react to the DREAM 

Act differently.  
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Paulina’s thoughts. For Paulina, the DREAM Act was acceptable as it currently 

read. She did not see the need to make it more exclusive. Like Eduardo, she was thinking 

of the many people that would not qualify because of past transgressions or for being 

unable to go to school or join the military. She thought that: 

The requirements are not obscure and they are very straightforward. They don’t 
leave…they are doable! The language, I understand it and I understand why 
people don’t support that, so it needs to be negotiated. 

 
Summary. As presented in this section, it was intriguing to see how this group of 

individuals reacted about this piece of legislation that has the potential to alter the course 

of their lives in a compelling way. As Valeria aptly put it, she does not want to feel 

“encadenada” or in chains anymore. If and when the bill passes, the participants in the 

study wanted to resume their lives and put their talents and abilities to practice. They did 

not want to be on hold any more. Most importantly, they wanted to be recognized by their 

character and merits and not just by their restrictive immigration status. They all shared 

the need to travel and to reconnect with their roots. The desire to practice their profession 

and work legitimately was at the top of their list. Continuing with their education was 

also pivotal. They wanted the opportunity to consider schools other than in Texas because 

they know they have the aptitude and the ability to succeed in rigorous graduate academic 

programs as in Martha’s case where she was accepted to a graduate program at Columbia 

University in New York City. Others like Carmen would like the opportunity to travel 

abroad and become a traveling nurse to help children and women in developing countries. 

Those in the group who are married would like the opportunity to raise a family as well 

without the fear of being separated from their children and spouses. Overall, they would 
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like an opportunity to contribute to this country that has given them the option to achieve 

their goals. All of these examples given by the participants can only be possible if the 

DREAM Act passes. If it does not, their decisions and their talents would either be 

wasted or taken elsewhere where they are valued and accepted.  

Family Interactions 

Although the focus of the study was around college choice, social capital, and the 

options Mexican undocumented college graduates have upon graduation, it was important 

to mention that family interactions were a constant undertone throughout the process. 

Family had a major role in the decisions the participants made. Whether deciding about 

going to school, relocating, or even providing support family was central and influenced 

the participants significantly. Though participants made their decisions on their own, it 

was not without family advice—solicited or not.  

Brenda. For instance, when Brenda told her family about her intentions of a 

college education, they were supportive and helped her in the decision-making process. 

They were pushing for Lone Star University because it was in the middle of an urban 

environment and because she had already been admitted. Their opposition had to do more 

with location than anything else. Since Brenda was in the top 10 percent, she knew she 

would be able to attend any public university in the state. Brenda credits her parents’ 

insistence and their concerns for making the decision she made. Tatiana’s parents were 

also supportive and encouraged her to go to college. However, they were unable to 

provide anything else other than that. As Tatiana put it, “They didn’t know anything 
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about it and pretty much it was me making my own decisions. I couldn’t even ask for 

their opinion because they really had no clue.”  

Valeria. Valeria’s mother had always been influential in her life. From the 

moment they crossed the border, her mother was present and engaged in her daughters’ 

lives. From the very beginning, her mother stressed education as a means to something 

better. Valeria’s mother believed that, “education is your first priority.” Throughout 

Valeria’s school years, her mother supported her and showed tremendous courage by 

making sure she and her sister got what they needed. Her mother was also instrumental in 

providing the needed guidance when Valeria decided to form the ULI organization on 

campus.  

Carmen. Although all families showed support, for Carmen’s family, it took 

some convincing, especially from her father. Carmen’s father was concerned about the 

cost more than anything. He did not know how he was going to be able to pay for tuition 

and for books. He thought it was simply out of their reach. According to Carmen, “He 

didn’t think I should go to college. He thought I should get married or something else! 

My mom was more supportive about it. She convinced him!” Carmen had a little more 

trouble because she was the oldest in her family and the first one ever to go to college. 

So, her struggles were more about not having the access to information. Although she 

was an academic superstar in high school, her immigration status embarrassed her and 

prevented her from asking for advice and came dangerously close to not attending 

college.  
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Eduardo. Being the youngest of nine siblings, Eduardo felt the responsibility to 

care for his parents along with his sister. Although the responsibility kind of fell on his 

hands, it is something that he does willingly and with dedication. His decision to transfer 

from Texas Tech was influenced by his mother’s illness and his sense of duty and 

responsibility toward her. Although his parents never stopped him from moving away his 

first year, they never visited because they were worried of checkpoints on the way. Even 

though his parents “had no idea that this was huge…kind of a dream come true,” they 

supported him and his sister during their college years. Now that Eduardo has a degree, 

he had to move to North Carolina to find medical assistance for his mother. He and his 

sister have established residence there for the time being and they are working while 

supporting their mother through this difficult time.  

Siblings. Another aspect of family that was seen throughout the study was that of 

siblings helping siblings. The older ones became trailblazers and a source of credible 

information. Martha started to collect information and contact names so that her younger 

sister Paulina would not have to experience the same frustration and impotence she felt. 

Marco, the only undocumented sibling in his family, also made sure he became a role 

model for his younger brother and sister so they could have someone to look up to. 

Marco’s brother is following in his footsteps and is also an architecture student at Lone 

Star University. Because Marco underwent many challenges, he wanted to make sure 

none of his siblings ever experienced that feeling. Valeria benefitted from her older sister 

who had gone before her. Thanks to her sister’s input and knowledge, her experience was 

less precarious and more tolerable. Brenda was also pivotal in making her sister’s 



 165 

transition to college a smooth one. By giving her sister contact names, answers to 

questions about how to seek financial aid and how to apply for college, Brenda 

transformed her sister’s life in unimaginable ways. Similarly, Carmen asserted herself as 

a role model and as an information source for all things school-related. Her advice is 

valuable and is often sought by her younger siblings as well as her cousins. Eduardo like 

Valeria was grateful for having his sister go before him and for pointing the way as he 

transitioned into college and beyond. They were confidants and true partners in 

education. Ultimately, the family connection was strong and was something participants 

could not give up on. As Eduardo put it, “You know, coming from a Latino immigrant 

culture, family, and background we belong to the families and we look out for everyone.” 

Undocumented experience and contributions 

Just as family played an important role in the lives of these individuals, there were 

other aspects that emerged during the one-on-one interviews. One of them touched on 

their undocumented experience overall. They felt American regardless of what others told 

them. They were proud of where their families came from and have not taken for granted 

the many sacrifices and risks their families took in order to give them the opportunity to 

become something more than what their own parents ever aspired for themselves. Even 

though some people have labeled them as strangers in their own country, they do not let 

those comments deter them. Quite contrary, it fueled them to continue to look for 

opportunities and to succeed in their endeavors. Paulina said it best and was able to 

capture the group’s sentiment when she said: 
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I am as American as I am Mexican! I am both! I could not…I embrace both my 
cultures as much because I have the best of both worlds and cultures. I really 
could not ask for more, and I think that I am never gonna be ashamed of who or 
where I came from or who I am because it made me the American that I am 
today! 
 

Another aspect that spoke of their character and their humanity was the contributions 

they have made to positively alter their conditions and communities. Most of them 

volunteer, educate, advice, mentor, and through their life example serve as role models. 

Carmen even though not very politically involved, found fulfillment in educating as 

many patients as possible when working at the clinic on the weekends because as she put 

it, “Some of the patients are very uneducated and some of them can’t even write…they 

don’t know of resources out there so I educate them as much as possible.” Others like 

Valeria who was an activist and heavily involved in the immigrant community still found 

time to contribute daily. Valeria had over 500 hours of volunteering in hospitals and was 

fundamental in creating the ULI and the United We Dream organizations. In doing so, 

she and those like her, “gave a new face to the immigrant community.” Allowing many to 

“come out of the shadows” and preventing the feeling of shame has given Valeria a sense 

of pride and excitement because it was no longer a “taboo issue.”  

Brenda’s political savviness and her involvement with legislators at the state and 

federal level have led to better informed decisions made at those levels. She wrote 

speeches, visited senators and representatives at the Capitol, and participated in the 

political process so that those voting on issues such as sanctuary cities, in-state tuition, 

and Arizona-like laws would have an enhanced understanding of the effects their 

decisions would have among this particular population.  
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Summary. The first part of the chapter addressed the participants’ high school 

experiences to illustrate the path, the reasoning, and the decisions they made as they 

transition out of secondary school and started the college choice process. It explored 

various facets such as post-secondary academic and professional aspirations as well as 

participants’ most significant struggles during the college application process. Similarly, 

participants shared their realities and experiences once admitted and the difficulties they 

encountered during their first months and years as a college student.  

Then, the focus turned to their actual obstacles and experiences the participants 

faced after completing their four-year degree. The emphasis was to illustrate the available 

options after college graduation. Through individual vignettes, the study captured each 

participant’s reality and their approach to their imminent future. This section provided a 

glimpse at each participant’s lives in an attempt to bring front and center the issues and 

the decisions they must make post college graduation given their immigration status.   

Later, the chapter considered social capital and cultural wealth. It also highlighted 

critical connections made by the participants allowing them to benefit individually and 

ultimately collectively. The goal was to understand how this cohort of college graduates 

used social capital not only to their advantage, but to benefit their respective 

communities. It also drew attention to the participants’ understanding of social capital 

and how this concept gave them opportunities that otherwise would have been missed. 

The final analysis in this section addressed emerging themes that impacted the lives of 

the participants in a significant way. Politics, family life, and contributions made were 
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part of the discussion as a way to examine the participants’ views on topics that are 

relevant to them.  

 The third and final section of the chapter uses the research questions as reference 

while incorporating LatCrit and its various tenets. The purpose is to provide a robust and 

critical lens that accurately portrays their experience as Latinos, as college graduates, and 

as undocumented immigrants raised in the United States. By doing so, the study 

addresses the issues that are relevant only to this cohort such as marginalization, 

discrimination, and subordination which are tied to their immigration status.  

Section Three 

LatCrit and College Choice for Undocumented College Graduates 

 Until now, the analysis has evolved around the three main research questions. The 

idea was to first address the questions individually in order to examine their importance 

in the study and in the participants’ lives.  Generally, most undocumented immigrants 

feel disempowered and without any real voice to challenge perceived stereotypes. 

Therefore, this next section will detail how the experiences of undocumented college 

graduates can expose inconsistencies and debunk myths about them through the use of a 

LatCrit framework. LatCrit addresses social justice issues that are significant to 

Latinas/os, which in turn facilitates the questioning of history and power and highlights 

their experiences in a manner consistent with their traditions and lived experiences. In 

this particular study, Latinas/os were of Mexican origin. As such, the analysis will be 

concentrating on the participants’ testimonios as counternarratives as well as 

transformational resistance to acknowledge their human agency. In other words, a sense 
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that gives them the confidence and the ability to engage in social change to become 

change agents. Among the many themes that have been discussed thus far, engaging in 

social change has been a transformative experience for all of the participants in this study 

and necessitates further examination. However, before getting to that, the following 

section turns to LatCrit to see how it relates to the research questions driving this study. 

 LatCrit has five central themes: the centrality of race and racism, challenging 

dominant ideologies, commitment to social justice, centrality of experiential knowledge, 

and an interdisciplinary perspective. Due to the research questions in the study, it is 

unfortunate that not all of LatCrit’s themes apply to all of the research questions. At first 

glance, the first question—how did Mexican undocumented college graduates go about 

choosing and enrolling into a particular college? — seems to have nothing to do with 

LatCrit ass it typically describes the reasons and the decision making process for deciding 

to go to college. Yet, a deeper observation and after an in-depth analysis of the 

participants’ responses tie the first research question to LatCrit’s first theme – the 

centrality of race and racism. It tells us that racism is routinely enmeshed in American 

society. As such, it is embedded in what we do, why we do it, and how we do it 

(Solórzano & Yosso, 2001, p. 474).  

Centrality of race and racism. In this study, participants decided to go to college 

because it was their best available option. They did not want to end their education career 

with just a high school degree. All of the participants were in AP classes, had college 

preparatory courses, and took advantage of being in magnet programs or in privileged 

schools. Having access to this information and knowledge allowed them to make a 
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conscientious decision. LatCrit tells us that race is central to who we are and what we do 

as a society. The United States, as most countries do, is governed by the rule of law. 

Currently the law says that those who reside in the country without the appropriate 

documentation are not welcomed or that they are not to receive any kind of assistance or 

benefits. Yet, some exceptions exist like SB 1528 (formerly HB 1403) in Texas allowing 

in-state tuition for undocumented high school students pursuing a college education. 

Although singled out by their immigration status, these participants decided to take the 

next logical step toward their dream of self-fulfillment. Common sense would tell us that 

since they have two strikes against them: being Mexican and undocumented that they 

would fall through the cracks and ultimately live in anonymity and in the shadows. 

However, that did not happen for the participants in this study. 

 In their decision to attend college, they were cognizant of the magnitude of their 

decision and what the decision would mean to them personally and to their families. 

Although they have been oppressed and discriminated at times by their language skills, 

their race, and their immigration status they resisted and persevered. For instance, Marco 

although doing great academically felt depressed and alone in Dallas. He wanted other 

experiences and he knew a college degree not only would help him, but that it would 

allow him to leave the space he was in and become a better person: 

My senior year in Dallas was pretty hard. I was pretty depressed and there was 
lots going on. So, I wanted out of Dallas. College was the only way to leave the 
city. So I was excited to leave the city and I was excited to go and study 
architecture. After getting to Lone Star, there was anxiety, some nervousness of 
being alone…but after a few weeks…I didn’t want to come back to Dallas. Austin 
looked great! 
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For Marco, leaving the Dallas area and his situation was the only way for him to continue 

with his life and pursue his lifelong dream of being an architect at a school that at the 

time was “ranked number two in terms of schools or architecture in the nation.” Though 

Marco’s decision to choose Lone Star University was complex—dealing with personal 

issues, school ranking, and finding his voice—he ultimately realized his dream and 

became something better than what he would otherwise been.  

 For others, their decision was made based upon the academic programs offered at 

the university and the amenities the city offered to them. As Brenda put it: 

I didn’t actually visit Lone Star. Then, I saw the city and I was like, this is the 
kind of city I had been looking for. It kind of reminded me of Mexico City. You 
know, it was like big lights, so compact so you can move around, and there was 
like a lot of traffic, which turned out to not be so good. So all that stuff just 
reminded me of a more metropolitan area. From then on, I was like, I am going to 
Lone Star. There is nothing that can’t make me go. Maybe if there was a 
scholarship that would have gotten me to A&M, but at this point there was no 
benefit to go to A&M…And the other thing was that Lone Star has a pharmacy 
school because the biomedical engineering didn’t work out. So I needed up 
switching majors into pharmacy school and that completely changed my life. 

 
Although Brenda was able to get a Ph.D. in pharmacy, when she was considering 

attending college, she did not know whether that would be a possibility because of her 

immigration status. At that time, she was reminded again that being undocumented was 

some sort of scarlet letter that would forever mark her existence. Like Marco and all the 

others, she showed resilience and perseveration in an otherwise uncertain future.  

 Unlike all the other participants, Carmen seemed to have been shattered the most 

by her immigration status. Although she chose to attend Lone Star at the last minute 

encouraged by one of her advisors, Carmen seemed to have been affected by the negative 

stigma around the undocumented label. Even after being ranked number three in her 
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graduating class, she was constantly reminded of her immigration status and that 

impacted her self-perception and made her doubt her own abilities. According to Carmen, 

“ I don’t feel like I am accepted or I belong here…I don’t want to be pointed at.” Yet, 

now she realizes that having had that push from her advisor was the one factor that 

changed her life. Regardless of status, Carmen has her education and with that, she can 

“find a job or do something.” Carmen’s decision to attend college was an act of defiance 

that dealt a blow to the racism she experienced due to her immigration status.  

 Participants knew of their status at an early age. Though most knew they were 

undocumented, they did not find out the meaning of what that meant until they were 

readying themselves to apply to college. All the inconsequential rites of passage like 

getting a driver’s license, applying to college using a social security number, applying for 

financial aid, participating in abroad programs, finding a job upon college graduation or 

even pursuing a graduate degree that most people find matter of fact, left an indelible 

mark in the lives of the participants in this study. These aspects definitely fit within 

LatCrit’s first theme of the centrality of race and racism and how it intersects with other 

forms of subordination. Most people given the odds these college graduates faced when 

choosing a college would have given up and perhaps become a footnote. This group of 

undocumented college graduates confronted their reality and in doing so challenged 

dominant ideologies—LatCrit’s second theme, which aptly applies to research question 

one as well. 

Challenging dominant ideologies. The consensus in the group was that most 

people do not typically associate undocumented people with a college degree, much less 
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with considering going to college. There is this idea that the oppressors want to maintain 

or perhaps perpetuate those oppressive conditions in order to keep the disenfranchised 

down and out. For instance, this second tenet looks at the holes in race neutrality and 

equal opportunity. As such, the dominant groups want to retain power and privilege and 

would do whatever necessary to preserve the status quo. Martha adequately summarized 

the group’s response it in the following way: 

People are surprised when I tell them that I went to Lone Star. And they are like, 
“how in the world? Undocumented people are supposed to be construction 
workers and maids! How did you even get on top?” You know, they want to see 
you at the bottom and they want to see you down. I. I just take pride of it 
sometimes, I am like, yes, I am undocumented and I went to college! 

 
The uncomfortable and awkward thought of undocumented people attending college and 

graduating is a principle that some people who are in positions of power believe to be 

preposterous and inconceivable. Nevertheless, it is a reality for many undocumented 

college students who graduate each year throughout the United States. Just as it was for 

this small group of Texans who took a chance and realized their educational potential.  

 Another approach where the study participants have challenged the dominant 

ideology is through their ability to work. Most have been able to work, have a source of 

income, and pay taxes through the use of their tax identification number for services 

provided. Marco has never held a job that is stable enough to pay taxes, but he has his tax 

identification number for when the day comes. As he recalls, “But if I have to, but if I do 

find something that’s steady, that gives me a weekly, monthly income I would pay taxes 

so I am ready!” Like him, Brenda has been able to set up her own consulting company. 

She gets paid through that company and pays her taxes like any other fiscally responsible 
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person in the country.  Eduardo, who works at a community resource center in North 

Carolina, put it: 

I have always been very pro of letting people know my status. It was sort of like a 
take it or leave it kind of thing. And that’s how it worked out. From the beginning 
they were familiar with the issue and so they were like, “Ok, we want you to work 
with us. We are gonna go ahead and do this.” And so they did. I was very grateful 
that they did that. Other jobs that I’ve had I’ve also been open and I’ve told them, 
you know, this is what the deal is, but I have a tax ID number and maybe you can 
use it and maybe this is how it can work out. 
 

Paulina used her tax identification number to work as a contractor and because she paid 

her taxes felt this was a non-issue. She contributed and fulfilled her passion to help 

others. She said, “I love my job because I get to do what I love, help others and because I 

get to be involved in politics and I get to do lots of real cool stuff…in that sense I am 

very blessed.”  

 Carmen and Tatiana were working, but had to resort to using a counterfeit social 

security number knowing it can potentially hinder their options once they start filing for 

their United States residency. They were both worried that it would come back and hurt 

their chances of legalizing their immigration status. As Tatiana said, “I don’t feel 

comfortable. I don’t feel comfortable starting a career with a fake background because as 

you become legal, I don’t want it to come back and bite me!” Carmen decided to only 

work one day during the weekends with a doctor to keep up with her nursing degree and 

skills. Still, she said she would probably end it soon to have a better chance of legalizing 

her status, like Tatiana. 

 As it pertains to the first research question and LatCrit’s themes, the second tenet 

of challenging the dominant ideology was best captured by all of the participants in one 
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meaningful and significant way—they all graduated with a college degree. In some 

instances, some had the opportunity to continue on to graduate school and fulfill their 

academic aspirations. Graduating with a college degree was the one act that encapsulated 

both the importance of the act and how it challenged preconceived notions of the 

dominant groups. This single act of defiance and success against that dominance was the 

best testament to this group’s skills, determination, and perseverance. It also illustrated 

how deciding to attend and choosing a college challenged the establishment and the 

options it had for these Mexican undocumented college graduates.  

Commitment to social justice. LatCrit’s third tenet, commitment to social 

justice, did not necessarily apply to the first research question about the reasons Mexican 

undocumented students in Texas have for choosing a college. It did, however, play an 

important part in the subsequent research questions, though. Nevertheless, participants 

would have not been exposed to social justice and would have not found their voice to 

challenge injustices had it not been for their decision to attend college. Participants may 

have been exposed to various forms of discrimination and oppression prior to choosing a 

college, but they were not aware of how to dismiss their conditions or how to empower 

themselves to do something about it. Their commitment to eliminate injustices came 

later. 

Lived experiences. The fourth theme in LatCrit deals with lived experiences and 

the centrality of knowledge that stems from those experiences. Throughout the study, 

testimonios validated the participants’ wisdom and allowed them to legitimize their 

reality. When it came to the first research question about college choice for these 
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participants, it was all about their lived experiences. From feeling disempowered and 

unable to find the appropriate resources to becoming a resource and an asset for others, 

the participants in this study definitely had their own story to tell. Each of their stories 

about college choice was extremely personal, full of hope, and potential. It was also 

packed with injustices and disillusion, but above all else, it was sprinkled with 

achievement, accomplishment, and triumph.  

 For instance, although Martha knew she was undocumented, she did not know the 

true meaning of what it really meant until she was about to apply to college: 

I was in the top ten percent of my class and it was time for me to go to college. I 
remember filling out the application and I left the space for the social security 
number…I left it blank…It didn’t really hit me until I started asking around and 
they were like, “Well, if you don’t have one, you can’t go to college.” 

 
Martha continued to gather information and factual data that would help her not only get 

into college, but also graduate. She remembered not having a particular person who could 

answer her questions, but rather visiting different offices until she got what she needed: 

I talked to so many people. I mean everybody knew me in the international office. 
Everybody knew me in different administrative offices. I was very persistent and I 
wasn’t gonna let anybody tell me no—because I knew that a girl had graduated 
already so I knew there was a way she did it. So I knew I was gonna find the way! 
 

Like her peers in the study, she knew she had limited choices because they could only 

stay in Texas universities given the in-state benefit for undocumented students.  

Valeria figured out that Lone Star University was the “best school in Texas,” and was 

very determined to get there. Like Martha, when she was first going through the process, 

there was not enough information about how to go about it. Yet, she pressed on and at 
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times felt as if it “was a little scary,” but she figured it out all on her own. From that 

moment on she decided to do something about it.  

 These unexpected situations led Martha and Valeria to become sources of 

information for in-coming undocumented freshmen students to Lone Star University. For 

Martha it was very personal because her younger sister, Paulina, was following on her 

footsteps and wanted to attend the flagship university as well. So, she gathered as much 

information as possible and made sure when her sister applied to college that her 

experience was better and without incidents. As previously stated, once in school, they 

decided to form an organization to help students that may be in the same predicament.  

 Along those lines Valeria also formed an organization on campus that serves as a 

resource for undocumented students. They have expanded their services and training to 

middle and high schools in the central Texas area to make sure that undocumented 

college-bound students get the information they need. They have also started information 

sessions for parents dealing with financial aid, housing, and other situations that parents 

may not necessarily be familiar with.  

For Eduardo, as he reflected in his college choice experience, he remembered 

going to Texas Tech right after high school. He wanted to experience college away from 

home to see what that experience was like. Once he got there, he found the campus 

hostile and felt alone. He transferred to Lone Star University and was the best thing he 

ever did: 

This was around the time when I was looking into what I wanted to do career 
wise, and the thought of being undocumented is very present when you are 
looking at what you are going to study. Because you are looking at what is going 
to be the best route. And if I get deported, how am I gonna use this degree? For 
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what else is it gonna be useful, or not? And so, when I got to Lone Star, I really 
felt like, you know, how active you can be and how respected the university is 
and so I think that when I transferred I really saw the potential and the benefit of 
making the right decision for me. I was really able to soak in a lot of things and 
learn and I did a lot of my learning outside the classroom. And it was because of 
Lone Star and other folks that I met that it really facilitated that learning. 
 

Marco was also challenged in many ways, yet he was able to make his experience one of 

the best he has had his whole life. He recalled one of his first interactions on campus: 

When I went to orientation, I was having a lot of troubles with many things 
because I didn’t have an ID or any form of ID. I didn’t have a lot of paperwork. 
So I talked to my advisor, so immediately she helped me. She talked to me. She 
was a great help. She was very supportive…I realized that college is fun and I 
thought more should come so I began volunteering with admissions to get others 
interested in college. 
 

Eduardo and Marco also turned their experience into opportunities and became advocates 

for others. They provided information and resources for others who unfortunately were in 

a comparable predicament, but also to others who were not.  

 Brenda did not know if she was going to be able to attend college. She did not 

even know there was a law that allowed her to go. Her experience going through a 

privileged Caucasian school gave her the resources she needed to be college-ready, but 

because of her status, she was unsure if that would be a possibility. She recalled, “I didn’t 

know if I was going to go to college. This is after four years of being in the gifted and 

talented program, AP classes, AP tests, all this stuff.” However, a recruiter from Lone 

Star University came to her school and gave a presentation about the admissions process 

and she found out she could go. After finding out, she remembered it being “a great 

relief.” The recruiter was able to tell her how to fill out the space that asked for a social 

security number when she was doing her application online for fast-tracking purposes. 
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Her sister graduated high school three years after Brenda did, so she made sure she had 

all the information she needed. As a consequence: 

She didn’t have to go through all those steps of finding out like how she had to do 
it. She graduated three years after I did high school. And so, because of that it was 
like smooth sailing. She knew what to do, she knew how to apply for financial 
aid, who to call, what to say, all that stuff. So she was the first person I helped. 
  

Tatiana and Carmen did not know what they were going to do after high school. They 

were both in the top ten percent of their class. Carmen was even ranked number three. 

Yet, they were not sure of the process or even if college was something they wanted to 

consider. They both had assistance from a caring advisor in high school that pushed them 

to continue with their education. Carmen remembered the process to be rather intricate. “I 

felt like it was complicated. I felt like the FAFSA was super long, and all the 

recommendation letters, all the prerequisites. I felt it was too much!”  

For Tatiana, she felt like community college was going to be her only option. 

Again, she was influenced by a teacher who took time to counsel and guided her toward a 

four-year university. She remembered, “I was top 10 percent in high school and I didn’t 

really know what I was gonna do. By the help of other people, I was able to get to Lone 

Star.” Her experience, as those of her peers in this study, was a testament to their 

experience applying to college. It was something foreign and unfamiliar to them. They 

were starting to navigate unchartered territories. Their testimonios, and their voices told 

stories of survival, adaptation, and challenges. They spoke of injustices and of a college 

admission process that is not welcoming to undocumented students.  

Summary. LatCrit had a significant presence in the participants’ lives during their 

college choice process. Their immigration status, their ethnicity, and at times their 
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language nearly prevented them from achieving their goals of a college education. 

However, through perseverance and determination these Mexican immigrants were able 

to accomplish their goal of graduating with a college degree. In doing so, they challenged 

perceptions and stereotypes that are typically associated with this often marginalized and 

alienated group. Their powerful testimonios shared in this study recalled uncomfortable 

and at times precarious situations. Still, those experiences as challenging as they were 

validated their reality and allowed them to empower themselves and others in an attempt 

to change their status quo.  

LatCrit and Undocumented College Graduates Experiences After Graduation 

In the course of this study about undocumented Mexican college graduates in 

Texas, LatCrit played a central role in the analysis stage. As exploration continues, the 

next segment focuses on how the second research question (How did Mexican 

undocumented college graduates deal with obstacles and/or experiences after obtaining 

their four-year degree?) intersects with the five LatCrit tenets. This question also 

incorporated the options graduates had upon degree completion. As it relates to the first 

tenet of LatCrit, the centrality of race and racism, research question two definitely 

intersects in different levels.   

Centrality of race and racism. Because of the participants’ immigration status, 

their main obstacle after graduation is the impossibility of finding a job that would 

remunerate them for their skills and abilities. This is the main objection the participants 

had. As Carmen said: 



 181 

I need a green card! Well, I don’t exist unless I have a social. I can’t reach my 
potential. I can’t go back to school. I can’t be the best nurse! I mean, I can’t do 
much. I don’t have the power. I don’t have the wings to achieve more! 
 

Paulina also reflected on her job prospects and what she is not able to do. For instance, 

during the interview she responded the following: 

I wouldn’t say the job situation is a challenge now because I have a job, but it’s 
not secure. I am so limited at what I can do and I want to go back to graduate 
school, but I can’t do that. So one of the biggest challenges is getting where I 
want to go. If anything, that pushes the whole situation back and it is really 
frustrating that you think, “What’s the point of it?” 
 

Another thing that limited them was the disadvantage of not having a driver’s license. As 

most people drive, participants in the study were not the exception. Yet, the routine of a 

daily commute became an exercise in caution and alertness. All of the participants had 

interactions with the police at some point. Although it would be a routine stop for the rest 

of the documented citizens, for those in this study it became a risky gamble that could 

have cost them their future in this country. For example, Tatiana recalled conversations 

with her friends where she told them that they do not have to worry about anything 

because they were documented, and at times, they have taken their opportunities for 

granted: 

If it’s my close friends and we are talking about it, I get more emotional about it. 
Because sometimes people would just…waste opportunities. Like, I had friends in 
high school who had papers, who had nothing to worry about and they went and 
got pregnant and they didn’t go to college and they work someplace. I mean, just 
the fact that they can work comfortably, they don’t worry about getting caught or 
anything. So, I tell them it’s scary! It’s scary! To driver around because you get 
pulled over and they ask you for a driver’s license and you don’t have one. Then, 
they give you a ticket, because I’ve gotten tickets for no driver’s license, but you 
never know if this will be the time when they take you to jail and then they might 
start proceedings to get deported just because you didn’t turn on your blinker or 
whatever! I told them it’s a scary situation and it’s uncertain…very uncertain! 
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Although the driving issue was not something new to the participants after college 

graduation, it was definitely at the top of their challenges list. Some started to deal with it 

at the age of 16 while in high school, like Brenda did. She was in extracurricular 

activities and because of it she could not get on a school bus to go home late at night. For 

Marco, not having a driver’s license has been bittersweet. After graduation, he was on his 

way back to Dallas with his younger brother when he was pulled over by a State Trooper. 

His experience gave him a shimmer of hope, but he knew the battle for acceptance and 

the struggle for change was not over yet. He shared the following:  

I got pulled over by a State Trooper and, um, he couldn’t comprehend, he 
couldn’t get it through his head why I didn’t have a driver’s license. Because all 
of his life he had been told that undocumented people had it easy. That they get 
welfare money, they get aid from the government, they get everything that 
Americans should have. He just couldn’t understand why I didn’t have a driver’s 
license, why I couldn’t do different things. So after I explained things to him, my 
situation and the law, he started questioning himself and his perception of 
undocumented people. He actually, it was a great experience for myself—because 
he pulled me over…I was actually moving back from Austin to Dallas and it was 
early in the morning and apparently I was following a car too closely. So he 
wasn’t gonna cite me initially, but when he started asking for my driver’s license 
and I didn’t have it, he got aggressive. Originally, he thought I was a criminal. He 
started to ask me if I had ever gotten arrested or if I had ever gotten my license 
suspended. He just figured I did something wrong to get my license revoked. Um, 
but after I started explaining the situation to him, he loosened up and started 
getting more sympathetic and his attitude changed. 
 

However uncomfortable and frightening it was to deal with the police and not having a 

driver’s license, it was not as tedious and as strategic as what a participant had to do in 

order to renew her license plates. Of course, Martha worries about driving without a 

driver’s license, but she was so used to it that she kind of put it out of her mind because 

there were other things she needed to deal with. For instance: 
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Recently, I had to renew my license plates. But I couldn’t because you actually 
need to go to, like, have a driver’s license. So I had to like, give my car to 
somebody else, so I had to actually sell my car so they could get them for me. I 
mean, just things like that, that I am like, “Wow, if people only knew.” The things 
I have to do. I mean things like that just keep reminding you…I thought having 
gone through college I had gone through everything. Now, it just seems that it 
keeps going and going. Like right now, I live with my husband and if somebody 
comes to the door, he is like, “No, I don’t want you to go get it. I don’t want 
people to know that you live here. You are not on the lease.” And they could find 
me…I still feel like I am in hiding. I don’t like that feeling. I just want to be who I 
am. I just want to be. Like if I don’t know something, I am the one who goes and 
asks. Like in our apartment, sometimes I need them to fix something, but I can’t 
go. It’s just things like that that I am so sick of feeling that way! 
 

Once more, Martha through her testimonio brought back LatCrit’s tenet of the centrality 

of racism because of her immigration status. It seems as if she is destined to live in hiding 

and unfulfilled. Similarly, Valeria felt inadequate because she has always been self-

sufficient and independent. She wants to have a job and make her own money. Something 

her immigration status does not allow: 

I am married and even though my husband provides, I want to have a job. I need 
to feel like I am contributing. So, that’s been really hard to live with. Like, we live 
in Pennsylvania in the middle of nowhere and it’s like I really stand out. It’s like 
99 percent is white and it’s obvious that I am not. And so it’s been challenging 
because I want to get a job, I want to contribute to my home and that makes it 
really hard. And like, I’ve never been scared of being deported, but I am scared of 
being in jail. So, but I think that has been challenging because you never know. 
They can just pull me over and they can like arrest me and there goes that. And 
like I was saying, once you get married you want a family. And that’s been 
challenging because we are like, “What do we do?” 
 

Both Martha and Valeria have recently married the love of their lives, yet at a time when 

they are supposed to be at their happiest living their bliss they are reminded of the 

unlikelihood of having a typical married life. Even this benign action of finding a mate 

and being together became a trying exercise of limitations and hindrances. Married life is 



 184 

not supposed to have such complications, but their status impedes these two participants’ 

full realization in the professional, social, and personal aspects of their lives.  

Challenging dominant ideologies. LatCrit’s second tenet challenges dominant 

ideologies. The intersection with the second research question is unavoidable and is 

evident in the participants’ experiences. Their determination, resiliency, and hopes defied 

expectations and at times dismantled conditions of oppression and submission. 

Participants took it upon themselves to change the narrative and to highlight their 

achievements after graduation. The one thing that was significant and where the 

overwhelming majority of participants joined in was to change the perception some 

people in power have. Brenda, Eduardo, and Valeria were such an example. For instance, 

Brenda was vocal and willing to share her experience in order to mitigate erroneous 

perceptions people have of undocumented college graduates and of undocumented people 

in general. For instance she shared the following: 

I would tell them that it was really hard and that I was able to go through it 
because of all the support that I had. And that we need more support because there 
is still people that fall through the cracks. That’s what I would say. I would just 
emphasize just like the facts, the credentials I have, the grades that I have, the 
degree I have, the community involvement that I have had and just the simple fact 
that I can’t work simply because of a nine digit number and the fact that my 
immigration file is a folder somewhere in a building—like I would just tell them 
that because some people don’t understand how the immigration process works. 
Telling my story whether it is to my close friends in high school or to the people 
you are graduating with in college or the media in general, just to go out there and 
tell your story from start to finish—I think it really has a huge impact. I never shy 
away from those opportunities when people call us up for interviews. It’s such a 
powerful way of controlling the narrative. 
 

In doing so, they engaged other people who may be in a similar situation, but they also 

involved people who may otherwise feel compelled to disregard their contributions 
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simply because of their undocumented status. Astutely, Eduardo made an observation not 

made by anybody else in the study. He referred to the dominance that occurs within 

undocumented circles exerted by their own families, friends, and acquaintances coupled 

with the one that exists by those who oppose undocumented immigration: 

I think those that we hear in general about the undocumented community. But in 
terms of those who have gone to college, I would say, I guess you hear people 
who say, “Why did you even go to college? You are working in the same place 
that I am...somebody who didn’t go to college is working here…just making it.” 
You know, all of these things! That we are not doing anything. Those comments 
are coming from within your community so it’s a little bit of harsh criticism or a 
misconception I would say. But, also from the other folks from the other side of 
the aisle, that we took somebody’s college spot; that we should have never been 
there. That we drain the resources and that we didn’t pay for anything. You hear a 
lot about that. You also hear that you went to college, you are competent you 
should go back to your country because you need to make your country better and 
you need to stop living and draining our resources in the U.S. 
 

Furthermore, Eduardo challenged comments made by his own community in a peculiar 

manner placing emphasis on the advantages of having a college degree despite of being 

undocumented: 

In terms from our own community, high school kids who you are trying to 
convince that going to college is a good idea who are undocumented, I just let 
them know that you may not be able to get your degree right now, but once you 
get your degree, you don’t have to stay in the U.S. if you don’t want to. It’s worth 
the fight if you want to do it, but ultimately your world opens up. And I have had 
jobs where, that are not general labor jobs. My last job was a cashier at a gas 
station after college and I had a degree. Like right now, I am employed at a 
community resource center. It’s more specific and I know they hired me because I 
had a degree. And so there are things that I have been able to do and that people 
have been able to do. Some undocumented people have started I guess sort of 
their own company and so they are getting creative. 
 

Valeria challenged the dominant ideology by using logic and common sense. Having a 

master’s degree gave her the confidence and the faculty to not only question, but to 

challenge traditional dominant perspectives:  
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I think one of my colleagues did it really good. She had an interview and she said, 
“I am a Texan. I pay taxes. I live here. I’ve never gone to a store and had someone 
told me, “Oh, you are undocumented, don’t pay for this.” I have paid my way my 
whole life. For my college career, I babysat and I waitressed. It wasn’t a 
giveaway. I earned it. And so I think that’s the truth for many of our immigrant 
students where their parents have worked two or three jobs so they can actually go 
to college. So it’s not a giveaway. At the same time, we are not taking away seats 
from any U.S. citizens. You know, we all applied together and it’s just a matter of 
merits. And obviously, many of our students have high merits and are high 
achievers. And then to the whole thing of “go back to your country.” I mean, 
wouldn’t they rather have me contribute to this country where I grew up and pay 
back what they have given me? Rather than me going back to another country that 
I hardly even know and pay back there. Is like, don’t you want your investment?  
Like the pay back?  

 
Their experiences, and those of the rest of the group, were life altering, challenging, and 

daring to say the least. And because of those occurrences, they have individually and 

most importantly, collectively made a pact to be social justice advocates. Their 

commitment to this third tenet of LatCrit was unwavering and transparent. They have 

dedicated their lives to become change agents. The participants understand what is at 

stake and because there is too much to risk, they have decided to be the change they want 

to see. Hence, they have empowered themselves and have in their own unique way fought 

for those who are oppressed in an attempt to eliminate injustice—in this case, due to 

immigration status.  

Commitment to social justice. Martha’s commitment to social justice was such 

that she decided to film a documentary. Since her younger sister was in college and going 

to some of the same things she had gone through, she decided that their story needed to 

be told. Martha wanted their story told so that others could see what undocumented 

college students can do both in college and once they graduate. She wanted to incite 

conversations about college graduates and college students because in the conversations 
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people have about immigration, they are often left behind. Martha said: 

I actually made a documentary…I made it on my sister. And it was about that, the 
perception the students and the population in general have of undocumented 
people over all. And I remember on my documentary I asked people what comes 
to your mind when you think of illegal or undocumented people. And they were 
like construction workers, maids…I mean, we asked everybody. And then my 
sister said, they don’t think of the student sitting next to them in law school, or 
doing this or that. And it was just to prove my point that they don’t see us. And 
the documentary was called “Part of the Picture.” Because we are not usually part 
of that picture of whenever people talk about immigration. 

 
Additionally, many of the participants dedicated a considerable amount of time to 

promote the federal DREAM Act so that immigrant youth can have opportunities after 

high school and college graduation. This activism to empower was present in most of the 

participants. Some took a visible and vocal role and protested and participated in civil 

disobedience to bring light to their predicament. In doing so, they themselves became 

change agents. Given that their options are limited and that some of those who are 

working are only doing so temporarily, they devoted a lot of their time to challenging the 

status quo and to getting themselves seen and heard. One such powerful example was 

Eduardo. He, like many of his peers, was afraid. However, his commitment to change the 

existing state of affairs led him to participate in a nationally covered demonstration in 

Washington, D.C. According to Eduardo, the experience was unlike any other. He needed 

to do it. He risked it all and off he went. He recalled:  

There’s a lot of online activism that happens so we decided to get connected and I 
talked to other undocumented people from California, New York, from Michigan 
and other places. I got a phone call to see if I was down to doing this. You know, 
it was about pushing the system, and exposing some of these things and asking 
politicians to make a decision whether they are going to deport us or not…I 
couldn’t quite convince other Lone Star students to do it… I got some push back, 
but I knew it was the right thing because now, something that really irked me was 
that some of these kids were not willing to risk it because of the in-state tuition 
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law, they were not willing to put a spotlight on it, you know, because there’s a lot 
of...well, to me, when we were fighting for the DREAM Act, for the national 
legislation, I thought here in TX as students we should have been at the forefront 
of that fight because we’ve had in-state tuition since 2001…I was very surprised 
because this is a school that has a lot of activism, this is a school that has a lot of 
great students who really should be thinking about the future and things like that, 
but one of the things that really threw us off is how much we could lose! And the 
responsibility we had as undocumented students to the newer kids coming in. So, 
if we were going to mess up in-state tuition, I think some people were not willing 
to risk that.  

 
Brenda was also instrumental in making the D.C. trip a reality. She was exhausted of not 

having a chance to fully contribute and impact the country in a meaningful way. She was 

tired of waiting for others to tell her what the rest of her life would look like. Although 

she had graduated already, she was compelled to help others and to change their outlook 

in life. Brenda recalled that moment in D.C. She still remembered it as if it had just 

happened: 

It’s been so hard that you can’t give up at this point. And knowing that there is 
hope like when we went to D.C. in December of 2010 when the DREAM Act was 
coming to a vote. We didn’t know it was coming to a vote—we were just there to 
push it. We were a powerful player…I remember the House Whip wanted to put 
this up to a vote before the Senate that he just wasn’t gonna do it. He wanted it to 
go through the Senate first so they could know what it was gonna look like. So I 
remember it was like 60 or 80 of us in D.C. and all of us went to his office and we 
were just waiting around and we were like you have to put it up to a vote and you 
have to do it now. You have a couple of days before you wrap up so you can’t 
wait for Senator Reid to put it together. And I remember his secretary 
thinking…”Oh my gosh, what do we do?” At that moment they were like, “Ok, 
we are putting it up to a vote.” And so that power that we had that day and the 
same thing at the Senate when we had our huge victory at the House, but the 
Senate didn’t want to do it. They didn’t think it was the right time. They didn’t 
think they were gonna get the votes they needed so they didn’t wanna do it either. 
I remember that morning talking to all the senators telling them our personal 
stories. We were making receptionists and staffers cry. I remember the night 
before we were exhausted…we were doing so much! The morning of, we walked 
to the senate chamber and we watched what happened. We got more votes than 
we ever had! We had 55 and last time we had 53 or 52. So we gained some 
votes...yeah, it didn’t get the 60 votes, but seeing all of that was empowering and 
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knowing that it can only get better from here it really helps every morning to be 
able to get up and think…next time I go to D.C. and Reid knows who we are and 
all the people who talk trash about us know who we are and they are not afraid 
like we are going to hurt them but that they are sweating because we are 
there…and I know we are going to pass this thing. It’s gonna happen, it’s just not 
gonna be this year but it’s gonna happen soon—that just keeps me going. And the 
fact that we can’t keep losing. We can’t lose ground; we have to keep pushing 
forward. That’s what I have to do every day.  

 
Eduardo and Brenda’s testimonios and their commitment to social justice represented the 

lengths these participants would travel in order to change the present conditions of 

oppression around college graduates who are undocumented. It served as the perfect 

illustration for how committed these youth are and how unafraid they have become. They 

have become their own advocates as well as instruments of change for the countless 

college graduates in the country who share their experience.   

Lived experiences. Their lived experiences up to this point in their lives 

exemplify the magnitude of their achievements and authenticate their struggle. By 

becoming their own promoters, they have realized what no ally could; they have enabled 

themselves to not only change the course of the conversation around immigration and 

undocumented college graduates, but also have permitted those whom they share their 

stories with to know them as individuals with dreams and aspirations. They have done 

what no other person can—they have been able to speak about their experiences, 

challenges, and victories from a first-person perspective. This is how the fourth tenet of 

LatCrit intersects with the second research question about their obstacles, experiences, 

and options after college graduation. Valeria summed it up the following way:  

I think there is more like…anger. Like, I am mad at the system. But also, like, I 
love the word ignite. You know, ignite me to keep fighting. I always think, like, if 
it hadn’t been for certain individuals and visionaries who decided we are gonna 
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provide in-state for some Texas students I wouldn’t be in this boat. I would be 
like other dreamers and not able to go to college. And so I think, it really takes 
courage to make changes and I think like, it can’t just be our allies fighting. It has 
to be us. 
 

 Summary. The second research question had a strong and definite relationship 

with the LatCrit lens being used to analyze the experiences and realities as lived by the 

study’s participants. For instance, their immigration status prevented them from obtaining 

a driver’s license or from even getting new license plates for their cars. Mundane tasks 

took a different meaning in the lives of these Mexican undocumented college graduates. 

Yet, they felt energized and often participated in demonstrations aimed at dispelling 

myths about undocumented people and more importantly, about undocumented college 

students and graduates. Their ability to engage others in controversial conversations 

about immigration allowed them to have the upper hand. The more they talked about 

their reality, the more visible they became. That first-person perspective gave them the 

influence to control the narrative around their unique experiences. 

LatCrit and Social Capital Perceptions Before and After Graduation 

The third research question addressed how Mexican undocumented college 

graduates in this study used and understood their social capital during their college years 

as well as after college graduation. As with the previous research questions, this segment 

investigates how social capital intersects with LatCrit’s canons. With this particular 

section, the emphasis or the strongest connection between LatCrit’s themes and the 

research question were with the second, third, and fourth themes. Those are: challenging 

dominant ideologies, commitment to social justice, and the restoration of their voices 

through their lived experiences or experiential knowledge respectively. One of the most 
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poignant findings was around how the participants used their social capital to challenge 

oppressive conditions and dominant ideologies through social justice. Espousing the 

second and third LatCrit tenets.  

Challenging dominant ideologies and commitment to social justice. At the 

beginning of their college career, some participants felt alone and out-of-place. As 

Carmen put it, “Honestly, I felt kind of on my own.” Since campus was something 

different, participants had to learn the system, how it operated, and how they were going 

to interact with it.   

 Although they did not know it at the time, they were benefiting and engaging in 

social capital when people showed interest in their academic aspirations while in high 

school. Whether it was a teacher who saw potential in her student, an advisor motivated 

by the student’s high performance and abilities, or an admissions counselor doing a 

presentation about how to get into college, they all were instrumental in guiding the 

participants into college. Once there, they started to notice how individuals benefitted by 

having access to networks or connections that were outside that person’s immediate 

circle. Being as intelligent as they were, participants took notice and decided to capitalize 

on this newfound knowledge. From the time when they first went to college participants 

were barraged with obstacles and experiences that added to their already high academic 

stress. Nonetheless, the participants in this study saw an opportunity to ease the transition 

for others who were or would be in a similar situation. As such, they decided to empower 

themselves and others through organizations or programs initiated by them to challenge 

and foster a culture of opportunities.  
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 As mentioned earlier, Martha decided to start an organization called “Cambiando 

Tu Futuro” or Changing Your Future to provide assistance and information for 

undocumented students considering a college career. Moved by her experiences and 

because Paulina, her younger sister, was considering a college degree as well, she 

decided to do something about it.  As Martha recalled it: 

I was so disappointed that I had to go through this whole thing; I remember that I 
started crying. I told my parents, because I knew my sister was about to start 
college that year after I started, so I was like, “I don’t want her or anybody to go 
through the same thing I went through.” 

 
And so, the sisters started on a trajectory to provide opportunities for immigrant youths 

aspiring to higher education. Paulina also reminisced about those trying days: 

I was a junior in high school and she (Martha) was trying to, wanting to go to 
college, and so we started an organization in our church to help students. So, I 
kind of just researched it and learned it on our own and figured out how to get to 
college! And in the process we were able to help other students as well. So in a 
way, it was good that we were in this situation, but I mean, we found the 
resources. 

 
Faced with imminent challenges, the sisters continued on their journey and brought 

others along with them. This act alone challenged the very notion that undocumented 

people do not have the abilities or the resources to successfully earn a college degree. 

With the wisdom acquired in college, the sisters were able to transmit information that 

allowed countless others to change their oppressive conditions placed on them by their 

immigration status. As forthcoming as Paulina was, she took advantage every time she 

could to spread her message of change and changing the status quo. She said that, “My 

message has always been that education is something they can’t take away from 

you…even if you are in China or in Mexico.” That’s the reason why the sisters mobilized 
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each within their own community and provided invaluable information to aspiring 

undocumented college graduates. Through their activism, their contacts, and their will to 

empower themselves and others Martha and Paulina effected change. As Martha recalled, 

she has been through a lot, but she only needs to look at where she came from to 

understand why helping others is crucial, especially those who have the opportunity to 

attend college, regardless of their status: 

The main thing is that I look at myself and I look where I came from and my 
parents—my parents barely completed third grade. And I look at them and I look 
at everything that they did so that my family could come here and take the 
opportunities that we’ve gotten. And, um, I think about them and everything 
they’ve done and everything they’ve suffered. And I think of my life in Mexico 
and I am just so lucky and I’ve been offered this very restricted life, but it is a lot 
more than I could have ever wished for if I was in Mexico. So every time I wake 
up in the morning, I go...you know what? I am so lucky that I have gotten this 
education! I can’t use it right now, but I am so blessed that I’ve gotten 
opportunities that I’ve gotten this opportunity…I was able to learn a new 
language…you know, I am already in a position in my life where I could only 
wish for when I was a kid or people in Mexico could wish for. And, um, so I 
guess that’s what kind of motivates me. I look at where I am from and how far 
I’ve gotten and just how far I still need to go.  

 
Martha and Paulina’s attitude reflected how committed they were to social justice and 

empowerment through information. Their actions impacted the lives of their peers as well 

as those whose perspective about undocumented college graduates and undocumented 

people in general would have been less than favorable. 

 Another example of activism, engagement, networking, and results was seen in 

Brenda, Eduardo, and Valeria. The way they challenged the prevailing beliefs of the 

majority was by putting social justice at the forefront, regardless of outcome. The 

watershed moment for them was their trip to Washington, D.C. when the DREAM Act 

was coming to a vote in 2010. First, they needed to get there. Having a network of 
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contacts proved to be vital and indispensable for these participants as they rallied to get 

there. Once organized, the group made its way to the nation’s capital. Brenda 

remembered it was, “like 60 or 80 of us in D.C.” wanting to exert pressure on the House 

of Representatives to put the DREAM Act for a vote. Valeria being experienced in 

organizing and starting groups was strategic during this trip as well. After starting the 

ULI on campus, she extended her involvement around issues of undocumented students 

and graduates by joining the United We Dream organization, which is the national 

umbrella of ULI. Through her activism and contacts in other institutions in Houston, 

Dallas, North Texas, Irving, Fort Worth, and San Antonio as well as other states, she was 

able to arrange logistics for the trip and have a successful and life-changing experience 

not just for herself, but also for all who were involved.  Valeria saw activism and 

organizing as a powerful way to tell her story: 

Just going out there and being face-to-face with legislators, congress members 
and telling them that we exist. I think is something very courageous for many 
undocumented youth to do. And at the same time is making your own voice be 
heard. Like, is kind of you have two choices, you can stay quiet and not say 
anything and hide or you can fight back and make yourself be heard. Like I would 
never imagine that I would be going to D.C. and talking to legislators and 
congress people in Austin and telling them “this is my story and this is why I need 
you to support me.” And now it’s like it’s what we need to do. It’s very normal.  

 
This commitment to social justice demonstrated the important role social capital played 

in their activism and community involvement. This also displayed the growth these 

participants had from when they first arrived on campus as beneficiaries of limited social 

capital interactions to experts on the matter. This is quite a remarkable finding of the 

effects of social capital as evidenced by the participants’ behaviors and pursuits.  
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Lived experiences. In terms of LatCrit’s fourth principle, the centrality of their 

experiential knowledge, it was revealed throughout the participants’ narratives and in the 

many incidents that constantly reminded them of their perilous state. Social capital was a 

catalyst in the lives of these college graduates sharing their experiences in this study. 

Through their testimonios they restored their voices and accurately authenticated their 

existence. As in Tatiana’s example, she remembered the help of a caring teacher and her 

mother’s boss who helped her get the information and the funds she needed to go on. Had 

it not been for them, she would not have had the opportunity to be a college graduate. 

Aside from that, she felt “alone.” In her testimonio, Tatiana recalled: 

I pretty much went on that path by myself…I mean, we didn’t know who to turn 
to. Most people like my counselor in high school, she almost never came out to 
orientations like that, and so it was difficult, but those people were the ones who 
helped. 

 
Even though school administrators in her high school were not helpful with pertinent 

information, she connected with others around her who pointed her on the right direction. 

She now reciprocates those gestures by connecting with other college seeking students 

and demystifying the process for them. The essence of going out of their familiar circles 

for information, knowledge, and access was entwined in everything she and the rest of 

the participants did. They understood social capital and the exchange of opportunities, 

possibilities, and information as something much bigger than themselves. It seemed, at 

times, that it was what they lived for—the reason for their existence. As Carmen put it: 

I encourage whoever I know…and like my co-workers who got married when 
they were 15 or had babies when they were really young, I always encourage 
them go back to school. So, one of my co-workers has gone back to school and 
another one is getting her GED. I mean, I always encourage them to get an 
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education…whoever I know. Or, huh, just trying to spread the word. Some of 
them don’t think is possible if they are undocumented.  

 
Valeria recalled the time when she empowered herself by announcing publicly her 

immigration status in hopes that others would see themselves in her. Just the same way 

she did when she heard of an undocumented girl graduating from Lone Star University. 

Valeria understood the impact her story would have if she were to do something so 

daring that would reach people beyond her physical reach. She did the unthinkable, she 

and one of her peers agreed to a Spanish local newspaper interview and were also 

photographed for the story. She did not object because that was her duty. That is what she 

felt she had to do:   

It was really scary at first because we had never heard anyone say, “I am 
undocumented” publicly or in social events or outside the Capitol. After a while, I 
realized it was OK. I remember there was this Ahora Si article when we had just 
started ULI and one of our ULIers was a Lone Star graduate—petroleum 
engineer—we were like the two who had graduated as Dreamers from Lone Star 
University, or were the only two that were active. There was this mug shot from 
Ahora Si, like big size, like front page and we both looked like we are both 
scared…This face of like fear. And I think my friend and I were talking and we 
were like it was scary because no one had done it before. You are not supposed to 
put your picture in front of the newspaper! 

 
Acts like this allowed Valeria to have a wider range and by casting this net in such a 

public manner, she attained her goal of influencing those whom she and her organization 

could not reach. Similarly, Paulina used the access she had to different communities in 

the Dallas-Fort Worth area to tell parents, undocumented and documented students alike 

the importance of a college degree. Her message about having a college degree was 

simple and to the point: 

It’s gonna open up so many doors and it’s gonna enrich you for the rest of your 
life and it means that your family is gonna have a better life! And you are gonna 
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be able to open doors to so many other people that are gonna come after you! Just 
seeing the bigger scope of who you are and what role you play and sending that 
clear message. Having to see your other friends and friends of friends get 
pregnant and having to work and not able to afford things and struggling their 
whole lives…putting those two things out to the students, at least for me, that’s 
what has worked. To let students know these are your choices and these are your 
consequences and you choose. 

 
Her own experiences and struggles allowed her to speak with authority and candor on the 

issue. As eloquent and committed as she was, she still felt incapable of reaching more 

people. However, she did what she could.  

 Summary. The last research question dealt with social capital and cultural wealth. 

As such, it intersected with three of the five LatCrit tenets. For instance, challenging 

dominant ideologies and a commitment to social justice was evident throughout this 

question. Participants were able to empower themselves by organizing and starting their 

own organizations with the end goal to challenge and foster a culture of opportunities for 

the immigrant community. Hence, they shared information with peers and the community 

in general to change oppressive conditions and giving them a chance to be on a different 

path—a path toward education and a college degree. Through their activism and 

testimonios participants were able to restore their voices and were able to provide an 

accurate depiction of who they were and the reasons of why they were doing it. Through 

their selfless actions, participants brought attention and informed others of available 

options and possibilities despite immigration status. The participants became vehicles for 

change and empowered themselves to do what in their minds needed to be done. They 

took control of their lives and their future in order to get what they deserve based on their 

actual needs. Although allies were helpful, participants said that this was an issue that 
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must be addressed from within in order to advocate for a more comprehensive and 

significant change.  

 As evidenced in this chapter, the participants in the study were hopeful for the 

future and they knew they were ready to tackle whatever came their way. They were 

proud of their upbringing, their college degrees, and the many opportunities received 

because of their academic preparation. The participants were ready to return the 

generosity and opportunities this country has granted them. Martha said it best when she 

said, “I just feel like it’s gonna be a race and they have me tied down and I am just 

waiting for them to release that so I can just go!”  
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Chapter 5-Discussion and Conclusion 

Introduction 

 This study delves into the lives of a cohort of eight Mexican undocumented 

college graduates in central Texas. Using critical Latina/o theory as a key theoretical lens, 

the objective of the study is to understand how their immigrant (undocumented) status 

shaped their options after college graduation from a four-year public institution. In doing 

so, the study contributes to this budding area of research that is seldom examined. As 

more Mexican undocumented students graduate from four-year institutions of higher 

education, this study presents an opportunity to analyze their experiences through the 

education pipeline and beyond. Moreover, since the state of Texas has the second largest 

immigrant population after California, it is important to understand the undocumented 

college graduate experience in such an important state.   

 The study addresses the potential crisis that could place the United States at a 

competitive disadvantage for years to come. Having these homegrown resources could be 

a brain gain for the country and the communities in which they live. Yet, because of their 

immigration status they potentially can become a brain drain instead. For that reason, 

looking for answers to this problem should be a priority. Hence this study takes into 

consideration those lived experiences of these Latina/o Mexican undocumented college 

graduates in an attempt to bring to the forefront some of the muffled voices that are lost 

in the immigration debate. This study also highlights the choices available for these 

Mexican undocumented college graduates, which could influence immigration policies 

for years to come.  
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 In order to paint a holistic picture, the study considers various frameworks and 

perspectives in its analysis. For one, it employed college choice (Cabrera & La Nasa, 

2000; Ceja, 2004; Hossler & Gallagher, 1987; Hurtado et al., 1996; Kurlaender, 2006; 

Núnez, Johnelle Sparks, & Hernández, 2011; Paulsen, 1990; Pérez, 2010; Santiago, 2007; 

Tierney, 1993) to understand how this process affected post-college outcomes. The 

college choice piece explores how these Mexican immigrant students chose the college 

that best matched their needs. This is a critical lens for this study because it provided a 

comprehensive assessment and understanding of the participants’ experiences. Moreover, 

aspirational capital (Gándara, 1995; Yosso, 2005) played an important part in the college 

choice process as participants created value and attempted to change their world and that 

of their communities for the better. The participants’ hopes and dreams were considered 

even as they faced real or perceived challenges and obstacles as they tried to pursue their 

college degree objectives.  

 The study also considers social capital (Bourdieu, 1977, 1986; Coleman, 1988; 

Gonzales, 2010; Pérez & McDonough, 2008; Portes, 1988; Portes & Sensenbrenner, 

1993; Putnam, 1993, 1995; Stanton-Salazar, 1997; Stanton-Salazar & Dornbusch, 1995) 

to document how these college graduates used this concept. Social capital was deemed to 

be critical as participants considered their options after college graduation. They made 

social and professional connections and developed networks that allowed them to 

continue with their plans of pursuing graduate degrees and/or finding employment 

opportunities. In this study, social capital proved to be an effective means to access 

information otherwise almost impossible to obtain by the participants. Cultural wealth 
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(Yosso, 2005) was used to describe how the participants adapted and succeeded 

throughout their college years and beyond in societal structures that are not welcoming 

and at times racist. The intention is not to conflate social capital and cultural wealth, but 

to rather expand on Yosso’s (2005) idea of cultural wealth to encompass the capital these 

college graduates demonstrated in their resiliency through college and beyond. 

 Through the critical lens of LatCrit (Auerbach, 2002; Delgado Bernal, 2002; 

Delgado & Stefancic, 2000; Fernández, 2002; Hernandez-Truyol, Harris, & Valdés, 

2006; Huber, 2010; Solórzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001; Valdés, 1997; Yosso, 2002) the 

study explored how this marginalized community of Latinas/os empowered themselves 

and challenged their reality and misconceptions while in school and after college 

graduation. LatCrit allowed this cohort to use their own voices to dispel myths and to 

articulate their experiences in a manner that was in line with their traditions and their 

realities. To capture the participants’ experience and voice, the study collected 

testimonios (Allaston, 2007; Brabeck, 2001; Fernández; 2002; Flores & Garcia, 2009; 

Huber, 2009) and used them as counternarratives (Allas et al., 1999; Castro-Salazar & 

Bagley, 2010; Denzin & Lincoln, 2008; Delgado 1993; Ladson-Billings, 1998; Montoya 

& Valdes, 2008; Solórzano & Yosso, 2001; Villalpando, 2003) showcasing the essence 

and experiences of these immigrant college graduates.  

 The research questions that framed this study included the following: 

1) How did Mexican undocumented college graduates go about choosing and 

enrolling into a particular college?  
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a. How did college selection affect their expected outcomes upon college 

graduation? 

2) How did Mexican undocumented college graduates deal with obstacles and/or 

experiences after obtaining their four-year degree?  

a. How did Mexican undocumented college graduates perceive their options 

after college graduation (graduate/professional school, careers, leave the 

country)? 

3) How did Mexican undocumented college graduates use and understand their social 

capital during their college experiences and after college graduation? 

The qualitative study followed a phenomenological approach (Creswell, 1998; 

Creswell, Hanson, Clark Plano, & Morales, 2007; Lester, 1999) and illustrated the eight 

participants’ experiences through their own self-reflection. As such, it was an appropriate 

approach because it allowed them to critically make sense of their lived experiences. 

Combining this phenomenological approach with LatCrit’s testimonios permitted 

participants to use a first-person narrative that captured their lived experiences in an 

unadulterated and unbiased perspective. Furthermore, by applying the qualitative 

research format, the study allowed for data to be more in-depth and as a result, the social 

world of the participants and their experiences were revealed in a significant way.  

The study was open to participants with a college degree from any institution of 

higher education in the Central Texas area. Because of the plethora of institutions in the 

area, it made sense to conduct the study in this area with an abundance of resources and 

potential participants. To that end, the study tried to include at least one participant from 



 203 

each institution to compare how their experiences varied from institution to institution. 

However, the participants who showed interest and wanted to participate all graduated 

from Lone Star University. Participants were selected through snowball sampling 

(Atkinson & Flint, 2001; Denzin & Lincoln, 1994; Patton, 1990). This concept holds that 

members of a special population are familiar or know of others that are in the same 

situation (Penrod, Preston, Cain, & Starks, 2003) and hence, were able to identify 

potential participants.  

Data were collected throughout the fall 2011 semester. Eight individual two-hour 

interviews were scheduled with the participants allowing for a rich and an in-depth 

understanding of their degree holder undocumented experience through inductive 

methods (Johnson & Christensen, 2004; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Patton, 1990).  Each 

interview was digitally recorded and later transcribed. Afterward, data were analyzed 

through the use of software and organized into themes and codes as they emerged from 

the interviews. Participants arrived to the United States between the ages of eight months 

old to the age of 12.  

The next section of this chapter addresses a discussion of key findings, research, 

policy, and programmatic implications. Furthermore, the chapter includes a discussion on 

limitations, recommended suggestions for future research and closing thoughts.  

Discussion of Findings 

Key Finding #1: Blindfolded to College 

 Some of the most salient findings around college choice included the participants’ 

high school experience, their post-high school aspirations, academic programs offered by 
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the institutions, and the struggles they faced during the application process. All of the 

participants in the study were academic superstars as they participated in gifted and 

talented programs, attended magnet schools while others had the opportunity to attend 

privileged school districts that expected them to pursue higher education. In essence, the 

participants combined their academic talents with their college aspirations and 

successfully achieved their objective. Of course, the people in this cohort carefully 

matched academic programs with their professional aspirations after graduation when 

deciding on which institution to enroll in. Understanding how this group of college 

graduates arrived to the institution of their choice was only a part of that puzzle.  

They also had to overcome the impact of not having a social security number, 

which could have potentially derailed some of these participants from ever achieving 

their life-long dream of having a college degree. Moreover, since information was not 

readily available, they had to rely on their own research abilities to adequately fill out the 

needed paperwork. Along the way, they educated themselves, those people in their 

communities, and even university staff who had no clue on how to process or interact 

with undocumented students attending their institutions. However difficult, their 

resiliency (Albrecht, 2007; Barato, 2009; Lopez, 2010; Perez et al., 2010) and fortitude 

paid off in the end. Along the same lines, they dealt with financial barriers (Lillis & Tian, 

2008; Paulsen & St. John, 2002; St. John & Asker, 2001), housing issues, and at times 

with an institution that was not ready to accommodate their needs or requests. In other 

words, they felt neglected by the institution (Perez Huber & Malagon, 2007). Yet, they 

persevered and fulfilled their dreams of degree completion. Although Hossler and 
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Gallagher’s (1987) definition of college choice assumed that all students interested in 

attending college have access to information or know how to navigate the system, it is 

evident in this study that for undocumented students wanting to pursue a college 

education that information was not available and without exception, undocumented 

students needed to do their own research if they wanted to pursue higher education.  

Available models do not accurately reflect the needs undocumented students have 

when they begin their college choice process. For many, having the opportunity to go to 

college was an aspiration, a goal, and a dream come true. Aside from that, for the 

participants in this study it also meant triumph over adversity and oppression. It validated 

their existence and affirmed their right to be students in a highly selective and rigorous 

university with worldwide cachet. Moreover, it fulfilled their life-long dream of 

graduating from college. In doing so, they became trailblazers paving the way for those 

immigrant students wanting to follow their footsteps.  

Key Finding #2: A Paradoxical College Degree 

After college graduation, three of the participants were able to secure jobs. Others 

continued with their calling and have become community activists and change agents in 

their respective groups. Others have become entrepreneurs and started their own 

consulting businesses through the use of their tax identification number. The one 

common thread among all participants was their desire to continue their education. With 

the exception of one because of her terminal degree, all would like to have the 

opportunity to attend graduate school and continue with their education. Obviously, all 

want the opportunity to work (Perez, 2009) and put to use their skills, abilities, and 
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talents. They want to have the chance to contribute and feel productive. Although they 

have options, they are still limited by their immigration status, though. As talented and 

skillful as they were, participants reached yet another border. Even with a college degree,  

their status haunted and reminded them of how far they still have to go to achieve their 

American dream.  

Key Finding #3: Friends in All Places 

A significant finding was the positive impact that social capital (Gándara, 1995; 

Gonzales, 2010; Nora, 2004; Pérez & McDonough, 2008; Stanton-Salazar, 1997, 

Valenzuela, 1999) had in the lives of the participants of the study. People outside of their 

immediate circles gave them opportunities that allowed them to break away from patterns 

that typically surround undocumented youth. Because of their contacts and connections, 

these Mexican-origin immigrants were able to pursue their college education. Some 

participants found meaningful and positive interactions with Latino staff on campus. 

They looked for allies in other Latino staff who were sympathetic to their plight. This 

further proved the participants’ resourcefulness and ability to find people outside their 

immediate environment who could make their experience less stressful. These empathetic 

staff went above and beyond their call of duty because they understood the significance 

of their presence on campus. These staff had a profound influence and made the 

participants’ experience less burdensome. This is an important finding because it 

demonstrated how uneven and disconnected the many departments and offices on campus 

were. Since cohesion was not present on campus, most participants had to connect with 
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staff when pressed for information or resources. This presents institutions with a great 

opportunity to address this matter.  

Interestingly, as beneficiaries of social capital, they began to understand its true 

meaning and its implications. Therefore, these Latina/o participants in the study looked to 

their communities and saw the opportunity to provide information and access that they 

would not have gotten any other way. In doing so, their personal benefit became a 

collective benefit as concluded by Stanton-Salazar (1997) and Stanton-Salazar and 

Bornbusch (1995).  

Key Finding #4: Knowledge is Power 

Individuals in this cohort turned to their communities and armed themselves with 

knowledge and information about the college process and about how to navigate a system 

that was not designed with these kinds of students in mind. Because of their experiences, 

they were able to inform their communities about how to pay for their education and how 

and where to apply for scholarships and grants. The participants became instrumental in 

college knowledge but also provided an accurate depiction of what it is to live the life of 

an undocumented college student. They provided information about housing, safe places 

on campus and about friendly offices and staff on campus that put them in contact with 

even more resources. Others started organizations specifically to provide assistance to 

undocumented students and their families in an outreach effort to change people’s lives 

for the better. Even after college graduation, the participants uphold their civic duty to 

continue to be resources and assets to their communities. Social capital in this study gave 
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the participants the much-needed resources they needed to achieve their goal of 

graduating with a college degree.  

Key Finding #5: La Familia 

 Consistent with previous research (Ceja, 2004; Gloria & Rodriguez, 2000; Rosas 

& Hamrick, 2002), the role of the family in this particular study was an important factor 

for the participants. In many cases, the parents did not understand the college process, but 

encouraged their children to seek it regardless of immigration status or lack of 

knowledge. As evidenced in the interviews, parents’ perceptions changed and they 

realized the importance of having a college degree and what it meant to their children. 

Still, parents did not know how to get involved in their children’s college experience 

because of the many barriers (i.e., language, college knowledge) that prevented them 

from doing so (Turney & Kao, 2009). Once in school, a few participants knowing that 

their younger siblings were also considering a college education decided to make their 

experience as painless as possible. The older siblings in this study became pioneers and 

provided credible and useful information to their younger siblings. As a result, their 

younger siblings are preparing themselves to apply for admission; some are in college 

while others have graduated already. Participants did not want their siblings to go through 

the horrible and demoralizing experiences they had endured.  

 Although all of the participants were thankful for having had the opportunity to 

attend college and to have a degree, a few alluded to that opportunity as being an honor 

(Hernandez, Hernandez, Gadson, Huftalin, Ortiz, Calleroz White, & Yocum-Gaffney, 

2010). As significant as this was, only one participant called it by its name. For him, 
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having had the opportunity to attend such a prestigious university was a personal honor, 

but was also an honor for undocumented people everywhere. It signified the sacrifices his 

family made as well as a symbol of who he was as a person with this opportunity to 

attend and graduate college. Given that the participants’ legitimacy is constantly 

challenged by institutional, political, and social systems to maintain an intact sense of 

honor is indeed powerful and offered an opportunity to showcase the caliber of 

participants the people in the study were. By contrast, some participants experienced fear: 

fear of being found out, fear of going to jail, and fear of deportation (Dozier, 1993; Perez, 

2009; Villegas, 2006). Some feared the possibility of being separated from their loved 

ones or of the possibility of leaving their lives behind and going to a country that is 

foreign to them.  

Summary of Key Findings: Through a LatCrit (Solórzano & Yosso, 2001) lens, 

this study exposed the different layers of oppression the participants were subjected to as 

they pursued their college degrees and beyond. The study focused on Mexican 

undocumented college graduates to expose the barriers and challenges they faced after 

graduation to understand how they navigated and negotiated those obstacles. Given the 

uniqueness of their experiences in higher education and after graduation of this singular 

group of Latinos, LatCrit allowed an in-depth examination of their subjugation. 

Moreover, it exposed the intersectionality of race and immigration status in the study’s 

participants. During their college choice process, because of their immigration status and 

their ethnicity participants came dangerously close to opting not to attend college. Yet, 

through utter determination and grit accomplished what to some people is an 
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impossibility—a college degree. Along the process, through testimonios, these Mexican-

origin immigrants detailed how they confronted and succeeded in challenging perceptions 

and subordination imposed on them because of their immigration status.  

 Furthermore, this cohort showed resiliency (Albrecht, 2007; Barato, 2009; Lopez, 

2010; Perez et al., 2010), and a keen sense of flexibility and adaptation seldom seen. 

Faced with seemingly impossible odds, the participants persevered and proved to 

themselves and others that they are capable of succeeding not just in academic settings 

but in other aspects as well. For instance, after graduation, most participants were able to 

find employment through the use of their tax identification number. Although these may 

not be the jobs they arduously prepared for in college, it nonetheless challenged 

conventional perceptions of what undocumented college graduates could achieve. It 

showed that regardless of immigration status, these participants had choices. Something 

not a lot of people knew these college graduates even had. Participants showed self-

affirmation and great advocacy through personal resilience on the face of adversity. A 

characteristic they experienced was a nascent sense of empowerment to challenge 

existing power structures. Participants had limited advantages and privilege, but by 

leveraging their resources, they were able to fulfill their college graduation dreams. 

 Participants empowered themselves constantly through their actions, their 

knowledge, their interactions, through their ability to connect with others, and by sharing 

their personal stories. Activism and information sharing were tools utilized by this group 

to propagate knowledge and information. Because of their community involvement and 

passion for transformation, participants became change agents and were able to control 
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the narrative from their own perspective. Ultimately, it gave them the ability to guide and 

correct preconceived notions that are inconsistent and false. Through empowerment the 

participants in this study were able to decriminalize their existence and to counter racist 

nativist portrayals (Pérez Huber, 2009). Moreover, some participants even went as far as 

broadening their options by considering moving to another country that would take them 

with their talents, skills, knowledge, and abilities. This form of resistance allowed them 

to become proactive and to control their immediate future.  

Policy Implications 

 Throughout the study, there were findings that pointed to improving or at times 

drastically changing the policy landscape around issues of immigration and in particular 

of policies targeting undocumented youth and undocumented college graduates. Although 

this study concentrates on Mexican undocumented college graduates, others who are 

experiencing similar obstacles could benefit from these policy implementations.  

 The one piece of legislation that is at the forefront and directly impacts the lives 

of thousands of undocumented youth is the much-contested federal DREAM Act. This 

piece of legislation has the potential to legalize many people, including all of the 

participants in this study. However, since its introduction in 2001 it has failed to pass 

every time it is brought up to a vote. Even though it has failed to pass, it continues to 

garner support and it is slowly inching its way to the magic number of 60 votes needed 

for approval. The DREAM Act, although not a perfect piece of legislation, could 

positively transform the lives of many. Still, it may need some modifications. As some of 
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the findings mentioned, the language may need to change in order to accommodate the 

various needs not currently considered on the bill’s language.  

 For instance, the number one concern was the age cap. The bill’s age cap is 30 

years old and this may prevent some participants as well as others from benefiting from 

this bill. Given the bill’s troubled past and inability to pass, it may put some people at 

risk of aging out and being left out of this piece of legislation. A recommendation was 

made to perhaps include a clause to grandfather those that may run the risk of aging out.  

Another concern was that the bill calls for a two-year higher education commitment. 

According to one participant, some opponents want a four-year commitment instead. 

However, those making that recommendation may not know of the struggles and 

obstacles some people may have to either pay for their education or any other personal 

issues that are not considered. Given that the DREAM Act also includes a military 

component could be beneficial for some whom for whatever reason may not want to 

pursue the education track. Although this is great option, it still may leave some people 

out who do not want to join the military.  Hence, a third option should be introduced. 

According to some of the findings in the study, a community service option should be 

considered. Of course these have to be vetted and carefully monitored, but it gives 

another choice to those not pursuing a post-secondary education or the military.  

 Texas allows undocumented students to pay in-state tuition under SB 1528 

(formerly HB 1403). This benefit has made all the difference in the lives of the study’s 

participants. Had it not been for this opportunity, these college graduates would not have 

the opportunities that they now have. Texas was the first of 13 states that provide this 
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kind of assistance for immigrant students. However, some findings in this study coincide 

with the current national discourse around immigration. Some participants are worried 

that this benefit could be taken away from them. In order to prevent this from occurring 

they continue to influence decision makers through their activism and visibility. The 

current economic instability vilifies immigrants and invalidates their contributions 

overall. If the United States wants to retain its title of the land of opportunities, it has to 

look beyond political affiliation and it must look to compromise and to collaboratively 

find the best possible solution to this immigration imperative. Perhaps, as referenced by 

the participants, policy makers should make an effort to listen to those people who are 

directly affected by their (in)ability to pass immigration laws such as The DREAM Act 

and include those voices in the conversation in their attempt to draft a bill that is 

consistent with the realities and needs of those affected by it. It may seem like a simple 

task, but as seen before, policy makers do not solicit input and typically make 

assumptions from their advantage point. Policies such as The DREAM Act could have a 

positive impact on the local, state, and federal level as well as incentivize the nation’s 

economic turmoil.  

 Politically speaking, if The DREAM Act were to pass (or similar immigration 

bills), thousands of potential voters would take that with them to the voting booths and 

would most likely make a difference in the election of those who made a conscientious 

effort to pass this law. Moreover, it would revitalize the electorate and would make for a 

more vibrant electoral process. Similarly, it may lend itself for a more diverse group of 

elected officials who truly represent the changing demographics of the state and the 
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nation. Economically speaking, passing The DREAM Act would also help the economy 

significantly (Hinojosa et al., 2010). Having a group of college graduates join the work 

force and contribute with their taxes and their professions could be beneficial and would 

incite to economic recovery. The return on investment would definitely help improve the 

economy overall.  Morally and philosophically speaking, passage of The DREAM Act 

would help reconcile animosity and would allow immigrant youth to legitimately access 

what has been denied all along. As this study showed, these Mexican undocumented 

college graduates considered themselves American, are acculturated, assimilated, and 

want nothing but the opportunity to repay what this country has given them. As such, 

through the participants’ powerful testimonios, this study aimed to transform the policy 

rhetoric around undocumented college graduates and the way they are perceived.  

Programmatic Implications 

Since all the participants in this study had to do their own research, felt alienated, 

discriminated, and at times segregated (Orfield & Gordon, 2001) and relied on the 

information they collected via the Internet or by calling different offices, institutions of 

higher education must make efforts to adequately train their staff to assist immigrant 

youth on their campuses. Moreover, institutions need to appropriately provide sensitivity 

training so staff can understand and be better equipped to deal with immigrant students’ 

distinctive needs. Essentially, colleges and universities must find a way to be more caring 

and less subtractive (Valenzuela, 1999) in how they engage and provide resources for 

their undocumented youth. Especially those who work with in-coming freshman and 

those doing outreach and admissions work. Undocumented students seeking college 
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admission often do not have the social, emotional or financial capital needed to 

understand the admission process. Institutions must have a central office handling this 

special population of students—especially if the institution offers in-state tuition to 

undocumented students. If this is the case that the institution offers in-state tuition for 

undocumented students, then if in-state tuition is threatened by legislators wanting to 

terminate that benefit the institution should get involved and advocate in favor of these 

students. However, since most public institutions need to remain apolitical, there must be 

a way to address this sensitive issue. Perhaps if institutions provide information on how 

much undocumented students pay out-of-pocket, this would help deter any possible 

changes in existing legislation as well as not make the institution seem biased or partisan. 

Perhaps higher education institutions need to find less threatening alternatives to 

offer information to the parents and to students themselves. Institutions may hold 

information sessions specifically targeting this population with the appropriate resources. 

Information about financial aid and resources should be made available as well as how to 

fill out the financial aid applications without having a social security number. If 

undocumented students need housing, then housing information should be made available 

on and off campus. If the population is Spanish speaking, as it was in this study, then 

those leading the sessions must be able to speak it. It would be beneficial if the 

representative were sensitive and understood the needs of the community being targeted. 

Once admitted, institutions should have readily available resources to monitor and assist 

undocumented students in order to guide them from matriculation to graduation. Higher 

education institutions should find ways to legitimize and acknowledge their 
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undocumented students by engaging them and allowing them to formally participate in 

the university’s mission of inclusiveness and diversity. If institutions had a mentorship 

program that matched incoming undocumented undergraduate students with interested 

staff to bridge the needs of this population of students on campus would likely foster 

more inclusion and a sense of belonging for the students. This would address the issue 

raised in the study where participants were assisted by caring faculty on campus who 

were compassionate and understood their struggles. 

Along those lines, student affairs professionals and administrators should come 

together and create advisory council groups that address the needs and problems faced by 

undocumented students on their campuses. These groups, aside from administrators, staff, 

and faculty, should include undocumented students who could help shape the agenda in a 

significant and effective way. This would allow institutional decisions to be better 

informed and with this particular group of students’ input. Higher education institutions 

should also offer services or at least information sessions to students who are graduating 

so they can find out what alternatives they have after graduation. Most of the participants 

in this study wanted to go to graduate school, so having sessions to guide them through 

that process would probably be a great idea and would cultivate potential donors as ex-

alumni. Overall, the institutions should be proactive, assertive, and have a well-developed 

operations manual to better assist these students. 

Economic Implications 

 The DREAM Act’s mission is to decriminalize immigrant youth who have lived 

the majority of their lives and received their formal education in the United States. As 
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more immigrant youth graduate from high school and institutions of higher education, it 

is important to consider the economic impact these youth could have on the economy if 

they were allowed to practice their professions or their skills. According to a study by 

Hinojosa et al. (2010) on the economic impact of the DREAM Act, if the 2.1 million 

potential beneficiaries were able to work, go to school or join the military, the projected 

income generated by this group alone over 40 years would be approximately $3.6 billion 

in current dollars. The same study predicted that of those 2.1 million only 28 percent 

would apply for the DREAM Act. If that were the case, the potential income would be 

about $1.4 trillion over the next 40 years (Hinojosa et al., 2010)  

 This finding corroborates and incorporates the economic argument made by the 

participants in this study. They want the opportunity to practice their profession, to pay 

taxes at a higher bracket, and to start returning the investment the country made on them 

by educating them. Since the participants have college degrees, they would be able to 

contribute in a very significant and noticeable way. By advancing industries, developing 

capital in all its forms, and by earning high incomes they could help jumpstart the 

economy. Having these homegrown college graduates could have a positive effect across 

the many sectors that influence the domestic economy, but globally as well. The United 

States is lagging behind in educational attainment and its global economic power is on 

the decline. As such, potential contributions made by these college graduates could 

positively alter the viability of the country if they are allowed to put their intellectual and 

forms of capital to use for the benefit of this nation. 
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Future Research 

 This study looked at the experiences of undocumented college graduates. In the 

process, it touched on their college choice process as well as their understanding of social 

capital available to them. As such, it is one among a small number of studies 

documenting the undocumented experience of immigrant youth in the United States. 

Although previous studies have addressed aspects of this issue, the findings of this study 

have considerably contributed to this emerging body of literature. Given that some of the 

existing literature on undocumented youth looks at the K-12 and their transition from 

high school to college, this study sheds light into a rarely discussed topic—their 

experiences, challenges, and opportunities after college graduation. 

 Further research is needed in this area, though. This study focuses on the 

experiences of gifted and talented students who received an opportunity to attend a 

prestigious institution in their state. A recommendation would be to research how some 

of the other 90 percent of students (not in the top 10 percent) prepare themselves for life 

after high school graduation. If they were able to make it to higher education, it would be 

ideal to track these students to see where they end up and the challenges they face. Since 

most immigrant youth attend community colleges after high school, future research 

would also include an analysis of the existing infrastructure in those institutions to 

determine how suited they are to ensure a positive experience for these students. Also, 

future studies should consider different categories of higher education institutions such as 

private schools, other public schools, technical and trade schools, and perhaps for-profit 

schools as well. Given that these institutions are fundamentally different, it would be 
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important to find out how the experiences of undocumented students and college 

graduates vary.  

 Similarly, other areas in need of further exploration include the levels of 

preparation and readiness institutions of higher education have in place to receive 

undocumented students to their campuses since there is a perception that there is a lack of 

integration. This type of research should concentrate on institutions with undocumented 

students to determine whether their services, faculty, staff, and facilities are appropriate 

to meet the needs of such a vulnerable population. Among other services to consider, it 

would be valuable to find out if these institutions offer counseling or support to their 

graduating seniors. Since their options are limited after college graduation, it would be 

advantageous to do a horizon scan or a gap analysis and determine what is missing and 

how they can better service this student population. For instance, if undocumented 

students on their campuses would like to pursue graduate school, perhaps determine if 

they offer information sessions or orientations catering to their specific needs.  

 Many of the participants in this study had many identities and were engaged 

politically and socially. Future studies should take into account the complex intersections 

and identities that undocumented college graduates may have. One example would be to 

explore how coming out as undocumented correlates to coming out as an openly gay 

person. This aspect of intersectionality among this population has not been widely 

disseminated or studied and it has the potential to provide yet another perspective about 

the diversity and complexity of undocumented people in general. Given that the majority 

considers this group a monolith, research exploring this area could shed more nuanced 
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information about this distinct group of people. The study specifically analyzed the 

experiences of Mexican undocumented college graduates, but future research could look 

at other ethnic groups to perhaps compare their experiences versus the largest 

undocumented group. Equally, since females dominated this study, it would be 

interesting if a study could segregate the two groups for comparison purposes and see 

how different or alike their experiences are.   

 Along the same lines, a study detailing how former undocumented college 

students fixed their immigration status would be a welcomed addition to this literature. 

When the data collection started for this particular research, interested parties reached out 

wanting to be a part of it. However, they disclosed that they had recently acquired legal 

status in the United States, hence, disqualifying them from the research. The fact that 

there are many immigrant youth with college degrees who were able to change their 

status is significant and their stories need to be told. This has huge implications for this 

population because it could provide this community with the needed guidance, resources, 

and answers they so desperately seek. 

 One area that has not been addressed in the literature is that of mental health. 

Perhaps a study investigating this issue can help inform community resources and allies 

alike on how to better assist such a vulnerable population. This could lead to better ways 

to promote mental health and develop professional development or curriculum that 

addresses this issue so immigrant youth can achieve their potential. Moreover, it could 

offer a much-needed resource that perhaps is not widely available for undocumented 

people in general. Given that this particular community is most of the times scapegoated 
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and continuously attacked, it is necessary to determine how these assaults affect their 

self-esteem both psychologically and emotionally.  

 Since participants in the study continued being politically engaged and activists 

after college graduation, a study that analyses this type of behaviors and activities would 

be recommended. It could get to the origin of why some undocumented college students 

and graduates are compelled to follow such pursuits. Aside from finding their motives to 

participate in these demonstrations it could further understanding about their emotional 

and social needs for validity and existence.  

Since many of the Dreamers—how these immigrant youth have called 

themselves—are community leaders and are actively and civically engaged in student 

activism, social change and outreach a study concentrating on the reasons for their 

activism and engagement would add another dimension to understand motivating factors 

these engaged youth possess. Perhaps a study solely on the DREAM Act can enlighten 

and help shape this contested policy. Participants shared their views on this bill and the 

changes they would make to this bill to make it more palatable. Given their input, it 

would be a missed opportunity not to analyze the language’s bill in its entirety to see how 

the requirements can either assist or prevent potential beneficiaries from applying. For 

example, the DREAM Act does not address what happens to those people who choose 

not to join the military and for whatever reason do not enroll in any post-secondary 

institutions. Although they would have fulfilled most of the requirements such as 

graduating from a high school, attention needs to be given to the people in this group. 

This suggested study could include a design mapping the different tracks available in 
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order to differentiate and better present visually the needed steps to permanent status for 

all these different groups involved in this residency process. 

Finally, a larger study encompassing all 13 states granting in-state tuition to 

undocumented students would be ideal to capture how each state allocates its resources 

and to understand what services their institutions provide these students. A report that 

brings together the number of undocumented students graduating from college, the 

different professions undocumented students choose, and one that tracks their decisions 

after college graduation may be helpful in persuading those against the DREAM Act to 

vote in favor of it. Perhaps if they see the financial impact these college graduates could 

have on the economy it would make for a stronger argument when weighted against other 

factors.  

Closing Thoughts 

 Throughout the research study, the researcher took an investigator role and 

adhered to the principles of reporting and analyzing data as it were being presented. 

Personal biases and opinions were left out of the examination as best as possible. The 

intention was for the participants’ voices to come through and not be muffled by yet 

another filter. In doing so, the researcher hopes to make a significant contribution to this 

expanding field. Immigration to the United States, documented or not, is something that 

will continue to occur and will shape the discourse around it at all levels: government, 

economic, social, moral, and educational. The researcher’s intention is to inform, 

educate, and to instigate conversations about immigration, specifically about Mexican 

undocumented college graduates, in an attempt to counter existing stereotypes and 
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perceptions that haunt and follow like a specter not just the participants in this study, but 

others as well. Furthermore, since opposition to immigrants is due to “fears and 

insecurities rather than with any real upsurge in unauthorized immigrant immigration” 

(Massey et al., 2002, p. 103), the study is ideally situated to present an accurate portrayal 

of what life is like for these college graduates after graduation.  

By including this study in the current literature, the researcher would like to bring 

attention to the plight of many undocumented college graduates who have their talent, 

youth, skills, and degrees ready to contribute, but unfortunately feel encadenados (in 

chains, as one participant put it) and their opportunities for success are disrupted. 

Throughout the study it was evident that the participants wanted an opportunity to 

succeed and to prove wrong those who see them as opportunistic and as free riders. For 

the participants, the decision to attend a university was mostly driven by their 

immigration status, their class rank, and the fact that the state of Texas granted them in-

state tuition. In other words, the decision was made for them. Given the talent these 

students have an infinite appetite for knowledge, they should be given more opportunities 

to showcase their capabilities at a national level. Perhaps, these students and college 

graduates should have an identification card that allows them to travel and attend the 

school of their choice as well as support from their institutions to attend conferences.  

 It is impossible to extend certain rights to unauthorized immigrants because many 

legislators and their constituencies believe that these students are abusing the system and 

are not worthy of such benefits. Those against the DREAM Act see this as rewarding 

criminal behavior at the expense of taxpayers and as a way toward legalization. The 
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paranoia and fear mentioned by Cornelius et al., (2004) of fearing and not understanding 

the ‘other’ gives those against it an excuse to judge and close the door to unauthorized 

immigrants and their children. In doing so, they may close the door on themselves by not 

allowing these students and college graduates to become assets in the community and 

contribute to the formal economy as posited by Portes (2007).  

 Opposition to the DREAM Act and other immigration policies that open the path 

for legal residency (and ultimately citizenship) seems to indicate that those against it are 

perhaps afraid to lose their political power. Moreover, opponents may think that 

educating unauthorized immigrant students should be the responsibility of their parents or 

their home countries. They can also argue that it is unfair to charge in-state tuition to 

unauthorized students while U.S. citizens pay higher out-of-state rates, as was recently 

seen on the Texas A&M University campus. In this case, the university’s senate proposed 

to overturn allowing unauthorized students to pay in-state tuition at public colleges.  

According to Kroll (2010), “the bill would have allowed A&M’s student government to 

lobby the Texas Legislature to overturn the state law allowing these students to pay in-

state tuition.” Fortunately, the student body president vetoed the bill because it was based 

on opinion and data were not provided to substantiate the case. Overall, opponents argue 

that by granting benefits to these students undermines the law and the U.S. immigration 

system. Coming from that perspective, rewarding unauthorized immigrants will 

encourage more unauthorized immigration into the country. Furthermore, the word 

amnesty seems to be intrinsically tied to the vocabulary of those against the DREAM Act 

or any other immigration solution. As such, their main argument is that the United States 
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would be rewarding and forgiving their illegal entry into the country for breaking 

immigration laws. Although a valid concern, there are still possibilities to address this 

issue on a case-by-case basis and collaboratively decide whom to give legal status to. It 

would be important to reiterate that immigration reform or the DREAM Act is not a form 

of amnesty, nor is it a blanket policy to legalize over 12 million unauthorized immigrants 

currently in the United States.  

If the DREAM Act or comprehensive immigration is to pass, policymakers and 

stakeholders have to look at previous attempts at the federal level to legalize millions of 

immigrants already residing in the country. The number of unauthorized immigrant 

children currently in the pipeline to higher education creates a unique set of policy 

problems. First, the number of students waiting for their turn is growing every day. 

Second, this country’s emphasis on higher education makes it a paradoxical dilemma. 

While these students are provided a K-12 education and are encouraged to pursue post-

secondary education, their hopes of graduating from college and formally participating in 

the economy is presently out of reach. Moreover, if the DREAM Act is to be enacted, 

there needs to be discussions about how to implement it and perhaps more importantly, 

how to evaluate it. Passing the DREAM Act is the first hurdle of many. The Act will 

need to have some sort of unit or office specifically dealing with this policy if it is to be 

addressed successfully. Tracking paperwork dealing with higher education institutions 

and the military, applications, interviews and the processing of residency among other 

unforeseen situations would have to be solved. Although passing the Act would be the 

first and most important feature, there would need to be appropriate staff, a sound 
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infrastructure and resources readily available to do this policy justice and avoid further 

backlash from those resisting it.  

Advocates of comprehensive immigration reform and the DREAM Act need to 

work collaboratively with those in charge of enacting policies and their constituents to 

look past personal biases and perhaps consider the valuable contributions immigrant 

students may make to the United States. Most of them are motivated and usually at the 

top of their class, they are for all purposes American—having gone through the 

educational system here—and have a commitment to succeed and give back to the 

country that has given them so much. Those wanting to pursue legal residency through 

education should be given an opportunity to showcase their talents, as it was the case for 

the participants in this study. They are a great natural resource that can lead to economic 

growth and prosperity.  These students are cycle breakers. Moreover, they should be 

considered ambassadors who truly represent the spirit of the United States. They should 

not be used as scapegoats simply because the economy took a turn for the worse. They 

have excelled in school, have played by the rules and simply want what any other average 

citizen wants—piece of mind and the option to contribute. All their lives they’ve heard 

that a college degree is the first step to a successful career and to a better life. They have 

played by the rules and simply are asking for what is rightfully theirs. Unfortunately, 

their status keeps coming back to haunt them and reminds them of how far they still have 

to go to achieve their American dream.  

Supporters of the DREAM Act believe that the country must allow them to come 

out of the shadows and formally welcome them into the economy and its way of life. 
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Giving them opportunities for success will undoubtedly make their contributions more 

valuable and significant to the country. The longer the United States goes without 

enacting the DREAM Act or comprehensive immigration reforms, the more the country 

will suffer economically, socially and intellectually. Moreover, the country is negating 

the dignity and human rights entitled to all human beings, regardless of immigration 

status. 

 It would be remiss of me if I did not share my own experiences throughout this 

study and after. Personally, I am a strong supporter of undocumented youth and of 

finding a solution that would put them on a path to residency and ultimately citizenship. 

That said, I also understand part of their struggle. Although I was born in this country, I 

grew up in a border town in Mexico and returned to the United States later in life. That 

perspective of living between the two countries and the daily human crossings and 

interactions definitely gave me an edge and a deeper understanding of what crossing the 

border meant. Many times I felt alone, a stranger in my own land, and a victim of 

discrimination. I could not understand why people were so callous toward other human 

beings. Having experienced some of the same issues the participants faced made me feel 

compassionate and was an automatic ally.  

 Still, I never felt as much personal privilege and entitlement as when I talked to 

each of the participants individually. At each of the interviews, I was reminded of how 

easy I have it and how blessed my family and I are because of our documented status. 

Although we experienced discrimination for being Mexican (in Texas of all places) and 

for not speaking English we were never threatened by the ghost of deportation or 
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separation. Through this experience, I learned to be grateful for the things I have. I 

learned to fight for the causes I believe in, even if they seem to be lost causes. I learned to 

always take advantage of opportunities, regardless of how frightening and impossible 

they may seem. As Maggie Kuhn said, “Stand before the people you fear and speak your 

mind - even if your voice shakes. When you least expect it, someone may actually listen 

to what you have to say.” This is the big take away for me as I close this dissertation 

study. Each and every one of the participants in my study spoke their mind regardless of 

the consequences. They are fighters, role models, and exemplify the best humanity has to 

offer. I am not blind to the fact that my immigrant brothers and sisters are targeted every 

day and are made to feel less than human.  

 My personal beliefs and political views were only strengthened by my 

interactions with these participants. I know that I have to walk shoulder to shoulder with 

them until they get the opportunity to truly come out of the shadows they live in. It has 

become my life’s calling and mission. I will do whatever I can to make that happen for 

them. My commitment is personal and knows no boundaries. As a higher education 

professional, I intend to bring attention to the injustices to people of color and many other 

minorities on our campuses. It is the one thing to do to change the status quo and 

dismantle neglect, mistrust, ignorance, and hate.  As educators and administrators, our 

job is to change students’ lives for the better and not to continue on a downward spiral of 

failed promises. We have to insure that our students and college graduates have the tools 

they need and deserve regardless of color, linguistic ability, gender, culture, 

socioeconomic status or as in this case their immigration status.  
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Appendix A 

Email to recruit participants 

Hello (Participant’s name), 
 
I hope you are having a great day. My name is Enrique Romo and I am a doctoral student 
at The University of Texas at Austin. I am working on my dissertation focusing on 
undocumented students and their opportunities and/or options post- college graduation in 
Central Texas. 
 
First, I would like to congratulate you on your success and graduating with your 
bachelor’s degree. It is such an important accomplishment and one that speaks highly of 
your character and aspirations. Second, I would like to invite you to participate in my 
dissertation study. Participation in the study is strictly voluntary, anonymous, and you 
may opt out at any given time without any consequences or repercussions.  
 
If you decide to participate in my study, I will interview you one time during the fall 
2011 semester. The interview will last approximately one (1) hour and you will receive a 
copy of the interview questions prior to our meeting should you feel the need to prepare. 
 
In order to participate in my dissertation study, please answer the following questions: 

1. Are you a college graduate? 
2. Do you identify as Mexican? 
3. Do you qualify for the DREAM Act? 

 
If you answered yes to these questions, you meet the requirements to participate in this 
study. Please reply with your responses to this email in order to confirm eligibility. 
Moreover, if you don’t mind, I would like for you to include available dates/times so I 
can identify a mutually convenient time to schedule your interview. 
 
Thank you very much for considering being part of my study. I can be reached via email 
at romoenrique@gmail.com or telephone at 512-921-4013 should you have additional 
inquiries. I look forward to hearing from you and to working together on this project. 
Have a great day! 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Enrique Romo 
Doctoral Student, Higher Education Administration 
The University of Texas at Austin 
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Appendix B 

Email to focus group participants 

Hello (Participant’s name), 
 
I hope you are having a great day. My name is Enrique Romo and I am a doctoral student 
at The University of Texas at Austin. I am working on my dissertation focusing on 
undocumented students and their opportunities and/or options post college graduation in 
Central Texas. 
 
First, I would like to congratulate you on your success and graduating with your 
bachelor’s degree. It is such an important accomplishment and one that speaks highly of 
your character and aspirations. Second, I would like to invite you to participate in my 
dissertation study. Participation in the study is strictly voluntary, anonymous, and you 
may opt out at any given time without any consequences or repercussions.  
 
As part of my study, I have decided to hold a focus group with qualified participants in 
order to calibrate my interview questions and ensure that the questions being asked are 
appropriate for the study. If you decide to participate in the focus group portion of the 
study, I will convene the group one time during the fall 2011 semester. The focus group 
will last approximately two (2) hours and I will provide light refreshments for the 
involved participants.  
 
In order to participate in the focus group, please answer the following questions: 

1. Are you a college graduate? 
2. Do you identify as Mexican? 
3. Do you qualify for the DREAM Act? 

 
If you answered yes to these questions, you meet the requirements to participate in this 
focus group. Please reply with your responses to this email in order to confirm eligibility. 
Moreover, if you don’t mind, I would like for you to include available dates/times so I 
can identify the most convenient time to schedule the focus group. 
 
Thank you very much for considering being part of my study. I can be reached via email 
at romoenrique@gmail.com or telephone at 512-921-4013 should you have additional 
inquiries. I look forward to hearing from you and to working together on this project. 
Have a great day! 
 
Sincerely, 
Enrique Romo 
Doctoral Student, Higher Education Administration 
The University of Texas at Austin 
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Appendix C 

Confirmation for interview participation 

Dear (Participant’s name), 
 
I hope you are having a great day! Thank you for your prompt response to my previous 
email and for your interest in participating in my study. 
 
The purpose of this email is to notify you that you have been selected to participate in my 
study. If you recall, the focus of my study is to investigate undocumented students to 
determine their opportunities and/or options after college graduation in Central Texas.  
 
At this time, I would like to schedule a one-on-one interview with you on (date, time, 
place) or (date, time, place). Please let me know your preference at your earliest 
convenience. 
 
This email has an attachment for your review prior to our interview: 

1) A list of interview questions that will be asked during our interview. 
 
If you have additional questions, comments or concerns, regarding the study, the 
attachments, or your participation in general, don’t hesitate to contact me. I can be 
reached via email at romoenrique@gmail.com or at 512-921-4013. Again, thank you so 
much for expressing your interest in participating in this study. I look forward to meeting 
with you soon.  Have a great day! 
 
Sincerely, 
Enrique Romo 
Doctoral Student, Higher Education Administration 
The University of Texas at Austin 
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Appendix D 

Confirmation for focus group participation 

Dear (Participant’s name), 
 
I hope you are having a great day! Thank you for your prompt response to my previous 
email and for your interest in participating in my study. 
 
The purpose of this email is to notify you that you have been selected to participate in the 
focus group portion of my study. If you recall, the focus of my study is to research 
undocumented students in order to determine their opportunities and/or options after 
college graduation in Central Texas.  
 
At this time, I would like to schedule the focus group with you on (date, time, place) or 
(date, time, place). Please let me know your preference at your earliest convenience. 
 
If you have additional questions, comments or concerns, regarding the study, the focus 
group, or your participation in general, don’t hesitate to contact me. I can be reached via 
email at romoenrique@gmail.com or at 512-921-4013. Again, thank you so much for 
expressing your interest in participating in this study. I look forward to meeting with you 
soon.  Have a great day! 
 
Sincerely, 
Enrique Romo 
Doctoral Student, Higher Education Administration 
The University of Texas at Austin 
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Appendix E 

Email to University Leadership Initiative 

I hope you are having a great day. My name is Enrique Romo and I am a doctoral student 
at The University of Texas at Austin. I am working on my dissertation focusing on 
undocumented students and their opportunities and/or options post- college graduation in 
Central Texas. 
 
First, I would like to congratulate your organization for being a catalyst and a reliable 
source of information for talented and skilled undocumented students at The University 
of Texas at Austin (Lone Star University). It is because I consider your organization to be 
the premier source of factual and accurate information around the issue of undocumented 
students, the DREAM Act, and other immigration-related issues, that I would like to ask 
for your assistance. As stated earlier, I am a doctoral student at Lone Star University and 
my research is on post-college opportunities for undocumented students. As such, I 
would like for your organization to forward information about my study in hopes to 
recruit participants to include on my study.  
 
Participation in the study is voluntary, anonymous, and participants may opt out at any 
given time without any questions, consequences, or repercussions.  
 
If anyone were interested in participating in my study, I would ask him or her to contact 
me so I can follow-up with him or her personally. I will conduct one (1) focus group 
session in the fall 2011 semester to test my interview questions and determine if changes 
need to be made to the instrument. Then, I will conduct one-on-one interviews with at 
least 10 participants at a mutually convenient date and time. This interview will also 
occur in the fall 2011 semester and will not last longer than one (1) hour. Individuals 
agreeing to participate will receive a copy of the interview questions prior to the 
scheduled meeting should they feel the need to prepare. 
 
In order to participate in my dissertation study, participants must answer the following 
questions: 

1. Are you a college graduate? 
2. Do you identify as Mexican? 
3. Do you qualify for the DREAM Act? 

 
If they answered yes to these questions, they meet the requirements to participate in this 
study. 
 
Thank you very much for your assistance and cooperation. Again, I appreciate your 
assistance in forwarding this information to as many of your contacts as possible. I can be 
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reached via email at romoenrique@gmail.com or telephone at 512-921-4013 should you 
have additional inquiries. I look forward to hearing from you. Have a great day! 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Enrique Romo 
Doctoral Student, Higher Education Administration 
The University of Texas at Austin 
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Appendix F 

Thank you note 

 
 
Dear (Name), 
 
I just wanted to send you a quick note to thank you for your participation in my study of 
undocumented students and their options post-college graduation. Words cannot describe 
how grateful I am for your participation. Because of your contribution and insight, I was 
able to capture information for my study, but most importantly, I was able to get to know 
you, your experiences and that gives me the most satisfaction. 
 
If I can be of further assistance, please don’t hesitate to contact me at anytime. 
 
Again, thank you so much for your participation but most of all, for sharing part of your 
life with me. I will always cherish and treasure this experience.  
 
Sincerely, 
Enrique Romo 
Doctoral Student, Higher Education Administration 
The University of Texas at Austin 
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Appendix G 

Participant interview script and protocol 

Welcome remarks 
First of all, I would like to thank you for your time and interest in my study. I appreciate 
your participation. At this point, I would like to talk to you about myself and give you 
some background information on my dissertation study. Please keep in mind that you if 
you have questions or concerns at any moment, you have the ability to ask questions or 
stop the interview process without any repercussions.  
 
As you know, my name is Enrique Romo and I am a graduate student in the Higher 
Education Administration program at The University of Texas at Austin. I work for Lone 
Star University as well within the Division of Diversity and Community Engagement. 
Since I was admitted into the doctoral program, I have been interested in documenting 
the post-college experience of undocumented students hoping to facilitate dialogues and 
finding solutions to their plight. 
Moreover, although born in the United States, I was raised in Mexico and feel a sense of 
responsibility to provide assistance and be of service to my beloved community. 
 
The purpose of my study is to capture the experiences of undocumented students post-
college graduation. I am interested in finding out what options or opportunities might be 
available to them upon graduation. Specifically, whether networks or relationships are 
crucial in connecting undocumented students with post graduation opportunities. Within 
this framework, I am also interested in finding out why undocumented students chose 
their institution and whether that decision was based on perceived post-college outcomes. 
I am also interested in finding out about your personal experience and how you deal with 
a post-graduation experience. 
 
Please feel free to share as much as you are comfortable with. Let me remind you that 
your participation is strictly voluntary and you may stop participation at any time. If you 
feel questions are too personal or hard to answer, you have the option to choose not to 
answer. If this situation arises, please just tell me that you do not feel like answering the 
question. It is as simple as that. Remember that I am here as an ally and as such I would 
not want to do anything to make you feel uncomfortable or may be perceived as 
detrimental to you. 
 
As part of my study, I would like to inform you that this conversation will be digitally 
recorded. By participating in my study, you are agreeing and giving me permission to 
record the interview. Is this still the case? If yes, we will proceed with the interview. If 
not, thank you for your time and let me know if I can be of any assistance to you in the 
future. As promised, this interview will be confidential and anonymous, hence, you can 
choose a pseudonym or I can assign you one. What will you prefer? 
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Thank you. Are there any questions or concerns I can address before we begin? In that 
case, let’s begin our interview session. 
Opening question: 
 

1. Would you please tell me about yourself and your family, your major, etc.? 
 
College Choice 

1. What made you select the institution you chose? 
2. How was the college choice process for you?  

a. (Probe) Did someone close to you guide you in the process? 
b. (Probe) Did you have any fears or apprehensions about college? 

3. Which universities did you consider attending? 
a. (Probe) Why were these specific universities appealing to you? 

4. Was your institution supportive during your years as a student? 
a. (Probe) If so, in what ways? 

5. In retrospect, was your institution the best choice for you?  
6. How did you finance your education?  
7. Do you have any responsibilities (home, family, etc.)?  
8. Do you live off campus?  
9. What do you think a degree from or your institution has done for you?  

a. (Probe) Has it been helpful in your plans after graduation? 
b. (Probe) Is the outcome what you had anticipated when you decided to 

come to this school? 
 
Social Capital 

1.   Who first provided you with information about college opportunities? 
a. (Probe) If it was a family member or relative, how did they know about 

the process? 
2. Why were they instrumental in giving you college knowledge?  
3. Would you say that having access to people outside your immediate circle outside 

of family has been beneficial to you? 
4. Have you been able to help others with your newfound knowledge? 
5. Would you have attended college if you had not had access to people outside of 

your family unit? 
6. What kind of information did these outside networks provide for you about 

college? 
a. (Probe) Do you think you would have been able to find out information on 

your own? 
7. How have your networks (peers, acquaintances) helped you after college 

graduation? 
a. (Probe) What kind of information do they provide for you? 

8. Have these networks helped you in finding out information about employment or 
graduate school? 
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9. How have these colleagues help you or guide you after college graduation? 
a. What kind of role do they play in your life? 

 
LatCrit 

1. In your own words, can you tell me how a college degree changed your life? 
2. What are the common misconceptions you hear about undocumented students? 

a. (Probe) How can you counter those stereotypes? 
3. If you had the chance to tell people about your life experience as an 

undocumented student, what would you tell them? 
4. How will you say is the best way for you to become visible as an undocumented 

college graduate? 
5. While attending college, did you join any organizations on campus that represent 

undocumented students?  
a. (Probe) If so, in what capacity? What did you do for them? Did this make 

you aware of the political climate around immigration issues in the U.S.? 
6. How do you empower yourself every day? 
7. How do you contribute or hope to contribute to the country? 

 
Policies 

1. How did you find out about H.B. 1403 (in-state tuition) and S.B. 1528 (uniform 
residency for all students, regardless of legal status)? 

2. Are you aware of the DREAM Act? 
a. (Probe) How did you hear about it? 
b. (Probe) What, if anything, would you change anything about the 

requirements? 
3. In your experience, how would the DREAM Act impact the rest of your life? 
4. If you could speak to lawmakers (U.S. Congress) opposing it, what would you tell 

them to pass the Act? 
 
Undocumented Experience 

1. When did you know you were undocumented? 
2. How does this status make you feel-now that you have a degree? 
3. Do you have any other siblings that are in this situation? 
4. What challenges do you experience because of your status? 
5. Depending on age, how was it for you to learn a new language, culture, and way 

of life? 
6. Have you ever felt “undocumented” on campus? How and why? 

 
Closing (General) 

1. What are you most proud of?  
2. Other than your immigration status, if you could change anything about your 

experiences in general, what would you change and why?  
3. What are your plans for the future?  

a. (Probe) If you decided on graduate school, why and who helped you? 
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b. (Probe) If you were planning on working, how would you find a job? 
 
 
Thank you. This concludes the interview session. Is there anything else you would like to 
add? Do you have any questions for me (about the study, the process, or in general)? 
 
Again, thank you for your time and I wish you the best of luck in all your future 
endeavors. Have a great day! 
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Appendix H 

Participants’ Demographic Data 

  

Participant Degree Place of 
Origin 

Age at 
Crossing 

Doing Now Future Plans 

Brenda Ph.D.: Pharmacy Mexico 
City 

12 Owns 
consulting 
firm, 
activist, 
volunteer, 
community 
Organizer, 
mentor, 
married 

Work as a 
pharmacist, have 
a family, travel 

Valeria Master’s: 
Nursing 

Mexico 
City 

11 Community 
activist, 
volunteer, 
mentor, 
married 

Doctoral degree 
in nursing or a 
degree in public 
policy; have 
children, travel 

Carmen Bachelor’s: 
Nursing 

Guanajuato 4 Secretary, 
works for a 
doctor once 
a week, 
mentor 

Pursue master’s 
in nursing, 
getting married, 
travel, traveling 
nurse 

Eduardo Bachelor’s: 
Government and 
Political Science 
with a Business 
Foundation 
Certificate 

Guadalajara 4 Community 
activist, 
mentor, 
advocate 
for 
immigrant 
community, 
community 
organizer 

Law degree, 
relocate to 
another country, 
travel 

Martha Bachelor’s: 
Spanish 
Literature and 
Communications 

Guanajuato 11 Married, 
baby 
sitting, 
community 
activist and 
organizer, 
mentor 

Pursue a 
master’s in 
social work or 
law school, 
travel 



 241 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Marco Bachelor’s: 
Architecture 

Chihuahua 4 Consultant, 
DJ, Web 
developer, 
mentor 

Open an 
architecture firm 
and relocating to 
another country, 
travel 

Paulina Bachelor’s: 
Government, 
Spanish 
Literature with a 
certificate in 
Ethics and 
Leadership with 
Social Justice 
emphasis 

Guanajuato 9 Works for a 
law firm, 
community 
activist, 
immigrant 
advocate, 
mentor 

Pursue a 
master’s and 
doctoral degrees 
and/or law 
school, travel 

Tatiana Bachelor’s: 
Radio, 
Television, and 
Film 

Guadalajara 8 
months 

Accounting 
for a fitness 
club,  

Pursue graduate 
school in 
communications, 
travel 
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