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ABSTRACT 
 
This qualitative study sought to understand how access, or lack of access, to a local 

community college can affect the self-identity of immigrant students living in 

southeastern Pennsylvania (PA). The primary sources of data included formal and 

informal interviews. Interview transcriptions, field notes, and subsequent short essay 

responses from participants were the primary sources of data used in evaluating their 

experiences. A year was spent observing and interacting with participants in a variety of 

settings, at home or at a nearby restaurant. Data was analyzed using triangulation 

matrices, coding and constant comparison methods to generate categories showing 

patterns and relationships of meaning. A narrative inquiry that employs the use of 

counterstories gives voice to the human dignity of immigrant students in the United 

States and their right to be acknowledged as intelligent, capable human beings with the 

capacity to learn and pursue their goals. An unexpected finding in this study was how the 

immigrant student’s struggle is amplified by racism in the form of microaggressions from 

classmates and employers. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

“Education means the enterprise of supplying the conditions which insure growth, or 
adequacy of life.” –John Dewey 
 
“The feeling and the experience of that race are absolutely necessary to the realization of 
the broadest justice for all citizens. There is lost from the world an experience of untold 
value, and they must be raised rapidly to a place where they can speak for themselves.”  -
-W.E.B Dubois 
 
 

Immigrant students in the US, including undocumented immigrants, green card 

holders, and naturalized citizens face obstacles to achieving an education at every turn. If 

they turn to the community college or university, they pay tuition possibly three times as 

much as that paid by a US native-born student and they often are ineligible for financial 

aid. If they turn to their government, they risk possible deportation, even if no crime has 

been committed. These obstacles can lead to a warped sense of self-identity in 

immigrants in which they have internalized the message that they are evil and cannot be 

trusted. It is difficult for an immigrant student to know where to turn for aid when he or 

she may have experienced trauma in their home country and risks deportation from their 

supposed place of refuge. How can this same student learn a new language and become 

acclimated to the US in such a hostile environment? “I just want to learn English,” is the 

cry of many immigrant students, “so I can get a better job.”  

In 2013, undocumented students gathered at the Pennsylvania state Capitol to 

urge lawmakers to grant them in-state tuition at the Commonwealth’s eighteen state-

owned and state-supported universities, citing their struggles to continue their education 

beyond high school without the same help afforded their peers. Among this group of 
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students was Carina Ambartsoumian, 25, who said her parents came to the United States 

from the former Soviet from the former Soviet Union in 1993, fleeing religious 

persecution and hoping to attain refugee status. She said her family’s papers were not 

recognized in their native Ukraine after the Soviet Union dissolved. Ambartsoumian said, 

“Even though my parents and I have valid Social Security numbers and the ability to 

work and pay taxes in the United States, and therefore PA, the United States has denied 

us status” (Wilson, 2013, p. 1). 

The measure’s sponsor, Sen. Lloyd Smucker (R-Lancaster), said Pennsylvanians 

brought to the United States illegally as children have to pay as much as two and a half 

times the tuition rates of others who attend the same schools. “To add an additional layer 

of difficulty, traditional student loans are denied them because of their immigration 

status” said Smucker. He added, “For many deserving high school graduates, this means 

forgoing college altogether and accepting that the key to their potential is forever lost” 

(Wilson, 2013, p. 1). Superintendent of the Lancaster School District, Pedro Rivera, 

noted that he sees the measure not as a cost, but as an investment. “If we don’t embrace 

our youth, if we don’t embrace our communities, how much are we losing in terms of the 

richness of PA culture?” (Wilson, 2013, p. 1). 

When immigrant students today visit a community college or university, eager to 

take English classes, they often hear about applying online for the Free Application for 

Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) and that they cannot register for classes until completing 

that application. Students who know little English and have few computer skills can find 

this requirement daunting. Most give up after this initial visit, but if they persist and meet 
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with an advisor, they are told that depending on their immigration status, they may not be 

able to receive any financial aid, and their tuition is higher than tuition for US-born 

students. For recent immigrants in the 18-40 age bracket looking to learn the language to 

communicate and become gainfully employed, the situation can feel hopeless (Miller, 

2016). 

Background 
 

There were approximately 44 million immigrants living in the United States in 

2016 (Zong, Batalova & Hallock, 2018). During the 19th century, the percentage of 

foreign-born immigrants in the U.S. was close to 15 percent, and then in 1924 the US 

imposed a numerical limit on immigration and the percentage dropped dramatically 

before rising again in the 1960s. Currently, the percentage of non-native-born persons 

living in the US is back up to approximately 13 percent of the total population. This 

number includes undocumented immigrants, green card holders, naturalized citizens -- in 

short, anybody who was not born here (Kelly, 2018). 

Although all incoming immigrant children have access to a K-12 education, many 

adults “cannot legally work, vote, receive financial aid, and drive in most states. They can 

also be deported” (Gonzales, 2015, p 336). In 1982, the US Supreme Court in Plyler vs 

Doe, decided that states “could not discriminate against children on the basis of their 

immigration status in the provision of public elementary and secondary education” 

(Plyler v. Doe, 1982). In fact, at the time, Justice William Brennan noted that “while 

education is not a fundamental right, denying K-12 education to immigrant children 

amounted to creating a lifetime of hardship for this population” (Gonzales, 2015, p. 319). 
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The years since 1982 have not been as generous to immigrant students, even for 

those that came to the US as small children and attended American schools all of their 

lives. After Congress passed the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant 

Responsibility Act and the Personal Responsibility and Work Reconciliation Act in 1996, 

non-citizens had more public benefits. That act in turn led to some states granting state 

residency to specific groups of immigrant students. In some states, such as California, 

this policy was questioned. The Regents of the University of California sued, but the 

California Supreme Court overruled and upheld the state legislature of 2001, providing 

that “all individuals who attended high school in CA for three years and graduated from a 

CA high school would be eligible for in-state (college) tuition rates” (Banks, 2013, p. 

1429). 

The Development, Relief, and Education for Alien Minors (DREAM) Act is an 

American legislative proposal that would grant conditional residency and if certain 

qualifications are met, permanent residency. The bill was first introduced in the Senate on 

August 1, 2001, and even though the House passed a form of the bill in 2010, the bill has 

yet to become law (Thangasamy, 2016). Some states, (e.g., California) decided on their 

own to enact the DREAM Act, and did so as early as 2011 (Southern, 2016). 

Then in 2013, sixteen states allowed unauthorized immigrants to qualify for in-

state tuition if they met specific requirements, including New Jersey, which passed the 

New Jersey Dream Act. Fourteen universities make up the Pennsylvania State System of 

Higher Education (PASSHE) that apparently provides in-state tuition rates to anyone who 

has been “domiciled” in PA (Rieser, 2015), but PA legislators have not chosen to pass the  

Dream Act that would make the practice more uniform. Instead, individual colleges and 
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universities need to decide whether to make their resources available for such an 

initiative. A local student named Maria from Broomall, PA insisted “The PA Dream Act 

will help students like me to attend college without having to face the same hardships I 

had to face” (Rieser, 2015, p. 5). 

Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals 

The Obama administration enacted the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals 

(DACA) program on June 15, 2012. This measure temporarily deferred deportation from 

the US for eligible undocumented youth and young adults and offered young people 

temporary Social Security numbers and two-year work permits (Gonzales, 2015). 

President Barack Obama established DACA through executive action in 2012, 

offering renewable, two-year work permits to young undocumented immigrants who met 

educational and residency requirements. In the fall of 2017, facing legal action from 

Texas and other Republican-led states, the Trump administration said DACA was 

unconstitutional (Trump Said, 2018). On March 5, 2018, President Donald Trump 

announced that he would end DACA. But he had previously stated (January 9, 2018) that 

“Dreamers” were protected. At the present time, those eligible for DACA cannot be 

deported until the matter is resolved in court. The judgment overrides Trump's 

announcement that he would end DACA in March of 2018. Trump still wants Congress to 

create a replacement for DACA. (As of the current date, the cancellation of the program 

was on hold by court order with the Supreme Court decision not expected until 2020 

[Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals, n.d.]) 

On April 24, 2018, the Federal District Court for the District of Columbia ruled 

that the Department of Homeland Security must state and explain its reasons for 
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canceling DACA. If it did not do so in ninety days, the department had to resume 

processing DACA applications. DACA offers a two-year deferral of deportation for 

people under 31 who were brought to the United States as children illegally. Since 2012, 

the DHS has granted 787,580 “Dreamers” a work permit. The Cato Institute estimated 

eliminating DACA could cost the US economy $215 billion over ten years. That figure 

represents lost revenue from these employed young people (Amadeo, 2018). 

Critics of DACA, including the former US Attorney General, Jeff Sessions, 

argued that the DREAM Act gives “amnesty to illegal aliens” who allegedly came to the 

U.S. as minors and also expands birthright citizenship to include those who are “foreign-

born.” Sessions stated, in his argument for terminating DACA, that the program ended up 

denying jobs “to hundreds of thousands of Americans by allowing those same illegal 

aliens to take those jobs” (Kelly, 2018).  

New Immigration Policies Enacted 

Sessions was the driving force behind the US government’s zero-tolerance policy 

concerning illegal border crossings and the separating of thousands of migrant families 

which was controversial in the summer of 2018 until President Trump rescinded the 

policy under public pressure. Sessions made dramatic changes to the nation's immigration 

courts by limiting who can apply for asylum; even those suffering from domestic abuse 

and gang violence no longer qualify. He also played a large role in the effort to end 

DACA, which he said was “an overreach” by former President Obama (Kelly, 2018). 

President Trump, facing a growing public backlash over the partial government 

shutdown in January 2019, shifted course and offered Democrats a deal: temporary 

protections for roughly 700,000 young DACA immigrants in exchange for $5.7 billion in 
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funding for a wall along the southern border between Mexico and the US. (Karni & 

Stolberg, 2019). Using DACA as a bargaining chip for his desired border wall continued 

through Trump’s term, but House Speaker, Nancy Pelosi, D-San Francisco maintained, 

“They’re two different subjects.” Co-chair of the Congressional Progressive Caucus, 

Pramila Jayapal said, “People don’t want to trade a wall for something that isn’t even 

real. There’s no trust that there’s any credible negotiation around something positive on 

immigration, given (Trump’s) history” (Koplan, 2019). 

For decades, marriage to a United States citizen had been a virtual guarantee of 

legal residency, the main hurdle being proof that the relationship was legitimate. But with 

the Trump administration in fierce pursuit of unauthorized immigrants across the country, 

many who were ordered deported years ago are finding that jobs, home and family are no 

longer a defense, not even for those who have married American citizens. As the Trump 

administration arrested thousands of immigrants with no criminal history and reshaped 

the prospects for even legal immigrants (an overdue corrective, officials say, to the 

lenient policies of the past) many who have lived without papers for years are urgently 

seeking legal status by way of a parent, adult child or spouse who is already a citizen or 

permanent resident (A marriage, 2018) 

Travel Ban 

In July 2018, the Supreme Court upheld President Trump’s travel ban in a 5-to-4 

decision. This law, originally issued in 2017 but blocked by lower courts, suspended the 

issuance of immigrant and nonimmigrant visas to applicants from Muslim-majority 

countries: Libya, Iran, Somalia, Syria, and Yemen, plus North Korea and Venezuela. The 

order granted exceptions for student visas, but applicants needed to undergo increasingly 
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extensive background checks and vetting, which delayed their applications for months. 

Even if they obtained visas, students could still be stopped and questioned at the border if 

Customs and Border Protection officers had doubts as to whether or not the purpose of 

their travel was indeed study. According to Trita Parsi, president of the National Iranian 

American Council, which strongly opposed the travel ban, students knowing that they 

will never be allowed to work in the US, will essentially choose not to come here in the 

first place. Parsi stated, “the loophole for students is essentially nonexistent” (Trump’s 

travel ban, 2018). 

Research Problem 

Immigrant students, particularly undocumented students in PA, do not presently 

have equal access to community colleges primarily because they often do not qualify for 

financial aid or in-state tuition. One student from Upper Darby, stated, “I don't want to 

get discouraged, but it’s often really hard to think about graduating when I can't continue 

to follow my dreams of going to college. I have been trying to figure out ways to attend, 

but it is more expensive for me because I can't apply for financial aid and I am forced to 

pay out-of-state tuition. I should be paying in-state tuition since I live here and will soon 

graduate from a PA high school” (Benefits of PA Dream Act, 2015). This lack of access 

prevents some immigrant students from finding gainful employment and becoming 

contributors to society once they graduate from high school. 

In the US, the issue of college financial aid and tuition rates is handled 

inconsistently with some unauthorized immigrant students receiving financial aid and in-

state tuition. In the northeastern section of the country, there are no definitive policies 
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about immigrant and undocumented access, so schools differ in their policies and 

practices.  

Relevant to an immigrant student’s access to college is how the student’s self-

identity is affected by immigration and assimilation into, or lack of assimilation into the 

U.S. A central critical factor influencing an immigrant student’s access to college is his or 

her immigration status: undocumented, temporary visa, permanent resident, or U.S. 

citizen. This study provides critical and needed insight into the issue of community 

college accessibility for immigrant students and the resulting effects on an immigrant 

student’s self-identity. 

According to social psychologists, a person’s self-identity is grounded in his or her 

group-based identities, drawing on ethnic, racial, religious, gender, socio-economic and 

geographic categories. Understanding the nature of the self, as it is experienced 

personally, is foundational for living in a way that gives expression to one’s values and 

concerns, thus enabling persons to present themselves as equal partners in social 

exchange with others (Oshana, 2010). 

Immigrant self-identity should be of paramount concern at a time when our 

President refers to immigrants as “bad hombres” and even adds, “These aren’t people. 

These are animals” (Trump calls, 2018). Responding to the August 2018 abduction and 

murder of a University of Iowa female student, President Trump said, “You heard about 

today with the illegal alien coming in, very sadly, from Mexico, and you saw what 

happened to that incredible beautiful young woman. We’ve had a huge impact, but the 

laws are so bad, the immigration laws are such a disgrace, we’re getting them changed 

but we have to get more Republicans” (Arrest, 2018). 
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Immigrant students, even those over thirty years of age, may still feel unsure as to 

who they are, and they ask existential questions such as, “Who am I?” or “What is the 

purpose of my life?” Immigrant students from the Middle East can feel targeted as “evil 

Muslims'' who are somehow connected to the September 11, 2001 attacks. Some 

immigrant students report that the first questions people ask them are queries such as, 

“Are you a citizen? Are you a permanent resident? Did you graduate from here?” One 

immigrant student commented, “It’s so difficult, like when you see people look at you 

like you are garbage. We’re human beings and want to live like humans. I’m not 

comparing myself to a citizen, but when we get our citizen[ship], we should be the same '' 

(Alietown woman, 2017). 

The graphic below depicts some of the forces that shape an immigrant’s self-

identity. An immigrant student may be dealing with the memories of a civil war in her 

country of origin and how that affected her family. She may also be realizing that many 

of the freedoms she had once enjoyed, in matters such as dress, schooling, and gender 

attitudes have been altered or taken away entirely in her own country. 

TABLE 1.1: Conceptual Framework of Immigrant Student Self-Identity 
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Many immigrant students experience a conflicted self-identity because they have 

no desire to return to their country of origin and, in some cases, cannot go back because 

of war, unrest, and other threats to their safety and well-being. But if they do not sense 

that they belong in the US, they are caught in the middle somewhere -- not a Syrian, a 

Myanmarese, a Congolese, or a Cabindan, but also not an American. They also make a 

powerful statement and challenge Americans to see them and other immigrants as human 

beings, countering and deconstructing the dominant narrative in the US that portrays 

immigrants as villains and criminals. 

This study was based on the premise that a human being’s most basic drive (after 

food and shelter) is for a sense of self-worth and personal significance, and that access to 

those values depends in part on the roles and the stories available to them (Snow & 

Anderson, 1987). One way that people process their station in life is through narrative 

(McAdams, 2001). The stories people construct about themselves allows them to make 

sense of who they have been in the past, who they want to be in the future, and who they 

have to be in the moment to link where they have been and where they are going. A sense 

of identity is attained through the stories one tells oneself and others. Not only is identity 

expressed in narrative, but it is also constructed by it. 

Sociologists believe that self-identity is formed in narrative, a spoken or written 

account of connected events. While a narrative organizes and evaluates lived experience, 

it is not determined by it. Narratives give lived experiences a clearer, richer meaning. The 

plots of narrative identities are formed in a complex interaction between events, 
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imagination, significant others, routines, habits and the structure of the soliloquy that 

forms a person’s self-narrative (Ezzy, 1998). 

Theoretical Framework 

This study, rooted in the theory of social activism and the transformative 

paradigm, considered the ways in which institutions discriminate against a specific 

population based on citizenship status. The study also examines how, by denying 

immigrant students access to higher education, those students consequently face barriers 

to full access to the labor market. Building on the work of Perez (2009) and Gonzales 

(2016), who spent hundreds of hours interviewing and listening to undocumented 

students tell their stories, this study describes what it is like to be an immigrant student in 

the US. The focus of this study was the effect on a person’s self-identity when attempts at 

self-improvement through a college education are impeded by policies and practices that 

restrict accessibility. Perez stated that when we exclude unauthorized immigrant students, 

it is a devastating loss to the United States and to our values of ‘equal justice under law’ 

and ‘equal educational opportunity’ (2009, p.xiii). This same view has echoed throughout 

history, including from W.E.B Dubois, a proponent of equal educational opportunities, 

who stated in 1920, “There is lost from the world an experience of untold value, and they 

[various races] must be raised rapidly to a place where they can speak for themselves” 

(Dubois & Zuckerman, 2007). 
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Rationale and Significance 

As a former English as a Second Language (ESL) advisor and instructor, I 

became aware of how little assistance a state like PA provides for newly immigrated 

students, even at the community college level. In 2015-2016, immigrant students wanting 

to take an ESL class in order to learn English and possibly get a better job were told that 

they needed to pay the “foreign” tuition rate, which was three times the amount of a non-

immigrant student living in one of the largest cities in PA. 

About 65 percent of occupations in the U.S. will require a postsecondary degree 

by 2025. However, the number of high school graduates entering college will not be able 

to fill the workforce needs. In recent years, “7.4 million students were enrolled at one of 

the 1,200 community colleges nationwide and almost a third of the students were foreign-

born or children of immigrants” (Suárez-Orozco, Osei-Twumasi & Banks, 2019, p. 5). A 

recent report from the Migration Policy Institute highlights educational attainment 

differences based on generational immigration status. “First-generation immigrant adults 

ages 24 to 64 are less likely to have postsecondary education or workforce credentials (46 

percent) compared to other generations of immigrants. Nationally, about 78.1 million 

adults do not hold a postsecondary degree or other credentials. Of those, 17.2 million are 

first-generation immigrants and 6.6 million are second-generation” (American 

Association of Community Colleges [AACC], 2019, p. 1). Community colleges are 

certainly well-placed to serve this population and to address the need for a credentialed 

competitive 21st-century workforce.  
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Immigration policy is under the purview of the federal government. States, 

however, can pass laws that make them either more or less friendly to immigrant 

students. Most states, though, do not have policies regarding access to higher education 

for unauthorized immigrant students. This is the case because there is no federal law that 

requires students to prove they are lawfully present to be admitted into a post-secondary 

institution in the US. 

Unfortunately, colleges and universities have been thrust into the center of a 

political firestorm surrounding immigration. Administrators need to stay informed about 

the laws and bylaws surrounding this issue on the federal, state, local, and university 

levels. Too often administrators make decisions based on their governing boards’ and 

local constituency’s prevailing opinions without the benefit of open discussion and 

dialogue with all parties involved. 

Administrators caught in the immigration firestorm need patience with the 

political and legislative process, though some are maintaining their more liberal stances 

despite the federal administration’s policies. After the election of President Donald 

Trump, colleges and universities were increasingly called upon to provide sanctuary for 

undocumented students due to increasing fear and pressure from activists. The University 

of New Mexico 's President, Bob Frank said university lawyers were looking into 

obtaining sanctuary status after a group of professors came to his office to deliver a letter 

with more than 900 signatures (Chicago Tribune, 2016). The University of Pennsylvania, 

Trump's alma mater, has renewed the administration’s pledge to block federal agents 

without a warrant from removing students who are in the country illegally. "Let us be 
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unequivocally clear: We are and remain resolute in our commitment to Penn's 

undocumented students and will do all that we can to ensure their continued safety and 

success here at Penn," University of PA President Amy Gutmann and other 

administrators wrote in a letter released in December of 2016 (Chicago Tribune, 2016, p. 

1). It is definitely not an easy job to be an administrator at a college or university, but 

history clearly demonstrates that colleges and universities are often where a society’s 

most radical and much needed changes are initiated. 

As a researcher, my hope is that policymakers who read the personal accounts of 

the immigrant students in this study will be led to enact policies that would make classes 

more easily accessible for immigrant students, particularly those at the community 

college level. The purpose of this study is to hear the immigrants’ stories and investigate 

the self-identity of immigrant students who were interested in taking courses at a 

community college in southeastern PA where a consistent statewide admissions policy 

does not exist. The overall research question of the study is “In what ways is an 

immigrant student’s experience shaped by the process of attempting to enroll in classes, 

particularly at the community college level?” As W.E.B. Dubois suggested over a century 

ago, we need to hear the stories of all races in all walks of life in order to experience the 

“broadest justice for all citizens” (Du Bois, 1969). 

 

 

 



16  

 

Research Questions 

The overall research question of the study was “In what ways is an immigrant 

student’s experience shaped by the process of attempting to enroll in classes, particularly 

at the community college level? Specific questions guiding the investigation included: 

● How does the immigrant student describe his or her experience living in 

southeastern Pennsylvania? 

● How does the immigrant student describe his or her educational and vocational 

needs in southeastern Pennsylvania? 

● Do immigrant students experience challenges when trying to take classes at the 

local community college? 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

In this chapter, I reviewed the current literature on education available for 

immigrant students at the community college, specifically the importance of advocacy for 

immigrant students, the call for empowerment and social activism of students, and the 

use of counterstories to reveal the value in educating this immigrant population. In this 

research project, I investigated how immigrant students perceived their access to a 

college education, specifically at the community college level. I also examined how the 

various experiences and controversies surrounding immigrant and undocumented 

students affected the self-identity of the participants in this investigation. 

The fall 2015 special issue of Harvard Review summarized researchers’ findings 

on dissolving boundaries and immigrant students’ educational experience through editors 

Cuevas and Cheung along with Waters and her colleagues. Their work was supplemented 

by researchers who looked exclusively at community colleges and at how well the 

community college is serving the immigrant student population. Their work highlights 

the importance of the advocacy role played by these institutions (Kim & Chambers, 2015; 

Valenzuela, Perez, Perez, Montiel, & Chaparro, 2015). The sociologists’ work on self-

identity was of extreme importance in this study (Buber,1958; Ezzy, 1998; Levinas 

[Cohen, 1986], McAdams, 2001; Oshana, 2010) and add insight to the future 

participant’s stories and responses. Additionally, Lipari’s ethics of attunement was used 

in listening and comprehending the student narratives (Lipari, 2014). This is not just a 
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study seeking social justice and reform for immigrant students wanting to access the 

community college, but it is also a study exploring the self-identity of immigrant students 

in order to holistically understand their unique perspective. By hearing an immigrant 

student’s personal narratives, we become cognizant of another human being on an equal 

plane and can, as Buber suggests, meet one another in an authentic existence, without any 

qualification or objectification of one another and through this, we are changed and can 

enact change (Buber, 1958). 

Importance of Advocacy 

The anti-immigration ethos that has been in place for decades in the US continues 

to have negative repercussions for immigrant youth. In 2015, Mary Waters of Harvard 

University called our immigration system “deeply flawed.” She described the 11 million 

undocumented immigrants as people who are forming families, working, buying homes, 

sending their children to school, attending church, playing sports, and watching 

television, but they still can be deported at any time. They are forced to work and be paid 

“under the table” or with false papers, and they are not eligible for non-emergency health 

care or for almost any government services, with the exception of K-12 education. She 

also claims that immigrants “experience many violations of the human rights laid out in 

the United Nations (1948) Universal Declaration of Human Rights: the right of families 

to stay together (Article 16), the right to be treated equally before the law (Article 7), the 

right to work and to be paid fairly (Article 23), the right to political participation (Article 

21), and the right to social services to provide a decent standard of living (Article 25)” 

(Waters, p. 1). 
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A recent study of Latinx immigrant youth describes how this population is 

systematically disenfranchised, marginalized, and deprived of basic human rights. They 

are branded as “aliens” who are undeserving of citizenship (del Carmen Salazar, 

Martinez, & Ortega, 2016). One brave individual, in her own self-study, described how 

she, as an immigrant high school student, walked a fine line between obscurity and 

smartness. She noted, “Growing up, all I knew was that smartness led to praise, security 

and a certain status that kept my fears of undocumented status at bay. Now, I am aware of 

the power that smartness bestowed upon me in a more nuanced way. It was as if I was 

‘almost white’ or, at times, an ‘honorary white’” (Chang, 2016, p. 1171). 

Another study addresses the question, “What’s a life worth?” by recalling the life 

of a 17-year-old unauthorized immigrant who, in 2008, died from brain injuries incurred 

while playing football. His family filed a wrongful death lawsuit against the Cliffside 

Park, New Jersey school district but because of his undocumented status and lack of legal 

permission to live and work in the US, his family was offered “go away” money and 

could only recover minimal losses for a possible future income. His life choices to that 

point had led him down a positive pathway: to work hard at school and sports, to be 

active in his church, and to stay out of trouble. But in death, as in the labor market, his 

legal status was the only important thing about him. The researcher ends by saying it is 

morally imperative that America offer permanent legal status and a short road to 

citizenship to its youth lacking status (Smith, 2016). 

Another immigrant student, Jordan, barely graduated from high school, but had 

made some attempts to enroll in a local community college. It was difficult to prioritize 
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his academics because of the immigration challenges his family faced. Although Jordan 

was unfamiliar with the details of his uncle’s deportation, the event had a strong impact 

on his outlook on life. Jordan saw himself in the life of his uncle, in that he could be 

racially profiled, and realizing this, he felt unsafe in the US. He felt that regardless of his 

circumstances, he would always be considered less reputable by the “higher ups.” Simply 

put, Jordan believed that the government considered immigrants to be disposable, and 

that deportation was commonplace (Buenavista, 2018). 

Immigrant students face language barriers, poverty, visible minority status, and 

unequal educational obstacles. They are also subjected to racism, discrimination, 

microaggressions, and neo-racism in society as well as in school. These compounded 

disadvantages place an immigrant student, especially an undocumented student, among 

the most disadvantaged minority groups in the US today (DeAngelo, Schuster & 

Stebleton, 2016). These multiple disadvantages make it more difficult for members of the 

community to complete a formal education, gain access to information about higher 

education, be prepared for college, and have sufficient financial resources to pursue a 

degree. It should not be surprising that many immigrant students on college campuses 

today have become involved in activism (DeAngelo, Schuster & Stebleton, 2016). 

In some ways, immigrant students’ experiences are similar to the way in which 

other groups of people have been dehumanized in the past. According to Buber, “If I am 

unable to establish a dialogue with my fellow human being, this has serious implications 

for both the individual and for the collective” (Morgan & Guilherme, 2012, p. 986). He 

explains that during WWII, one group of human beings identified by another group of 
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human beings as non-persons were stripped of their rights and duties as fellow humans. 

He stated, “this made it possible for crimes and atrocities to be committed against them 

without any compunction” (Morgan & Guilherme, 2012, p. 987). An awareness of how 

we have treated “different groups” of people in the past can serve as a dialogic, 

educational tool to help educators and other students in the dominant social classes 

understand what it feels like to be vilified as an immigrant student. As Diangelo suggests, 

these harmful attitudes may not stem from conscious held beliefs that certain groups are 

superior to other groups, but they nonetheless result in the racial (and ethnic) insulation 

of the dominant culture and a general inability to see other perspectives as significant 

(DiAngelo, 2019). 

Social Activism 

In Susana Munoz’s study, immigrant participants suggested that increased 

knowledge of their legal status and involvement with activism helped to diminish their 

fear (2016). According to one participant, “the [immigrant youth] movement is about the 

empowerment of others, of a community that embodies empowerment, but for a long 

time has been silent. It’s not really about getting literal acceptance, but it’s about much 

more. After you come out, you can see a glimmer of hope and you can see it reflected in 

the eyes of others” (Munoz, 2016, p. 725). 

According to another participant, “I always knew that I couldn’t have done 

anything wrong when I crossed the border at the age of three—or that my parents did 

anything wrong when they were displaced without a viable living condition and decided 
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to come into the country without papers” (Munoz, 2016, p. 725). 

Throughout the US, there are advocates fighting for the rights of immigrant students. 

Advocates, according to Marshall and Anderson (2009) and Crawford and Arnold (2016), are 

people who engage in social action aimed at producing social change in order to foster fairness 

and empowerment. In some studies, university staff and faculty allies organized transformative 

resistance by fundraising, letter writing, public speaking, organizing and facilitating workshops, 

developing training programs and engaging in collegial exchanges, all with the goal of 

challenging people to think more deeply and compassionately about immigrant students and the 

conditions shaping their lives. But these university allies needed real flesh and blood stories to 

catalyze their efforts. In this way, with the help of university allies and advocates, immigrant 

students are reshaping definitions of citizenship and challenging campus inequities (Chen & 

Rhoads, 2016). 

Research in a similar study showed that relationships with educators have the 

power to encourage immigrant students to persevere in school. The relationships students 

from unauthorized families form with school personnel and peers can facilitate their 

persistence and academic success and help offset family legal and economic obstacles. 

School counselors can play an important role in the life of an immigrant student because 

they, according to a recent study on educational justice, serve as active intermediaries for 

students. The study showed that although the participants did not label themselves as 

institutional agents who pursued social justice, they often supported and empowered 

students individually and collectively. School leaders, counselors and teachers must 

develop strong, trusting school-student partnerships to encourage student persistence and 

disperse their knowledge (Crawford & Valle, 2016). 
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Counselors can also engage in social justice initiatives on a broad, systemic level 

to inform and educate faculty, students, and community members who are providing 

services for immigrant students’ academic and personal needs. Ultimately, to achieve 

equity in higher education, professionals must advocate for immigrant students’ legal and 

political rights to pursue a postsecondary degree under the same conditions as other 

students (Kantamneni et al., 2016). 

A student support group from the University of Southern California called IDEAS 

(Improving Dreams Equality Access and Success) formed in 2003, published a book, 

influenced state policy, lobbied the federal government, held workshops, and organized 

conferences (Hinton, 2015). 

Use of Counterstories 

Another way of advocating for immigrant students is through counterstories. As 

one study asserts, “Counterstories themselves are a means of building more inclusive 

communities and challenging the social construction of certain populations” (Crawford & 

Arnold, 2016, p. 208). This research technique can be an excellent way to record the 

stories of individual immigrant students who have been trying to get into a college or 

university and to hear from them about the obstacles they have had to overcome. 

Counterstories, by revealing the personal, heartfelt stories of individuals trying to seek 

education, help society members to see the value in educating this population. It can also 

be a vehicle for displaying how society will incur costs if youth turn to gangs or other 

deviant behaviors that taxpayers will have to fund, if they do not fund education 
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(Crawford & Arnold, 2016). The use of counterstories that display the plight of the 

immigrant population is very similar to the counter-storytelling used in the Critical Race 

Theory to legitimize the racial and subordinate experiences of a marginalized group. 

DeCuir and Dixson stated that counterstories can be a resource that both exposes and 

critiques the dominant ideology (Hiraldo, 2010; DeCuir & Dixson, 2004). 

Other researchers have called for the type of activist work that begins with an 

individual’s biography or narrative. In this way, narrative and reconstructing activist 

experiences through storytelling provides a means through which individual identity is 

encapsulated in experience, represented for others, and engrained in the collective 

identity. Narrative serves two purposes: it provides a way for an individual to recast her 

identity by integrating activist engagements into her sense of self, and it becomes a way 

for individual and collective identities to mutually shape and reinforce each other. In 

short, narrative exposes the injustices that the community faces (DeAngelo, Schuster & 

Stebleton, 2016). 

In these counterstories, there needs to be an awareness of the theories of 

intersectionality in order to examine ways in which a person’s immigrant status, 

combined with other identity influences such as race, ethnicity, gender, and sexuality, 

may result in multiple forms of oppression. Advocates and researchers also need to 

evaluate how particular strategies and solutions implemented by colleges actually help or 

hinder the immigrant student’s experiences (Chen & Rhoads, 2016). 
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Anti-immigrant attitudes, particularly towards ethnic groups, can lead immigrant 

students to feel socially excluded from the society around them. One student stated, 

“They have a stereotype of Mexicans being ignorant, not being able to speak English, and 

some people think that all undocumented people are short and brown” (Williams, 2016, 

p.184). The ways in which social exclusion shapes the lives of immigrant students 

applying for college, attending college, and using their degrees is an excellent topic to 

explore in student counterstories and one that I have tried to employ in this research 

project. 

Community Colleges: Gateway or Gatekeeper? 

Community colleges have a significant point of reference for growing numbers of 

immigrant students. Yet one suburban community college in a mid-Atlantic state, 

according to a recent study, reacted to the events surrounding September 11 by barring all 

undocumented immigrant students from attending their school. Some administrators and 

faculty noted that this 2001 admission policy banning undocumented students went 

against the community college’s core value of educating all who desire continued studies 

(Kim & Chambers, 2015).  In  2011, ten years after the college instituted a ban on 

undocumented students, administrators revoked the admission policy in order to admit 

undocumented students and bring the institution back into alignment with its core values 

and principles. 

The study suggests that presenting information such as demographics and the 

personal stories of immigrant students can offer a more comprehensive view of the 
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issues. The transformation of the suburban community college’s admission policy makes 

the case. The authors state that “in order to minimize fear and confusion on the part of 

these students, colleges should consider taking the following actions: (a) make the 

admission process straightforward and be clear if any extra documentation may be 

needed (i.e. proof of residency, secondary school transcripts), and (b) clarify the cost of 

attendance and let students know if institutional aid is available to help offset the higher 

cost of out-of-state tuition (Kim & Chambers, 2015). 

Overall, the current literature is insufficient on how immigrant students access the 

community college and what processes address their various needs in learning the 

language and becoming gainfully employed. Although almost a third of community 

college students are foreign-born or the children of immigrants, there are concerns about 

community college’s effectiveness with fewer than 40 percent of entrants completing any 

type of undergraduate degree or certificate within six years (Suárez-Orozco, 2019). I’ve 

summarized some of the needs of immigrant students in the area of advocacy, 

empowerment and self-identity found in recent studies, but there are few resources that 

address these needs in relation to what immigrant students are receiving at the 

community college. This is a research project for a group of silenced people whom 

society often treats as second-class citizens who want to express their need for a good 

education and an equal playing field, so that they can pursue their goals. Through the use 

of narratives or counterstories I chose to demonstrate the unique characteristics of these 

non-traditional students and how they perceive the instruction and advocacy services 

provided at the community college. These are the voices that I listened to, despite 
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language barriers, to glean fresh and valuable insights concerning the experiences that 

shape an immigrant student’s self-identity. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODS 

I collected data from immigrants living in southeastern PA who were interested in 

taking classes at the local community college. The interviews were conducted with 

individuals that responded to a flyer requesting participants (see Appendix A) or spoke to 

me about their interest in casual conversation. The actual number of participants was 

determined by the number of immigrant students willing to be interviewed in a time of 

political uncertainty surrounding immigration issues. I consider myself fortunate to have 

obtained twelve immigrant students willing to be interviewed and willing to provide 

information for the investigation and the resulting dissertation. One of these students did 

immediately end the interview when asked about current immigration policies. 

To better understand the motivations and restrictions placed on undocumented 

and immigrant students and to produce robust data that addressed the research questions 

asked, this study required extensive field work and in-depth data analysis. The methods 

used combined aspects of the transformative paradigm on social justice (Mertens, 2012) 

and built on the work of researchers such as Perez (2009) and Gonzales (2016), who used 

the counterstories undocumented students told them in order to challenge the social 

constructions of certain populations (Crawford & Arnold, 2016). Feminist writers define 

counterstories as narratives of resistance and insubordination to challenge and 

reconfigure the dominant stories of those who have been oppressed or excluded (Nelson, 

1995). In this study, the use of counterstories is similar to Gonzales’ desire to reveal and 
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make sense of the relationship between students’ individual stories and the larger story of 

immigration. As a qualitative researcher, social scientist, and ethnographer, Gonzales 

opened up a space for people to tell their stories of pain and hardship (Nuño-Pérez, 2015; 

Naamon, 2019). 

A topic explored in this study that was addressed somewhat by Perez and 

Gonzales was the way immigrant students carry with them a possible narrative of trauma 

and how those narratives affect them, specifically their self-identity. Marina Oshana’s 

(2009) extensive work on the nature of the self and how a sense of self enables a person 

to present oneself as an equal partner to another person will inform the analysis of 

immigrant students who survive only by remaking themselves. 

Data collection techniques employed included an online survey of five sentence 

starters (see “Surveymonkey” survey in Appendix B) to be completed by the participant. 

Initially, participants were recruited through an email announcement or through informal 

conversation and then contacted with an email survey inviting the recipient to participate 

in the research study. The participant was then contacted for a semi-structured interview. 

Prospective, current and former student perspectives were obtained from 12 participants. 

Data came from informal interviews with key informants, extensive participant 

observation, document collection and analysis. When necessary, to increase the sample 

size, selected participants were asked to share the researcher’s contact information, or 

recruitment flyers with other potential interview participants. These data collection 

techniques are commonly cited as effective strategies for conducting qualitative inquiry 

in educational settings (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; Maxwell, 2013). 
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Study Participants and Sampling 

Participants were selected using both a purposeful and snowball sampling 

approach. Participants were selected on the basis of their experiences as immigrant 

students attempting to take classes for credit at the local community college. Initially, 

participants were recruited through a flyer (sent either by email or in- person) asking 

them to participate in a survey with the last question of the survey asking for them to 

provide their email if they were willing to be part of the research study. Those willing to 

participate in the study were contacted and an interview was arranged. Additionally, 

some interview participants were able to share my name and contact information with 

other possible interview participants (which constitutes the snowball component of the 

sampling strategy). 

Data Collection Strategies 

A key data collection tool was the semi-structured interview. The participants 

were met at a place of their choosing for the semi-structured interview and presented with 

a gift card upon completion of the interview. All interviews followed a standardized 

format, in which those being interviewed were asked for specifics on the five questions 

surveyed, but they were also extended with some flexibility in order for me to explore the 

participants’ unique experiences. Key topical areas of the interview protocol included 

questions related to the following: 1) difficulty or ease in taking classes at the local 

community college, 2) difficulty or ease in asking for assistance at a community college, 

3) difficulty or ease in living in the US, and 4) difficulty or ease in finding a job in the 
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US. Follow-up questions were used that related to these four broad areas when 

conducting interviews. Interviews typically lasted one hour and were digitally recorded 

and transcribed verbatim. The transcribed interviews formed a critical component of the 

overall data base for the study (see Appendix C for specific interview questions). 

Trustworthiness and Positionality 

The participants were each given a copy of the transcribed interview for review. 

In this way member checks were conducted by providing opportunities for the 

participants to discuss tentative findings and interpretations and offer alternative 

explanations. The initial online survey served as triangulation of data, in addition to 

written emails and responses received from the participants. These methods for collecting 

data provided what Cresswell (2007) recommends as multiple strategies for validating 

research data. 

Peer reviews from colleagues and guidance from dissertation committee members 

was essential to keep me on track, and both contributions were sought during each phase 

of the investigation. Mosselson (2010) states that the cultural studies theorist makes 

choices about what to study and that these decisions are “culturally and socially bound 

decisions that reflect power and values within the society” (p. 1). A transparent 

positionality was utilized when it came to immigration, immigrant students, and the ever-

changing landscape during the current presidential administration. I employed a 

participant observer perspective even if I had known several of the participants in the 

past. Any teacher-student connection had waned since at the time of the interviews, I had 
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not been teaching for over three years. Yet due to my former community college teaching 

and administrative experience working with ESL students, I was able to recognize key 

issues and understand the community college processing of ESL, along with the 

educational hurdles that current and aspiring immigrant students face today. 

Many of the participants discussed highly sensitive information concerning their 

documentation or lack of documentation. Such trusting conversations and engagement 

enabled me to develop an “insider’s point of view” about a range of events and 

occurrences relative to the experience of immigrant students. The sensitivity of the topic 

necessitated a high level of personal commitment and strong engagement, and much time 

was spent in developing congenial and trustworthy researcher-participant relationships. 

Participants’ privacy was maintained by the researcher’s use of unsigned consent forms 

and alias names. 

Graduate level classes with dissertation committee members guided me in the 

construction of the investigation, collecting of data, and the interpretation of the results. 

They served as senior-level guides, providing objective perspectives on my field work. 

Privacy and Confidentiality 

I followed the practices identified in “Investigator Guidance: Informed Consent (HRP-

802).” I handed out a consent form (see Appendix E) along with the recruitment flyer in 

order to explain the study and give the potential participants adequate time to respond to 

the consent form and flyer. Participants were also permitted to take these forms with 
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them if they preferred to delay their decision to participate. I received Institutional 

Review Board approval for the proposed study in November of 2017. 

Participants were only withdrawn from the study if they failed to comply with the 

interview procedure or if they believed their rights, and freedom, or safety were at risk. I 

strived to stay in regular contact with participants during the study, enabling them to feel 

a sense of value, because I knew their contributions added important perspective and 

veracity to the study. 

This study did not use or disclose participants’ personal information. All 

documents collected were kept in a secure location with electronic files kept on a 

password-protected computer. Participants were given a pseudonym upon admittance to 

the study. All identifiers were separated from the participants in the data. Study results 

were shared with participants for their review and responses. Individual participant 

results were shared in some instances with the dissertation committee. Time was spent 

establishing rapport with the participants through emails and initial interviews. 

Participants who did not desire to continue participating in the study were permitted to 

withdraw at any time without penalty. During the interviews, participants were told and 

reminded that they were not required to answer any question that made them feel 

uncomfortable or at risk. 

Data Analysis 

As this study investigated the perceptions and limitations of immigrant students at 

community colleges in southeastern PA, the analysis was guided by the questions posed 
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in the initial survey given to each participant, followed by an in-depth personal interview. 

The interview sessions were approximately one hour in length. After reviewing the 

interview results, the participant was asked to provide a written account of their story, 

particularly if portions of the story were not clear to the researcher or validation was 

needed. I collected my data primarily through interviews. I believe that the research 

questions that guided this study were best suited to qualitative, rather than quantitative 

research protocols. Surveys may be able to address the issue of immigration, but survey 

instruments cannot elicit the rich data available by listening to and interacting with a 

participant’s story. Only 4 out of the 12 participants filled out the online survey. Whether 

it was due to distrust of technology or not, the interviewees seemed to prefer the face to 

face meetings instead of filling out an online survey. 

This qualitative study seeks to understand how access, or lack of access, to a local 

community college can affect the self-identity of immigrant students from a variety of 

cultural and ethnic backgrounds, including current and aspiring immigrant students from 

Myanmar and the Congo to other students from Albania, the Dominican Republic and 

Mexico. The primary sources of data were both unstructured and structured interviews, 

interview transcriptions, field notes, and short essay responses from participants. In 

addition, the participants were all asked to describe themselves in 3 words or phrases in 

order to gain insight into how they self-identified. A year was spent observing and 

interacting with participants in their natural environments, such as their homes, or a 

nearby restaurant, or public library. Data was prepared using triangulation matrices, 
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coding and a constant comparison method to generate categories that show patterns and 

relationships of meaning. 

The data coding strategies used followed Maxwell’s interactive approach to 

qualitative research with an initial step of reading transcriptions of the interviews, field 

notes, and the participants’ written documents. Maxwell recommends field notes that 

record what is heard and seen during data gathering to develop tentative ideas about 

categories and relationships. “Categorizing analysis begins with the identification of units 

or segments of data” that seem important or meaningful in some way (Maxwell, 2013). 

This identification can be based on prior interest or an inductive attempt to capture new 

insight. The key code of the open coding process for each participant can be found in 

Appendix D. The open coding was determined by the interview and what information 

was revealed, but the study concentrated on key themes that came up repeatedly during 

the interviewing process, particularly themes related to self-identity, education, and 

immigration. 

This study provides narrative portraits of 12 immigrant student participants. Each 

participant, as a unit for analysis represents a distinct age, gender, and cultural and ethnic 

group. The study followed the qualitative research style of Gonzales and Perez that 

interviewed undocumented students in order to capture their politically sensitive 

information. In this same manner, I chose to capture the personal narratives and 

counterstories of immigrant students representing diverse educational backgrounds and 

diverse age groups yet all desiring workplace skills and social mobility for themselves 

and their children. Although immigrant students enter community colleges seeking social 
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mobility, what serves to foster their educational journeys and what, in turn, frustrates 

them? 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

In this chapter, I present a collection of personal narratives drawn from in-depth 

interviews with immigrant persons including undocumented immigrants, green card 

holders, and naturalized citizens with varying educational backgrounds. All of them were 

students at one time either at the college level or had taken adult literacy classes at the 

local community center. They all struggled with English as a second language and longed 

for reasonably priced English classes to teach them how to express themselves better. 

They came from all economic levels, some very poor but others very wealthy and owning 

multiple homes. Yet all of them exhibited optimism about their lives and their 

educational opportunities despite the social and political marginalization they have to 

encounter every day. 

In each of the following sections, I focus on three to five immigrant persons and 

their personal struggles coming to the US as well as how that impacted their desire to 

become a US citizen. These 12 participants provided multiple perspectives and a deeper 

understanding of the social and educational experiences of immigrant students. Each 

participant, as a unit for analysis, represented a distinct age, gender, and cultural and 

ethnic group. Similar to the terms Gonzales used in Lives in Limbo, I divided this group 

into “current students,“ “early exiters,” and “college aspirants” with the first group 

pursuing education beyond high school and benefiting from higher education and the 

latter 2 groups having to leave school earlier, often due to financial concerns, family 
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obligations, survival, and legal limitations. A topic explored in this study that was 

addressed somewhat by Perez and Gonzales is self-identity and the ways immigrant 

students carry with them a possible narrative of trauma and how those narratives affect 

them, specifically their self-identity. Each person is introduced by a quote from their 

interview that in some way encapsulates their experience. 

Part 1, Current Students provides a biographical sketch and educational history of 

current community college students. These students have found a way to pay for and take 

classes at the local community college, often with the help of social agencies and church 

organizations guiding them and providing emotional support and transportation. 

Part 2, Early Exiters focuses on immigrant students who have taken classes at the 

community college due to the affordable tuition rates. But they became early-exiters from 

college since these students experienced “foreign” student tuition rates that placed their 

dreams out of reach, leaving them with no choice but to take another route while 

confronting ongoing social, legal, economic and educational challenges. 

Part 3, College Aspirants highlights the resilience and resourcefulness of 

immigrant students who once took adult education or considered college classes for their 

children but struggled and continue to struggle with increasing economic challenges and 

growing despair in their search for gainful employment. They also desired to help their 

children and their extended families become fluent in the English language and have an 

easier life than they did as first-generation immigrants to the United States. 
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Current Students 

The students I interviewed who were currently attending classes at the community 

college or at a trade school were all permanent residents and all seemed motivated by 

some internal source. Gloria started attending school in the US while still high school age 

and talked about the life of abuse she left behind in Albania. 

Gloria: “They don’t give financial aid to international students. You always had to pay 

triple the amount [of tuition].” 

“My friend was knocking at the door, but at the same time I was giving dessert to 

my brother. And he didn’t like the fork that I gave him. He wanted a smaller fork and he 

threw it all the way to the door. It was just getting too much..I couldn’t even function so 

in school I was dropping out a lot. Then at school, the principal called me and wanted to 

know what [was] going on and actually, the next day I was in class and [the teacher] 

thought that I was on my phone cause I was looking down a lot. And she had me stand up 

and turn around in class and it was at that time that I had so many emotions going on that 

I just burst into tears.” 

Then Gloria was called into the principal’s office at her school in Albania and 

Gloria told her that she would not get her last year of school completed if she had to 

continue living in her house. She asked if she could live in one of the bedrooms in an 

adjoining building to the school. The principal told her she did not have any rooms 

available and then added, “Even if I would take you in, your oldest brother (who was a 

problem for the town) would blow this building up.” 
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Gloria and the principal had a meeting with Gloria’s father and Gloria asked her 

father why he had not stopped this abuse from her brothers. She said, “My dad could not 

parent me when he was at the store all day. He was there 24-7. He [gave] my brother, 

who was 15 years old the right to parent me. [It was] only because he was 5 years older 

than me and thought he knew more of the society than I did because I was a girl.” Her 

father said he wanted to talk it out with his sons, but Gloria said, “I cannot live there 

anymore.” 

One of her teachers who happened to be from the US came up to her and said, 

“Would you be okay with being in America?” Gloria responded, “Well, I would love to 

just be away from my brothers.” Her teachers worked it out that she could leave for the 

US immediately. Gloria did not know what to tell her brothers and was scared to leave 

without saying anything to them. “I wanted to leave on good terms with them,” she 

explained, “so they wouldn’t be mean.” She told them she had received a scholarship to 

the US and that she was leaving. 

Even though Gloria was able to escape from her brother’s abuse in Albania, life in 

the US was not quite the promised land she was expecting. She said, “It was really nice to 

have a place to live for 2 years, but not having transportation, not having friends...ya, 

know a teenager...you need that outing. Which I didn’t get...That time, I felt really 

locked, I guess because I didn’t have a lot of freedom, I guess because of transportation. 

They don’t have good transportation there, especially when I was in [that small suburban 

town]. Like I couldn’t even walk to a bus. You had to walk for like 2 hours. Such a 

struggle, just the transportation.” 
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Gloria was given a lot of financial assistance to attend a small private school in 

Pennsylvania and complete her high school education. But when she tried to go to college 

after high school, she not only experienced the transportation hurdle, but the cost was 

three times the cost of other students. She explained, “They don’t give financial aid to 

international students. It’s actually triple the amount of money you have to pay. You 

always had to pay triple the amount. When I was struggling with finances, I would dream 

about paying the regular amount, because then I could have made it better. If I had the 

same amount that American students have to pay for tuition.” 

Gloria struggled with finding rides to school because she did not have a green 

card in the US yet and was not allowed to drive. Besides that, she paid triple the regular 

amount of tuition for three years, each semester in 2014-2016. After three years, she 

received a work number (another visa) and she was allowed to pay the regular tuition 

rate. “The church helped me so much...helped me tremendously, ” she said. “My parents 

would also pay. If the fee to go to school was 12,000, my parents would pay 5,000 and 

the rest, the church would help pay for it. It was a lot for [my parent’s] economy. 

Sometimes they had to take money out of the bank to pay for it. And sometimes there 

was nothing in the fund and that’s when I’d start daydreaming [about being a normal 

American student].” 

Eventually, Gloria found an Albanian friend online that had just graduated from 

Penn State with an engineering degree. He was an American citizen and after they 

married, she received her green card. At the time of the interview, she had been living in 

her in-law’s basement for two years. “We’re trying to save so we can rent something. His 
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mom is great. But you can only live with your in-laws for so long. We live in the 

basement. Little by little, we’ll make it.” 

One can hardly be unimpressed with the sheer determination Gloria has had in 

getting an education and becoming an independent woman. She expresses her frustration 

with immigrant restrictions: “[If you want] anyone that comes here to succeed, you have 

to let them [work]...and not make them pay triple the amount of tuition. And the thing 

was, you could work, but only 20 hours a week. [And if you did], you could not get that 

one year of work after you graduate. You don’t have transportation so how am I going to 

get a car...how am I going to pay for that? It’s very limited. Unless you live in the city, 

you get transportation there, but at CC, you don’t get transportation. There was a shuttle 

that would take you...so you could take that from there to the main campus, but then 

that’s it. So, I had to get rides, that was the hardest part, too cause you know having to 

text or email a person to ask for a ride to school, it was too much. Like I would get 

anxiety attacks. I could not breathe because I did not know about having transportation. I 

worked so hard to have that financial piece set up and then to find out about 

transportation was too much.” 

Later, after she got married, she was so happy to travel from Philadelphia to the 

community college (CC)...even though it was three hours. She noted “I was just so happy 

that I could do it. It was not a problem for me in the beginning. Then at the end it got a 

little bit too much. But then I got my license and I’ve been driving my father-in-law’s car. 

Next month we’re planning on getting a car.” 
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Gloria claims that the biggest thing that helped her overcome the obstacles was 

“just pressing on and hoping that it would happen. That if I’m here for a reason, then it 

will have to get done. That’s what just kept me going, but it was really hard sometimes.” 

Nathan: “Unfortunately, I was born in Myanmar. I did not have the opportunity to do 

what I was made to do there. So here I can drive, study, have freedom...so I’m getting 

everything here.” 

Another person that had a lot of aid from a church was Nathan. He also had many 

struggles in his home country, but at the time I interviewed him, he was so optimistic 

about the future classes he was taking at the CC. Nathan is someone you like 

immediately. His calm, slow thoughtful speech belies his youthful age of 21. He said, 

“I'm a positive person so I am meeting positive people. There are good people and bad 

people, but I attract good people.” His upbeat demeanor hides the dark injured side of his 

life. At age two he lost his father who was murdered at the hands of his own government. 

Nathan recalled, “I came from Myanmar. I left my country in 2012 because there 

was turmoil. We couldn’t stay. So, we had to move to another country. First of all, I came 

to Thailand and then I went to Malaysia. In my journey, I had a lot of ups and downs. 

And sometimes I didn’t have food to eat or water to drink. I just survived there. I think I 

was on the boat for a month from Myanmar to Thailand. I stayed in Malaysia for 7 

months. I worked there. [But] there were difficulties to earn money and to go to work. I 

did not have the opportunity because I did not have any documentation from my country. 

Then I moved to Indonesia. I stayed there for two years. It was okay in Indonesia…but 
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...there was nothing [there], so I couldn’t do anything. There was no job available, 

especially for the first years. So, I actually went under United Nations… they fed us and 

helped us get here [to the US]. After 2 years, I got an interview to come to the states...and 

in 2015, I came to the US.”  

Nathan’s mother, out of fear for her son’s life, urged him to leave Myanmar, to 

escape his small region of Muslim born people, his culture, and his family shelter for a 

better life. Growing up in Myanmar, Nathan wanted to study. For him, being able to 

study seems to be synonymous with freedom. Being able to drive a car and study seem to 

be very important to Nathan, but it makes sense since Nathan had to ask permission from 

the government to leave his sequestered area. It was a small area in a city designated as 

the Muslim quarter where people live with few rights or privileges, as squatters living on 

someone else’s land. 

Nathan explained, “The government has no reason to arrest us or kill us. Whoever 

finds fault with them, they kill in front of their parents, just kill them.” It happened to 

Nathan at 5 years old and again at ten years old. He said, “I saw it. They were killing our 

people. We’ve been persecuted for 50-60 years. We cannot go to other places without 

their permission. If I want to go to another region very close to where I live, I have to ask 

permission. And if I don’t, I have to pay a huge fine. And If I can’t pay the fine, they beat 

me...or kill me. I am very grateful to God. But there are many people staying in the 

country finishing their time; they have no other place to go.” 
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This seemed to me to be one of the most telling things Nathan said. Finishing 

their time with no other place to go must have been what it felt like for Nathan in his own 

country. He was constantly waiting for permission to move, waiting for the next attack on 

their city, waiting for the next slaughter...with no place to go. Described by the United 

Nations in 2013 as one of the most persecuted minorities in the world, the Muslim 

Rohingya people are denied citizenship under the 1982 Myanmar nationality law. Despite 

being able to trace the Rohingya history to the eighth century, Myanmar law does not 

recognize this ethnic minority as one of the eight national indigenous races. They are 

restricted from freedom of movement, state education, and civil service jobs (Wikipedia, 

Rohingya people). 

When I asked him about whether he was mistreated in his own country because of 

religion, he said, “Yea, maybe religion, [there was] no healthcare, no citizen[ship], no 

human rights. [There we] can’t do anything humans are supposed to do. When I was two 

or five years [old], my father [was] killed. The government has no reason to arrest us or 

kill us. “For men, we go to a mosque. So, there’s something we cannot do freely. Can’t 

recite something loudly. They come and try to stop us from doing this. We are Muslim. 

It’s because of our faith. As a Muslim we cannot practice our religion. They prefer boys, 

especially my age. They arrest and kill them. They are killing young men ...from the 

government.” 

Yet he remains positive. But Nathan is still very young and may be full of 

gratitude because in the country where he was raised, he was not allowed to drive a car or 

even go into another area without permission; he was also not allowed to go to college, 
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even though it has been his dream for a long time to become a pharmacist. In his own 

country, he could not get a job easily because he lacked citizenship. Lacking citizenship 

is no longer a big deal to him as he proudly tells me he got a US green card recently. 

Being a refugee is not by choice. Refugees do not normally believe they are 

victims but survivors, and this is evident in the positive outlook Nathan is able to 

maintain. Fleeing one's country and escaping to a new one, means leaving one's former 

identity behind and relishing in a new freedom, but languishing in the parts that are 

missing. Right now, the Trump administration is blocking entry into the United States of 

refugees fleeing religious persecution, having decreased the number of refugees admitted 

into the United States to an all-time low. This policy has negatively impacted tens of 

thousands of Muslims and Christians alike.” (Harris, 2018, p. 1) 

Nathan admits that things were easier for him here in the US than perhaps others 

because he was helped by Lutheran Family Services, now referred to as Bethany 

Christian Services. This group of Christian workers met him at the airport upon his 

arrival in the US, set him up with a foster family because he was only 18, and later took 

care of his application to college, even setting up a Pennsylvania Chafee Education and 

Training Grant Program for him. This federally funded program offers grants to 

Pennsylvania undergraduate students aging out of foster care who are attending an 

eligible postsecondary institution. This is how he was able to begin attending the local 

community college in August of 2018 and take English as a second language (ESL) 

classes. Perhaps because Nathan has been helped by persons in the United Nations and 

here in the US by Bethany Christian Services, he seems passionate about helping others 
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who are in need and learning English in order to help others. 

When I asked him how he was raised, he said, “My mom taught me to tell the 

truth wherever I am, to help others...wherever I am to stay friendly with other people. If I 

don’t do religious stuff, she gets on me. I’m a Muslim and I pray 5 times a day. I also 

recite the Al Quran. I have to recite every day.” When I asked him how he felt about the 

attacks of 9-11, he said, “I don’t know these people but it’s a misconception about Islam. 

Any religion does not teach to kill or harm other people. People who do this do it on their 

own. No one forced them to do this. So, I don’t believe this. No one treats me different 

[because I am Muslim]. I hope in the future that people don’t. I am very positive. I’ve 

been meeting with other people and they are also positive...here and everywhere else. I 

believe that way.” 

He continued, “As human beings we don’t have the power to change another 

human being. Things happen by God. So religiously I pray that way. Whatever will 

happen to me, will happen...some bad thing or good thing. So, for example, people say 

Muslims are terrorists. But I can’t say that. You can say whatever you want...you all have 

mouths, but I don’t believe that way. Even if they deported me, I will be happy. I have 

been able to stay here as long as I stayed. As a Myanmar [person], I will need to go back 

there. My destiny was not to study there. But I came to the US. I have to study here. It 

would be dangerous [to go back]. But I do not think it’s going to happen. All the people I 

meet with are Christian. But they are really nice. In other religions, they have bad people 

and good people. I'm a good person.” 
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When I asked Nathan how he identified himself, he said, “I feel like an 

American...because I have so many things I can do here. Even though I’m not a citizen 

yet. Unfortunately, I was born in Myanmar. I did not have the opportunity to do what I 

was made to do there. So here I can drive, study, have freedom...so I’m getting 

everything here. At home, I had no idea what I wanted to be. The challenge is English. 

But so many people told me to study to be a political scientist to help my people.” I asked 

him what he would do with that and he replied, “I’m not thinking about it right now I’m 

just focusing on learning English. I can read...writing is very difficult. I always tried to 

make powerful sentences that people like to read, but I’m working on it but still in the 

process.” 

Although he has had numerous obstacles to overcome since he left his home with 

his mother and sister in Myanmar as a 15-year-old, he gladly identifies himself as an 

American. He says that after he is in the US for five years, he can apply for citizenship 

and then travel back to see his mother and sister again. If he succeeds in getting his 

citizenship (as he seems to believe he will since he overcame many obstacles before), that 

will be eight years since he saw his mother and sister. The fact that he is denied access to 

opportunities allowed to other US citizens only makes his determination stronger. Despite 

some perceived societal rejection as a dark-skinned Muslim, Nathan embraces his 

American identity and dreams of someday being recognized as a full-fledged citizen. 

These goals seem to come from his Muslim faith and appear to strengthen his personal 

identity. He wants to show the positive side of Muslim people and help others who are 
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struggling. He has a clear goal of learning English and so he enrolled in ESL classes at 

the local community college. 

When I asked him to tell me a few words to describe himself, he said, “energetic” 

and “hard-working.” A few months later, he sounds like any other American 21-year-old 

when he writes, “I like to read, play volleyball [and] soccer, visit new places, and hang 

out with friends.” 

John: “Sometimes I’m like talking to a teacher or something and tears just come to my 

eyes because of how far I’ve come.” 

Not all immigrant students are able to leave their scars from their homeland and 

become such positive individuals. John is an example of someone who also came along 

with his family as a young boy in middle school, but he often is reduced to depression 

due to the trauma he still carries. 

John is 18 and lives with his mother and sister who came from Uganda (formerly 

from the Congo) five years ago. He was put into eighth grade in the spring of 2014 even 

though he had never completed seventh grade. He spent four years in the local public 

high school trying to learn the language and feel accepted by his peers. John recalled, 

“Sometimes I’m like talking to a teacher or something and tears just come to my eyes 

because of how far I’ve come...and my mother keeps telling me you got to take care of 

your little sister...to be a better person...she always tells me, what if your sister (who has 

had cerebral palsy since infancy) goes away or something. Ya know, for me I kind of had 

to be an adult early. I missed my childhood. I didn’t get to hang out with my friends...I 
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had to stay home a lot. It kind of makes it hard to hang out with my friends because it 

makes [life] look super grim.” 

Relating to other high school kids was a challenge, but in his junior year he 

became a part of the Vo-Tech program and instantly seemed to enjoy his automotive 

classes. He said, “I’m passionate about automotive; that’s why automotive is my thing 

now. I was getting interested when I was young, cause I think my dad was like an 

engineer, good at fixing stuff. And I always wanted to be like that guy.” When I ask him 

if he remembers much about his dad, he said he only remembers him in “flashes” and 

supported by things his mom has told John about his dad. 

It is difficult for him to talk about his dad because he is not totally sure if he is 

alive or dead. The war in the Congo started when John was 5 or 6. He said, “My mom 

told me a story that they were looking for my dad because he had the knowledge on how 

to make bombs and stuff. So, for them [Congo government leaders] to get what they 

wanted they had to hold us hostage and force my dad. My dad had no choice, so he had to 

do these weapons, but he didn’t want to because they were using them in bad ways like 

all kinds of killings and it kind of affected him because he was the one making them. My 

father tried to escape, but we never heard from him again.  If you got caught escaping, 

you were executed. We were held hostage for a while. We were able to get away with my 

mother's family and we ran through the forest. I remember my mom carrying me for a 

while in the woods. At one point, we heard the soldiers coming after us, so we hid in the 

forest and we all split up. We never saw those relatives again. I never saw my father 

again either. It was wartime, you never know how things end up.” 
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John seems to believe his dad sacrificed himself to protect him and his mother, 

but he admits he and his mom “got beaten up” while his dad was being held hostage. 

Sadly, that’s not the only story John remembers about his childhood. He remembers an 

awful story that happened before his sister was born. He recalled, “One time I was 

walking home from school on the way to soccer practice and a young man in his 20s 

asked me to buy something for him. I was always taught to listen to older persons, so I 

thought I needed to do this. I went to the shop that he told me to, and the owners of the 

shop looked at me strangely and asked, ‘Who gave you this money?’ I told him that the 

young guy outside asked me to buy it for him. After that the owners of the shop grabbed 

me and took me into a gated area and beat me up. These men also owned a bar nearby 

and they hit me with bottles. Afterwards, they asked me where I lived. I told them where 

I lived and then took them there. They met my mother and told her, ‘Your son is a thief 

and scum!’ They said they were going to burn me and kill me for the offense. They said 

this in front of my mother, and she was holding my hand trying to protect me from 

getting hurt more. I already had gashes from the beating. It was 20-30 men and they 

called me names all the way to my house. My mom was pregnant with my sister, Jessica 

at the time and they beat my mom because she was trying to defend me. There was no 

else around that was willing to stand up for me under these false charges. They beat my 

mother so badly that Jessica was born prematurely and was born with cerebral palsy. This 

Is what I live with on a daily basis. After being released from jail, I felt discrimination 

from my friends for making fun of me. I couldn’t go to any shop where people didn’t 

make fun of me. It felt at the time that I had to commit suicide because I couldn’t go on.” 
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But John also is thankful for the opportunity to live in the US. He said, “It was 

pretty surprising, ya know compared to the place that we lived. I think I lived in Uganda 

for 10 years [in a refugee camp]. It’s a very long process because you’re not the only 

people waiting. America is pretty hard to get in to, ya know. They have to test your blood 

and check for any diseases and give you vaccines. You have to explain your story, your 

journey and why you think you want to go to America. We were looking for a fresh start. 

I don’t know why we were chosen...it was like God, you know. You just wish to be the 

ones chosen because everyone is just wishing to go to America. We had to go to the UN, 

the Red Cross and the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). Right 

when we got off the plane, they gathered all of us from Uganda in a small area and 

explained to us who our sponsor would be.” Soon John, age 13, his sister, age 3 and his 

mother met the church sponsors who took them to an apartment and assisted them in 

getting acclimated to living in the US. 

And even though high school was difficult, he kept pushing on. Today, John is 

attending an automotive technology program at P Tech in order to gain entry-level 

employment in repair, service or parts operations in the automotive industry. In addition 

to attending classes every day from 7:30-2:30, he has a part-time job working for a 

Porsche dealership and a valet service. He admits that due to his mother being out of 

work, he does not feel like coming home, so he also works overnight sometimes for a 

friend on collision work. 

He thought about going to college, but admits, “I didn’t want to be that guy that 

doesn’t know what I’m doing in college. I went to vo-tech in high school and I just 
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decided to continue what I’m doing in automotive and see what happens. So that’s why I 

didn’t go to college. I’m still going to my tech school (advanced/career school) and I’m 

still learning, each and every day, but like...it’s possible that I could go back to college. I 

always keep that in mind. I might go back to college, although if I get a good job and 

everything works out...but I have the feeling that I might want to go back to college and 

get my bachelor’s degree. 

At the same time, John readily admits that things are tough living in the US. He 

said, “Learning the language was pretty hard. I had to learn the language and the 

accent...because I had a little bit of a British accent. It was really hard because people 

would get confused and stuff. Also, I live with a single mom and a sister, so I didn’t get 

to enjoy soccer or other hobbies cause I had to clean the house and take care of my little 

sister while my mom had to work. So, I pretty much missed my childhood. When I come 

here, I think things are going to be easy. Things do get easy sometimes, but things get 

hard other days and you wonder, ‘How am I going to make it?’ But I just keep pushing, 

that’s it.” 

Early Exiters 

There were five students among those I interviewed who had taken courses at a 

local community college but their goals of completing a degree became waylaid in order 

to take care of their family or extended family. They all want to be in school but due to 

family responsibilities and lack of financial aid are not currently enrolled. 
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Ila: Suddenly Ila seemed visibly shaken and the interview ended abruptly. 

Ila was the first student I interviewed and expressed a lot of satisfaction with her 

local community college classes. She said she had spent four years living in one of the 

largest cities in PA but was originally from the Dominican Republic. She explained, “In 

2014, I started ESL classes. Very nice experience… learned English. I had three teachers 

for non-credit that were very good.” Then she took credit courses and seemed exuberant 

about her experience. She continued, “Community college [is] most, greatest step for 

foreign person. Community college is [the] first important step for education. Community 

college is important because classes are preparation for a career. Got financial aid the 

first three semesters for ESL classes and took non-credit classes free. Then in second 

semester, I left to take care of Mom. Mother needed me. She’s 85 years old and has dizzy 

spells.” 

Ila continued by telling me about her life in the Dominican Republic, “I was a 

teacher in DR for 29 years. I took two semesters at university, studied language, math, 

social studies, art, history, [and] sports (volleyball). I was 17 when I had my first job; I 

was a literacy teacher [and] taught Spanish to 20 children.” 

Ila has clear goals of what she wants to do. She said, “I want to open a daycare, 

teach classes at the blackboard, subject, Espanol. I want to get my license, to validate all 

my titles, degrees, specialties by administration of Ed.” She then compared life in PA to 

life in the DR by saying that in PA, the houses were beautiful and the neighbors friendly. 



55  

 

She added, “I don’t want to live in the DR. I love it here. Dominicans come to the US 

because they love English in high school.” 

Everything seemed amazingly wonderful, her community college experience, the 

cost of tuition, life in PA, until I asked her a question about the government’s recent 

travel bans for some minority groups and her opinion about how the government was 

treating immigrants. Suddenly she seemed visibly shaken and the interview ended 

abruptly. I had not heard her citizenship status but became aware that she valued her 

educational goals enough not to say anything negative about the US government. 

Jane: “I took 9 classes, but I didn’t finish. I tried to take the classes, but I could not 

because of the money…I didn’t get financial aid.” 

Jane also resides in a large city of PA and went to the local community college 

but has left her college goals behind. She explained, "So to be honest I have kids; I have 

two girls. It’s better for me to work anything and let them learn without living my life 

paying my student loan.” 

Jane and her husband were originally from Syria but had lived in Dubai and then 

moved to the US in 2012. I asked her to tell me again about her experience coming to the 

US and trying to take classes at the community college. She said, “I was trying to be a 

teacher because I’m a teacher in my country. I have all my certificate with me, all my 

transcript. Everything. I get my transcript translated for me. I got all of this stuff.” 
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I asked her if she ever got a degree here in the US. She replied, “[I took] 9 classes, 

but I didn’t finish the three rest. I tried to take the classes before, but I could not because 

uh because the money…I didn’t get financial aid. My husband was working overseas. He 

used to send me money…for rent we used to pay $1200, only for rent. And like…it’s too 

much for us. We have a house over there, we have a house here, we rent over there in 

Dubai. I have to take out a loan and something like this because I don’t have credit. I 

don't have a name. I have to take a student loan. They don’t give the financial aid for a 

student that recently moved. Outside. Like overseas, they don’t give them that. If they 

want to study any major, they don’t give that.” 

According to Jane, she paid $1000 more than other local students since she had to 

pay the foreign rate. She continued, “There are some more subjects they don’t have over 

there. I have to take it in here. I have to pay for these because they don’t cover this. I 

study online. Something is pushing me. I have to be successful. I have to study. My 

speaking, my writing, my skills all improved. But no time. I’m still having some 

problems with grammar sometimes. I’m trying to learn new vocab. I bought books, a 

study guide for each class and I’m studying that right now. Trying.” 

Jane informed me she would like to teach kindergarten in the US, but she needs 

more money to finish her degree. She works at her daycare business in order to provide 

for her two daughters and herself, but her dream has been to work at a school and teach 

kindergartners. She added, “I’m trying. After I get my teaching certificate. It's a lot of 

money to get my PA teaching certificate.” 
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Jane admitted she is waiting until she gets US citizenship and then maybe she will 

not have to pay triple the price other’s pay for classes. She said, “It’s so hard. You have 

to have a lot of money. Do you know education is free in my country? You get to finish it 

for free. Why is it not [free] here? It’s free over there and we’re a poor country. We don’t 

have that much money. We don’t have that much technology. We have some technology 

and we know some things but it’s not like here. Here …it’s the United States…it’s the 

dream for everyone. But I keep trying. Cause I have two girls and I have to raise them to 

be able to communicate with the environment here. I’m trying.” 

She briefly explained about her husband still in Dubai, “He’s in a coma. It’s so 

hard for me. You have to work alone. Or you have it and then you have your education 

and then your certification from here. And you have to pay a lot of money to go back to 

college. I’ve tried so hard, so hard. I studied so many courses, so many orientations and 

trainings. Like it’s a lot for me.” 

Jane also expressed fear that other immigrant persons may feel. She said, 

“[People] are so afraid.” Jane is referring to the recent travel bans instituted by the US 

government and explained about her friend who is undocumented, “She’s trying to get 

her paperwork. She needs help. She doesn’t use the scarf or the stuff…she’s not like 

Muslim. She doesn’t pray. She doesn’t go to the mosque. She wants people to understand 

her. Because people don’t understand her. I’m the only one that helped her. Even though 

she has a baby born. She didn’t have food. It’s too much.” 



58  

 

Jane explained how she got a green card to live in the US legally and her friend 

did not. She said, “I came here before they kicked the Syrian people out of Dubai.” But 

her friend had no choice but to go back to Syria or try to apply for refugee status 

somewhere else. Jane continued, “She was rich, but in the beginning,  she didn’t have any 

food or anybody to help her because her money was in Dubai. When her husband came, 

he left some money with her and they opened a business. Even though they had to put it 

under someone’s name which is not fair for her because, it’s [their] money. And they’re 

working right now and they’re trying to get their paperwork stuff. Hopefully it will work 

for her. She’s going to have her interview in two months.” 

Jane also referred to one of the biggest fears others in this Syrian community 

have, particularly the undocumented. She said, “I notice immigration police all over. I 

saw them at Blackhill pull somebody because he’s Syrian, he’s a refugee. Yea…it’s a 

free place. We came here to have freedom. To be honest, I’m not going to go back ever, 

ever to my country. Why go back? [My friend] doesn’t have a house. Over there it was 

destroyed.” 

I asked if the Syrians in that area act like a community, helping each other to 

which Jane replies, “The Syrian people stick together, but not all the time and not for all 

the people. I have a mother-in-law that went to a priest for food and the priest told her, 

‘No we don’t have food right now.’ He’s Syrian. I told her, ‘Are you kidding me?’ I took 

her to the food bank, and she is registered over there and she got her food. They have a 

Syrian club, an Amar club because most of the people came from Amar. Sometimes I feel 

like I’m not Syrian because most of the Syrian people, they came from Syria. They don’t 
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learn English, and they don’t try to be educated. They try to be part of the community 

here. They work as laborers, and they live their life like this. They go to the Syrian 

church, they visit each other, that’s it. They don’t even know how to go to the bank, to 

[get] their stuff by themselves. All the time they pay money for someone to do their 

paperwork. My sister-in-law used to live here 22 years and she doesn’t know English at 

all.” 

Regan: “I said I don’t want to live like this. Not for me, not for my kids. Live like in jail.”  

Through Jane, I also met her friend Regan who is also from Syria and lived in 

Dubai till moving to southeastern PA. Regan is an energetic and talkative person who 

carries with her the pains of the Syrian Civil War. She told me, “My brother got arrested by 

Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) in Aleppo because of my father. When my dad was 

stay[ing] with me in Dubai, they took my oldest brother. ISIS took him and they said, ‘We need 

your dad.’ They took my brother to a farm and they made black marks all over his body. He told 

them, ‘My dad is not here,’ [that] he [had] left the country. That night they attacked that [place] 

and they all ran away. My brother was so lucky. He ran away between the farm and [got away]. 

Later, he said [to me], ‘Please don’t come back [to Syria].’ My brother went to Poland. He is 

married now and has a little baby girl. My mother and all my family left [Syria]. They are all in 

Lebanon. My sister is in Turkey, my other brother in the Netherlands.” 

Regan and her husband and children came to the US from Dubai because there 

seemed to be a growing hatred toward Syrians in Dubai. She explained, “It was too hard 

for [my husband] to work. They made a rule in the hotel...only local people can be there. 

No immigrants. So, my husband lost his job without any reason. I used to do registration 
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for the Ministry of Education for a Canadian school cause I speak Arabic, but I lost my 

job, too.” 

Regan and her husband realized they could not go back to Syria due to the war. 

She said, “I didn’t want to take my two kids [back to Syria] because of the war and 

because of my dad’s situation. So, we went to the US Embassy and [applied for a one 

year] visit visa. I say, ‘Why do you give me a visit visa? I can’t do anything with that.’ 

For the first year it was good because I had my driver’s license; I could drive. But after 

that, I say I don’t want to live like this. Not for me, not for my kids. Live like in jail. 

When I came here, I went to an attorney and I told her my story. I tell her I don’t want to 

live here unlegal [after the visa ran out]. So, what paper can I live with? Then we went to 

an asylum office in New Jersey and I applied for asylum. I carry it with me. So, if 

someone stops me, I have to show them. That’s why I never want to do something that 

will get me in trouble. It’s what my mom would tell me, if you have to stay in the 

country, you have to respect the rules. If you don’t want to stay and respect the rules, 

leave...no one force you. So, there are rules in this country, and everyone should follow 

the rules.” 

Regan lived two and a half years waiting for a green card. After a year she had an 

employment authorization number which is similar to a social security number and 

entitles a person to work. But she could not get a driver’s license and had to walk with 

her two young children everywhere. She said, “I walked them to school even in January 

when it was very cold. But you can always do something in the time that you are waiting 

[for a legal green card]. I went to college and tried to improve my language.” This is 
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when Regan went to the local community college to take classes. At the time she was 

undocumented and did not have any money, but through a sympathetic ESL advisor who 

somehow provided financial aid, she was able to take a summer class. 

She only went to the community college to take English classes, so when her 

financial aid was done, she stopped attending college. She explained, “I finished my 

degree. My husband finished his degree. And for us as a family, my mom, my dad, my 

family, we always rely on ourselves.” 

Regan strongly insisted that she does not want any help from the government. 

“Because there is always an image for immigration. They come here to take advantage 

and benefit. And I was like no, this is wrong, this is not true. We are hard-working, we 

are educated.” 

When she did not have money to pay the local Catholic school, she went to the 

school. She told the Catholic sister, “Please my kids need good education, but to be 

honest with you, I don’t have money to pay. I’m ready to clean. So, I was cleaning in the 

garden, I was cleaning the bathroom, I was cleaning the kindergarten room, and my son 

was looking at me like ‘Mom, what are you doing?’ Just to keep him in Pre-K. I don’t 

want to keep him in Pre-K and not pay. I used to cry a lot. I didn’t know what my future 

would look like. But this is like everywhere. It’s not only here. I’m mad because I can’t 

see my parents, I can’t send them an invitation to visit because they are in Syria [and I am 

not a US citizen].” 
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Norma: “This girl [from my class] says she can’t sit with someone from Africa because if 

you come from Africa, you have HIV and it’s on your clothes and stuff.” 

Norma was a typical community college student a few years ago. Norma arrived 

in the US at the age of 17. She didn’t want to talk about her life in the Congo, but both of 

her parents died tragically before coming to the US. She said, “I am from Congo in 

Africa...Congo is in Central Africa. We have 2 Congos. The Democratic Republic and 

just the Republic of Congo. So, my country is...my capital is Kinshasa and the other side 

the capital is Brazzaville. When I came here, I didn’t know English. I just knew Aloe. I 

came with a [church] agency that was helping me for school and stuff. They asked me if I 

wanted to get a GED or go to regular classes. Cause if you’re a refugee you can be in 

high school. I decided to go to high school. When I came, I was staying with some family 

from Nigeria. Being in high school wasn’t that easy for me since I couldn’t speak 

English. Sometimes the teacher asked a question and you know the answer, but you don’t 

know how to say it in English. Sometimes you have a Social [Studies] class and they talk 

about Africa and you want to explain something to them...like this is not right, this is 

wrong but how can you say that if you don’t even know how to speak English.” 

Norma went on to explain a difficult situation in a PA high school. She recalled, 

“There were kids. Some were very nice, and some were just not nice to me. Maybe they 

don’t understand my English, but I did this first year and there was this girl there and she 

was coming from a prestigious all white high school. She was always talking about me 

with other girls, but I don’t know why. So, I found out that day because I was sitting with 

her that she was in trouble with one of her friends. So, the friend came to me and said, 
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‘she says she can’t sit with someone from Africa because if you come from Africa, you 

have HIV and it’s on your clothes and stuff.’ This is what she said, so I say ‘Okay, can 

you just take me to the principal?’ So, I went to see the principal and he only knew 

English, too, but I was trying to do my best. They were trying to understand…and the 

principal said, ‘Do you want the police to get involved?’ I said I didn’t want that. And 

they called the girl and she said, ‘Yea, I did say this.’ The principal wanted [me]to say 

something so they could do something...cause it’s a ruling. But I didn’t have anything to 

say. I wanted to graduate, but I don’t want to stay in the same classroom with this girl. 

And the principal said, ‘So what do you want us to do?’ I said, ‘I’m not going to come 

back to this school anymore. If I want to finish high school, I can just go somewhere 

else.’ And I told the girl that ‘Even before you come to America, you have to do an HIV 

test cause if you have it, they don't let you come here. If you have TB, they do an xray 

and the skin test and they’re not going to let you come here if you have it. You can come 

here, but if you have HIV, I don’t think they let you come here because it’s danger[ous] 

for those people, too.’ And the principal says to the girl, ‘Whatever it is, watch things on 

Africa so you know better.’ So, I say to her, ‘Whatever you say to me, I forgive you…so 

I say I forgive you.’ But I don’t want to [go to school anymore]. And I went home, and I 

was crying. I don’t know if it’s because of me or it’s just like this cause I’m black.” 

Norma relied on her faith and the church during this difficult time. Her pastor 

encouraged her to go back to school by telling her, ‘When somebody says something to 

you [like that], you’re going to drop everything and give up college? That was the one 

you hear, but how about the ones you don’t hear?” 
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Her teacher from vocational technical school also told her, “‘Norma you have to 

come back. You finished level 1, you passed the test. You have to do Level 2 and take the 

certified nursing assistant (CNA) state test.” Norma explained her response, “I said, ‘I 

don’t know. But I decided to come back since [to] take the CNA class you have to pay 

1000 dollars. When I go back, after a week, they put me with the same girl. After that we 

take the test. And I passed the CNA test. And she didn’t. So that’s how I got my CNA 

certificate. I got my CNA certificate and graduated from high school, too and the 

technical school. From there I get a job during a job fair. I have that job since before I 

graduated [from high school].” 

Norma admitted that in high school, even though she did not understand the 

language, other students would ask her for answers. She said, “I knew language was the 

barrier. [But] I knew if the teacher taught me something, I could go home and go on 

Youtube and learn more things and be ahead of the teacher.” That same intelligence led 

her to the local community college in order to inexpensively finish her degree and 

become a registered nurse. She said, “I took the placement test. I started with ESL 010 

and I was in 011. I took Math 010. I was supposed to take Eng 101, which was a high 

level. If you take ESL, you can still take sociology or some [other] classes, but I didn’t 

want to put too much on myself. I would go to school from 9-12, then 2-11. I was going 

to work.” 

Other than a bus that was over twenty-five miles away, there was no other way for 

Norma to get to school than to drive. She explained, “Going to CC was not easy. I have a 

car, but the car is not new, so if something happens, how do I get to go to school?” 
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Referring to the price of tuition and living expenses at CC, she added, “I don’t know how 

much other people were paying because my case manager from the church agency was 

helping me get financial aid and stuff. I wasn’t paid like too much money and it didn’t 

cover all the classes. It was hard. I was living with a girl from Sudan and she would 

usually help me. So, we share the rent, but when she graduated from school this past 

May, she [moved] to Minnesota.” 

While in school at the local community college, Norma had to complete her 

homework at work. She said, “Since I was on the second shift, they were still open, but 

around 7 pm all [people] were gone. Since I have books to take home, I do the homework 

[at work]. Then I went back to Africa and got pregnant. We were engaged. In Africa it’s 

different. When you get engaged, your future husband gives a dowry to your family; It’s 

not just like a ring and that’s it. The family has to buy that stuff. And they give that to my 

family, that’s considered you’re already married.” 

Norma told me about a friend she had from Angola. She stated, “They used to 

have a work permit and now it’s expired, and they can’t renew it. So, they just do work 

under the table. They have to do it to pay the bank. They had a baby and the baby did not 

have any insurance for the delivery. They have to pay little by little. I just gave her a lot. 

The diapers seem the most expensive. It’s not easy.” 
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Bobby: “They don’t provide the opportunities here. I think they are biased and [they] 

think we are ignorant, lazy, or not educated.” 

“I didn’t try to take another [community college] class…I was working…it was 

pretty much money…we didn’t have the money to do that. But I’m interested in going to 

business classes,” said Bobby, a recent immigrant from Nicaragua.  

He added, “I came here in Dec of 2015 and got married [Dec] 26th.  Jenny and I 

were in a relationship back and forth. I always knew I wanted to be with her. But it 

wasn’t the time to be together when she was working [in Nicaragua]. But when I realized 

she wasn’t coming back, I knew I wanted to be with her. I’m not afraid to take risks. It 

was hard when I came here because I didn’t know the culture. I did things and didn't 

know how to behave properly. I tried working in construction and that’s not me and I 

don’t want to be treated badly again. But I try anything…but I don’t think I should be 

treated that way.” 

Bobby explained that when he was working at a construction job, his supervisor 

treated him badly: “This guy, like my boss, was always talking bad about immigrants, 

especially black mainly. At one time he even compared my job to a ‘nigger.’ I went home 

and I was very sad. I said, what does this mean…why did he call me that? I’m trying to 

understand. I don’t understand because in my country no one calls me that. And I don’t 

know the meaning of it. I just don’t understand. He was treating me badly…he was mean. 

I tried to understand where he’s coming from. But it still hurts. I'm just glad I’m not there 

anymore. Even though I’m struggling now that I don’t have a job. I’m very confident that 



67  

 

I want to find something.” 

Bobby mentioned that he is going for interviews, but they often do not go well. 

He said, “[Employers] are looking for curiosity, hard work. I put that on my resume. But 

as soon as the interview started, he wasn’t very into me. They don’t think that we 

immigrants can do good with other people. Because they have prejudice. They always 

ask if I am Latino, Hispanic. I think people are biased about me. They have their opinion 

about where I come from. They think that the community that I come from...the people 

are lazy, they do drugs, they are criminals, they do not speak the language…it is not an 

okay community. That we are here (Latinos) …we are invasive…like we don’t belong 

here. When people are not happy, they don’t treat people well. I’m not saying everyone is 

like that but the people I have known. It’s a very closed culture.” 

He reminded me again what Americans need to do when immigrants come to the 

US. He asserted, “Make you feel welcome. I’m not asking for money support - just an 

opportunity. People come here and don’t understand the culture and it’s very difficult. 

They are at a low place if they don’t have help. You may not have a car, you may not 

have a job right away, sometimes you have to apply to minimum wage. If you don’t have 

a credit history, you have to wait. First, when you come in, they should give you enough 

information that you could have access to programs. They should know that you come 

here, you don’t want to struggle, especially if you are married to an American, you 

should be able to provide for her. You’re not just taking care of the person that comes 

here, you’re taking care of a family. You don’t want the people to be dependent on the 

government or unemployment money. You want them to be an asset. And Trump is 
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saying that we have all the money in the world, we can contribute…but if you have 

people like me coming here, we also can contribute. Access to job training. They don’t 

tell you how to obtain language, how to get a college degree or how to get it from 

scholarships, etc. If you don’t have money, you don’t have assistance that way. They 

should have an office where people can go and talk to you right away and guide you in 

this process so you can become successful in this community.” 

He continued on about what he has observed here in the US, “That’s why you 

have crime, that’s why you have drugs, that’s why you have people dependent on the 

government. Because I would think that if I go apply for unemployment, I would be 

depressed. Probably like 700 or 800 dollars a month. In my opinion that contributes to 

people getting addicted to drugs and all the things that don't help you. To be able to work. 

That makes you feel better, to work, to help people.” 

He added, “I was told since I was a kid that if you want something bad, you work 

hard and then you buy it. My father was not educated but he wanted to learn. I understand 

that people may come here and don’t have those values. But there should be someone to 

tell them that this is how it works. I don’t want to do that because I don’t want to get into 

the easy track. I want to be productive because I want to make more money and I want to 

be successful. I don’t just want to sit. And because I’m bringing my son here, I want him 

to see those values. I want a better future for him. I want him to see his worth. So I see 

myself…I don’t know if I’ll be able to do it because I have to pay the bills and all that. 

But I see myself helping people -- immigrants. 



69  

 

Bobby informed me when he first came to the US, he took a class at the local 

community college. He said, “This lady that used to work there, got me to register. I 

knew her because she went to Nicaragua in the mission field. Her husband as well. So, 

they wanted to help me, and they even paid for my first classes. [I took a] test to get 

there..like English, writing and speaking…I think that was it…yea. It was just a test to 

see where I was at. I think it [cost] $300 something, $350. [It was] English Composition 

101 and it was very fast-paced, and they didn’t have time to explain a lot…they assume 

that you knew…because like there really weren’t immigrants there ….it was more people 

like from the US.” 

Bobby was very clear how he felt about Trump’s recent policies on immigration 

and replied, “I agree that you should investigate the kind of people that come here, but to 

[have travel bans] is very abrupt. I think this guy Trump is not very clever. He goes with 

his feelings and he is not taking things in the right direction. He might be good in Russia 

with what happened with the elections, but. How you work with Russia…it has to do 

with money and having the right person in power for their benefit. You need to have 

people working…you need to provide opportunities. I think when people [make travel 

bans] they try to redirect their attention to something different. They don’t have to deal 

with the problems; they want to blame someone else which is what people do when they 

want no responsibility and know they can’t do it. If you want to run this country, you 

don’t blame the immigrants. If you want it to be productive, give them residency. If they 

commit a crime, give them residency till they can pay taxes. They think more about 

politics instead of people. It’s very selfish.” 
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When I reminded him that some Americans feel that immigrants take jobs away 

from Americans, he replied, “Well, most immigrants do the jobs that no one wants. I’ve 

been reading recently that in L---, most Latinos have their own business. They actually 

create jobs. They are prejudiced…they don’t think they can make it. They are afraid of 

being taken over…it’s the same thing. Realistic[ally] it’s just prejudice. A certain 

community being successful and another one not. Like the black community in the B-- 

and all that. They don’t provide the opportunities here. I think they are biased and think 

we are ignorant, lazy, or not educated. I think by doing that you are oppressing whatever 

community…wherever they come, they will be oppressed. They don’t have the 

opportunity, they’re not welcome, they will become a burden…” 

I wondered if Bobby felt oppressed even though he lives in a nice house in 

southeastern PA in a nice neighborhood where his wife has lived all her life. He replied, 

“I don’t feel oppressed. What I feel is that I don’t have opportunities to get a job…I feel a 

little bit of racism, but it doesn’t make me feel oppressed. Not when I’m going to do…I 

don’t really need to show them because they already have it in their mind that I’m not 

going to …I don’t get any work. Can you imagine studying five years and coming here 

and doing labor because whenever you have brains it doesn’t have any value. I’m not 

afraid to start from zero, I am going to be 40 years old…I just want to have an 

opportunity to get an education and do what I like.” 

Bobby had a good job in Nicaragua as a practicing lawyer and was considered “an 

intellectual” in his own country. But he had not experienced the same feeling of respect 

from employers here in the US. When I asked him why he does not have as good a job 
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here, he said, “Because it doesn’t transfer. It doesn’t transfer here. And I get it, the law is 

not the same…but if you have an opportunity to improve yourself…to have access to an 

education…or training so you can apply for something. Either go to college, get a job, go 

to college and work, get some credits, go back to it. Here you pretty much have to do 

labor or...I don’t know what else. What I’ve been doing…since I came here…I didn’t 

have an opportunity to get a better job, so I’ve been doing construction. Then I went to 

chimney sweeping. I was doing chimney sweeping, cleaning chimneys. I like to work. I 

like to do something and be rewarded for it. I have goals and I have dreams beyond the 

payment. And because I’m almost 40, I need to build a career. And if I’m sitting at home, 

I won’t be…” 

In his survey he wrote, “It’s been hard at the community college because it’s been 

hard to have a full-time job and work at the same time. As an immigrant, it’s hard to have 

success. I haven’t had access related to my employment background…making it even 

harder to have stamina in both activities.” Bobby responded, “Financially, it’s been a 

challenge as well to take classes. My income is not enough to provide for my family and 

still pay tuition. We have a budget and we cannot spend what we don’t have. I don't want 

to get a huge debt. 

College Aspirants 

I interviewed four other persons who had taken classes in the past or had relatives 

who were in college that did not fit in the other categories of currently enrolled students 

or “early exiters.” These persons came to the US as undocumented or through legal 



72  

 

means, but all of them aspire to receive the rights and privileges of US citizens for 

themselves and their children. Many of them do not desire a college degree for 

themselves, but pleaded for their children’s education and the chance of a better life in 

southeastern PA. These interviews provided an interesting glimpse into how persons 

emigrate to the US and their longings for an education and a good job. 

Mia: “But here it is different. It’s like more rules. Education costs more here. I don’t 

throw trash in the street.” 

Mia almost earned a medical degree in her own country, but like Bobby none of 

her credits transferred to the US. She said, “I was studying medicine, to be a doctor [in 

the Dominican Republic]. It was my [fifth] year. She holds up five fingers to clarify that 

it was five long years. Today, Mia is 27 and lives in one of the largest cities in PA with 

her sister but commutes to a job in the suburbs. Her father immigrated to the US earlier 

and then Mia and her sister joined him a few years later. The hardest part of her 

adjustment was the language barrier. When I asked her how she learned English, she 

replied, “I watched my phone and I listen to everybody” and then laughed. 

Although it is often difficult to understand Mia, I realized she was drawing 

comparisons between her experience growing up in the Dominican Republic and her life 

in the US.  She said, “When you have the resident card, you can live in the US because 

you don’t have citizen[ship]. That’s why you do the petition [to become a citizen] 

because you want to live in the United States. The economy is not the same [as] in the 

DR. I can buy whatever I want cause I have money. I can eat whatever food I want. I can 
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go to whatever restaurant I want to go. My country is not easy. You can go one time a 

month...every two months, every three months. That’s why I like it here. But in my 

country...you can talk with someone else, you can eat whatever you want. But here it is 

different. It’s like more rules. But it’s good. Education costs more here. But I don’t throw 

trash in the street. In my country, nobody takes care of [things]. The country here takes 

care of their people, they take care of the dogs...the dogs (trying to pronounce it 

correctly). Take care of the animals, take care of everybody. In my country, they have 

laws and they do not do it the right way. Here, yes.” 

Mia admitted she buys clothes and sends them to her mother in the DR to sell at a 

little store. She said, “I buy here and send the clothes there. Yea, you know when you 

don’t have a lot of money, you start small. 500, 1000...Not a lot but I can buy...everybody 

like American clothes.” 

Mia has taken several classes since her arrival in the US. She explained, “I [took] 

a course for women’s health care, to take care of the old people...about two months ago. 

But I never work in that. I do everything with my hands, I lift other people, and 

everything with my back. It was the worst.” She also explained how she received some 

free education from Esperanza, a non-profit religious organization that strengthens 

Hispanic communities. She said, “I’m a part of Esperanza. They have a school for 

immigrants. They tell me [how to apply apply] for citizen[ship]. It [was] $700 some, or 

like $800 and I don’t pay anything because they... [helped me pay for tuition]. I can’t. I 

have a job. I want to go to school but it’s more [money] and I don’t have that much.” She 
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recently started a job as a custodian for a pharmaceutical company and told me she is 

enjoying the work. 

At the time of the interview, Mia was striving towards citizenship and all her 

dreams seemed to be wrapped up in this process. She said, “Yes, I wait for my 

appointment. I have my permanent resident’s card. I fill out the application and I wait for 

the interview. They told me written and speaking, but I’m trying. But you have to 

practice.” Mia certainly is motivated to live and work in the US and to have benefits like 

every other person living here. When asked to describe herself, she responded: “I like 

dance, I like drink water, I like living in the United States, I want to go see my family, 

and I miss my mom and dad” In February 2019, Mia became a US citizen. 

Alvin: I’m waiting till I get my green card, and then I want to talk to my lawyer to see if 

there is a possibility to bring [my nephew] over. I’d like to bring him here, pay for school 

so he can be with us.” 

Alvin once worked for Halliburton, one of the world's largest oil field service 

companies, based in Cabinda, a province of Angola. With this employment, he traveled 

all over the world, but he had experienced persecution in his own country by suspicious 

government leaders. He described how he came to the US, “I went to Texas in November 

of 2011 for training. The language barrier was a significant difficulty, and it was then that 

I decided I should learn English. The instructor suggested several schools in New York. 

When I returned to Cabinda, I was still trying to get my family to safety. I sought out 

centers that taught English, for my wife. In 2012, I contacted AC Tech in New York City. 
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I explained that my wife wanted to take classes, that we had two children, and that I 

worked offshore. They accepted us for student visas after seeing my bank account and 

assuring themselves that we could afford classes.” The visas were granted in April 2012. 

He continued, “In July of 2012, I departed the US for Angola. I told Halliburton 

that my wife was sick, but afraid to share with anyone the details of our situation” due to 

the interrogation and death threats they had experienced a few months earlier. Upon his 

return, he attended a forum for young Christians and when asked about his opinions on 

democracy, he spoke up and said that there really was no democracy in Angola because 

there was no freedom of expression. He added, “I said that for democracy to function, we 

first must be free to express ourselves.” 

Two days after this forum, a man came to Alvin’s house and told him that he was 

under criminal investigation and had to go to the government offices in two days. Alvin 

called his brother and his brother told him to take all of his money out of the bank 

because he thought Alvin was about to be arrested. But the bank told him he could only 

take half out and return for the other half in two days. 

When Alvin went to his home to collect personal belongings, two men in civilian 

clothing were waiting for him and took out their pistols. Alvin explained, “They put me 

in a jeep and drove me to an isolated area. They tied my hands with rope and blindfolded 

me with a rag. They put me back in the jeep and I lost consciousness. When I awoke, I 

was not wearing a shirt. There were 14 other prisoners near me. Our captors wore black 

masks and told us no one was going to live. Then they took five of us to a river’s edge 
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where there were holes in a line along the river, filled with water.” First, they were put in 

a large shipping container with bees and then after being stung all over their backs, they 

were attached to pulleys hanging over water holes. 

Alvin continued, “Then they proceeded to submerge us completely in the water, 

using the rope and pulleys to pull us out and barrage us with questions before re-

submerging us, over and over. They asked everyone different questions. They asked me if 

I were part of Front for the Liberation of the Enclave of Cabinda (FLEC). I told them I 

did not know anything, and that I was not political.  By this point, one of the prisoners 

[alongside me] was killed. They told me if I did not tell the truth, they would kill me. I 

said I was telling the truth. Next, they took my fellow prisoners and me from the water 

holes and whipped us with electric cables. They brought hot irons and put them on our 

calves. All of my companions confessed to being part of the resistance. I told them to not 

let me suffer, just to kill me. One of the guards asked someone to take the ropes from my 

hands and they gave me a rag to wipe the blood from my body. The chief said to kill the 

other three, and to continue to interrogate me; then to decide whether or not to kill me. I 

told them I had lived and worked in Luanda, their hometown. And I cited bishops and 

other people I knew from Luanda. They talked among themselves and decided I was 

telling the truth. Then they asked me if there was anything I could give them, if they let 

me go. I told them I worked in petrol and would give them lots of things if they let me go. 

I asked for a phone to call my brother. I got in touch with him and told him to take a 

ransom and leave it in an agreed location. One of my captors gave me clothes; another 

left to find my brother. They told me not to stay in Cabinda because they had been 
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ordered to kill me, so I had to relocate. They released me in a village seven miles from 

the border. Eventually, my brother and I met. I took the rest of my money and fled to 

Point Noir [in the Republic of Congo, 136 kilometers from Cabinda]. I spoke with many 

people about obtaining a visa. I contacted someone who explained it would be very 

complicated to go to the US, but I gave him a hundred dollars, and he obtained a stamped 

visa for me for a month. On August 8th, I Ieft for Washington, DC.” 

Eventually, Alvin met up with his family in New York City and they lived in 

Carter Hotel and then a place in Queens. He continued, “I was working for Angolan 

people. So, we met with an Angolan student and he told me to go to L--, PA. I went there, 

but I couldn’t find anybody [to support us]. So, after that, they gave me the name of a 

family in T--, Pa. I knew that guy from Chevron and they were living here, so their kids 

could study. So, I contacted them, and we spent maybe eight to nine months living with 

them in a little room. Then they decided to go to South Africa because school was too 

expensive for their kids in the US. And we had no place to go. We knew that the house 

was part of a United Methodist Church.” But the church was divided on whether they 

wanted to continue supporting Angolan families, so when Alvin got his working papers, 

he decided to move on. 

He applied for asylum in a large city in PA and they gave him a work number like 

a social security number. Alvin explained, “Once you get asylum, they give you two 

years before you can get your green card. But with this I can do anything. Yea, I can do 

all activities in the United States. So, once you have I-94, you have to go to Social 

Security because the first SS came with ‘for work only.’ They changed our SS and then I 
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was able to get this for two years. Before two years, I needed to apply for my green card, 

but since I went to the lawyer, I applied ahead of time and I’m waiting now for my green 

card.” 

Meanwhile, Alvin was looking for a way to bring his sister’s son over to the US 

and they were allowing another Cabinda family to live in their basement. He asked about 

college costs and how he can find school for his sister’s son who has been like a son to 

him since his father was killed in the Civil War. Alvin told me, “We’re trying to sell my 

house. I would like to reduce my mortgage here. But it’s still dangerous [in Angola] right 

now even for [my sister’s son]. My sister’s husband passed away when we had a civil 

war and they had one child, Sidney. I took care of him when he was seven years old and 

he looks like my first son. But I didn’t get any paperwork for him since his mother is still 

in political conflict. I’m waiting till I get my green card, and then I want to talk to my 

lawyer to see if there is a possibility to bring him over. He’s my nephew, but he always 

called me daddy because I took him when he was little. I’d like to bring him here, pay for 

school so he can be with us. Initially, when we were asked if I have another kid, I told 

them I don’t have another kid. So, I have to come with just my kids with him still living 

[over there].” 

Alvin is an extremely intelligent, hard working person who desperately wants to 

take care of his family in a way that he was not taken care of by his parents. So the boy 

who grew up in an orphanage and fended for himself all his life, including speaking out 

about the injustices suffered by the Cabindan people, continues to still fight for the 

human rights of his family and especially for his sister’s son who calls him “daddy.” 
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In spite of this, when I asked him about how immigrants are treated here in the 

US, he defended the US government, saying that “Trump is working first for America. 

Sometimes Trump exaggerates the way he talks, but what I understand, Trump is trying 

to protect America first.” He recounted his story of coming to the US legally and how it 

bothered him that others came illegally. After a while he added, “I will say it’s not really 

Trump, but the law.  What I love about the United States is no one is above the law, so 

what I love is the law. In our country, if your husband is a general, you can do whatever 

you want. You can kill but you will never go to jail because your husband is a general. 

But here in the United States, no one is above the law. In our country, you have some 

people that are above the law, so they [are] going to try and stop you from what you’re 

doing and then you going to be in a bad situation. So that’s a problem. But in the United 

States, there is a law. And since I've come here, I had enough experience to know that I 

was safe.”  

Alvin ended the interview with another plea for help finding a school for his 

sister’s son. I could tell this has become one of Alvin’s most important goals - to bring 

his sister’s son to the US to join their family. He asked me again about what school he 

should go to and what the price is of the local community college. He also asked me (in a 

subtle way) if he could call on me to use as a reference for his sister’s son and if I might 

be willing to keep him at my house for a couple weeks. I agreed. 
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Temar: “Can you help with the financial aid…please…what’s more important…the war 

or our kids?” 

Joyce (an interpreter) told me, “[Temar] didn’t stay in Syria because her kids, her 

boys had to go into the Army and fight against ISIS, so it’s dangerous. But she came 

here. It's a better life…you know. It’s safe, more safe…but there’s no help here. [Her 

sons] have to work at the same time, pay for school, pay for insurance, pay for rent…they 

pay for everything. It’s so hard for them.” 

Temar asked Joyce in Arabic if I can help her children. I learned her oldest son is 

at Penn State and she has two twin boys at the local community college. When they 

came, they both were educated in the public high school system. She also has an older 

daughter that tried to go to a nearby university, but it was too expensive, so she also 

attends a community college. She is taking English 105, Chemistry, Psychology, and 

Math 2 and getting all A’s. She wants to major in Engineering. Temar’s daughter studied 

“Two years at the college [in Syria]. But no finish. Cause I come here.” 

Over homemade Syrian donuts with coffee, I asked Temar if she likes living in 

one of PA’s largest cities. She replied, “No problem.” Joyce explained, “She doesn’t 

mind it here. We are the only Arabic around here in this area. But like up East Walnut 

there is a lot of Arabic there. She has a problem not being with other people.” 

I asked if her children like living in the US. Joyce responded for Temar, “It’s 

difficult here because they are new, and they don’t know a lot of people. They’re starting 

to make friends. It’s difficult for them to get help, you know. It’s getting better but it’s 



81  

 

difficult. [Her daughter] used to have food stamps.”  I asked if her children live with her 

and she replied that her daughter does not, but her sons do. Temar explained, “[My son] 

commutes every day to Penn State. It’s a lot of gas. All of them go every day. All my 

sons go every day. My son [that] goes to Penn State, he works in Family Dollar, 15 or 16 

[hours] in the week. The maximum is 20 hours. The twins that go to the community 

college, they work at Dunkin Donuts, one here and the other on the Highway, three days 

[a week]. Work 15 or 17 hours. They don’t have a lot, they go to school, plus study, plus 

work. 

Joyce added, “It doesn’t cover anything. They have to pay for that, like monthly 

payment. And let’s say you go to the hospital for more times in a month, you have to pay 

this one out of your pocket.’ Conversation turned to other things and after listening to 

them talk in Arabic, Joyce said, “Most Arabic people go to the local community college 

because it’s the cheapest college here. They cannot afford to go to university or college.”  

Temar added, “Over there [in Syria] it’s very different. They are going to die over 

there. Very dangerous. The war is very dangerous.” Since I sense she’d rather not talk 

about the Syrian war, I asked her how she feels about the US government since 2016. She 

admitted, “It’s getting worse. Immigration is not good. Immigration is not good. You try 

to bring your father, no can.” I was not sure what she meant by this, so I asked Joyce if 

Temar has relatives she would like to bring to the US. Joyce responded, “Her brother 

died in the war. In Syria. Yea, he went into the army. It affected her sons. So, there’s 

three brothers, one that died and two that are here. One has been here 25 years and 

another one has been here six years. She’d like to bring her brother’s kids here. When 
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brother died, they tried to come out, but the US did not accept their paperwork. He was a 

part of the military in Syria, fighting against ISIS. ISIS is all Muslims. Most of them are 

out of the country, they’re terrorists, not Syrians. They’re from Pakistan…they’re 

terrorists.” Temar added, “Some people no good” 

I asked if they both would like to stay here in the US for many years. Joyce 

interpreted, “She doesn’t want to go back home because there is a war there. She can’t go 

back. She is an engineer in Syria. Everybody goes, all the people of Syria and learn. In 6 

years, they go to Germany. All doctors and all engineers go to Germany. Temar recalled 

and spoke in Arabic to Joyce. Joyce translated, “She’s saying they were all doctors, 

valedictorian [of their class], etc. [Her] brother lives 25 years here already.” 

I asked Joyce what people can do to help and she quickly answered, “Fight 

ISIS…help…fight ISIS. The war will end if they send someone to help fight them. 

Because we can’t do it, it’s been more than seven years. Russia.” They talked in Arabic 

again. Joyce said, “We don’t know the truth. She says that the media, the social media, 

everyone is lying this time. They’re not telling the truth. We don’t know anything but that 

the people are dying.” Temar suddenly added in a very discouraged and angry voice, 

“There is no truth. We don't even have the power to talk even. No talk. No 

talk…(motions to cut tongue out)” Joyce explained further, “Yea, they will cut your 

tongue out. They will find anything they can against you to put you in jail or kill you. 

Like the president, you’re not allowed to say anything like if you don’t like what he’s 

doing or …like in our country they ask for like amends to join the military, force them to 

join the military…it’s supposed to be two years for every man…after the two years they 
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should leave them away in life. They keep them for more than seven years right now. 

They keep them…they’re not allowed to leave. So, everybody’s running away right 

now.” 

Joyce explained about her family, “And both of my brothers, they ran away, too. 

You know I am responsible for them, too. I am working so hard to send them money. 

They couldn’t find a good job in Lebanon and they are asking to go to any country for 

refugees. If the government allowed them to come to me, we could work together to 

support ourselves. I don’t need anything from the government. I didn’t get anything here 

from the government except medical insurance for my girls. If I have my two brothers 

working with me, I would not need help from the government. It would be like an easy 

life for me and for my family.” 

I asked how hard it would be for them to emigrate to the US. Joyce replied, 

“Impossible with the Trump immigration--impossible. I can’t ask for them. I’m not 

allowed to. You have to be a citizen. As if I’m a miracle worker, Joyce added, “If there’s 

any way to make my citizenship go fast…” And Temar asked “Can you help with the 

financial aid [for her children]…please. What’s more important, the war or our kids, the 

rocks or the human beings?” I tried to get them both to understand that unfortunately I 

could not help them with citizenship or financial aid. But before I left, Joyce insisted I 

take some chocolate “to have faith.” Temar smiled and spoke in Arabic, “Happy to meet 

you.” 
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Vincent: “Yea, I think I was just trying to conserve, to survive. If you go to school, then...I 

was just praying for the next day.” 

Vincent arrived in the US over twenty years ago from across the Mexican border. 

He crossed the border into Texas and kept moving, into Florida and up the East Coast, 

working for farmers and following the growing season. He said he came here for work 

when he was in his early 20s, “I was working for Panasonic. One day my uncle came 

there and just said, ‘let’s go.’” That was all it took for him to take the risk of illegally 

crossing into the US. 

He added, “From Texas, we went to Immokalee [7 miles out of Miami]. Then we 

went all around the state. When harvest was finished, we went to North Carolina, and 

then Virginia. So, we have to move to the next harvest...cucumbers...and from the 

cucumbers, we have to go to the sweet peppers, then we have to go to watermelon. We 

used to work along the road. Sometimes we sleep in a hotel. If we were working on the 

farm, they would maybe leave you mobile homes. When we used to stay at a place for 

more than one week, we used to rent a trailer or a hotel. The farmer used to pay you $4 an 

hour and then 10 cents for each bucket of tomatoes or cucumbers that you picked. So, 

you picked [a lot of] buckets...I used to make $300 so I used to work really hard.” 

He was in the downtown of one of PA’s largest cities, when a Hispanic man drove 

by, pulled his vehicle over and said, “ ‘Are you looking for work?’ I said, ‘Yea, I’m 

looking for work.’ He said, ‘We give you work, and we pay for everything. We give you 

three meals a day and housing...do you want to work for me?’ I said, ‘Right now, I just 
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have myself, but I have two guys with me?’ He said, ‘That’s fine. There’s more work.’ 

This man that called out to me on the street took us to work on a Christmas tree farm. We 

don’t know anything. We don’t know the language. We don’t know the city. We don’t 

know the people, so we are just trying to make a living wherever. He took us to his farm. 

We worked well...don’t know how long...but it was a long time.” 

Vincent was about 22 years old and did that for a year or more until his boss got 

in a fight and left. He explained, “We called these people and they took us to the police, 

and they took us to a shelter in B--, PA. And they gave us food for a while, every night. 

And clothes. And after a while we wanted to do something. So, I think they sent us to 

another shelter. It was in E--, PA. The rule was that you could sleep there, but you had to 

work, which was no problem for me. It was only one or two nights there and people 

started coming looking for work[ers]. At first, they didn’t want to take me cause I not 

understand anything. But then, they started taking me and I didn’t realize that people used 

to fight for me. Cause they want me to work. I used to work in a restaurant, I used to 

work emptying trucks, like stock animals. A lot of these (jobs) were Spanish speaking. I 

stayed for 3 or 4 months in the shelter.” 

Vincent was at the shelter when he decided to take an English class at the city 

Project, a non-profit religious organization that helps people break the cycle of inner-city 

poverty. Vincent described the English classes as fun. He said, “I think somebody (cause 

I was living in a shelter and working at the factory) figured it out.” I asked him if he 

regretted not taking more classes and why he did not continue his education. Vincent 

replied that he finished high school in Mexico and although he may have wanted to go to 
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college at one time, he felt it was too late. As to why he never went back, Vincent 

responded, “Busy...when we had kids, I wanted to stay with them... just to survive. Yea, I 

think I was just trying to conserve, to survive. If you go to school that...I was just praying 

for the next day.(laughed).” 

Vincent’s English class teacher, Jane, commuted from New Jersey. Although 

Vincent admitted he fell in love with his English teacher at the Project, he provided little 

explanation other than that they soon got married and started a life together. By this time, 

Vincent had been in the US working for farmers, following the harvest for ten years. (He 

may have used a fake social security number given to him by a farmer for many of these 

years when he was “illegal” or undocumented.) It took some time until Vincent received 

a green card and for a while, he kept working at the Pavers factory and admitted he was 

still illegal. He said, “I was looking for a better job. I went to cast iron. We stayed in E--, 

PA for three to four years. That was a very good job and I was paid well, but I quit 

because Jane was afraid of the accidents that happened there. People were dying. I guess 

it was a machine that used to hit people. Like someone walking in the middle of the 

parking lot got hit with a forklift. So, I went to another Italian place that made 

concrete...uh, ornaments.” Vincent and Jane also had their first child during this time, a 

baby boy. 

Vincent needed help in getting his green card after they were married, so Vincent 

explained, “We hired a lawyer and I think that made it a little bit easier.” I asked him if 

he had a social security or work number before that. He replied, “Not real ones. I always 

paid taxes. You have to pay income taxes in order to receive credits. I think the farmers 
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or government should not make people who are illegal and don’t earn enough money to 

pay taxes. That would be a big help.” The reason why immigrants often pay taxes when 

they are undocumented is that they hope that they will someday become citizens. 

Apparently, a paper trail of paying taxes is seen as one way to show good faith by many 

undocumented persons longing to live in the US (Hallman, 2018). 

He added, “Banks are different. You can open a bank account with your passport. 

They don’t require that much. You don’t get all the benefits...like a card, or something 

but you can open a savings account.” As far as a social security card before he got 

married, he replied. “I had one but it was not real...it was good for the government. I 

don’t know how I did it between working on the farms.” Not wanting to incriminate 

anybody he added, “Basically, someone gave it ...I don’t know.” He told me it took a 

while to become legal and he thought it was maybe a year after they were married. He 

said, “I think when we got married, it was [due to] President Clinton and he signed a law 

for families that I was able to become legal.” 

Going on, he added, “The farmers knew. They knew the way the government 

works. They care about money. They don’t care about people. So, farmers have to report 

how much they spend and that is why they need the paperwork. So basically, the farmer 

is going to get what he needs. In Ohio, they have dairy farms, and they support President 

Trump, but at the same time they have all undocumented people. Like President 

Trump...that’s how he made a fortune. (laughing) And now he goes the other way. But I 

guess that’s how this country works.” 



88  

 

Vincent continued, “We left [E--, PA] in 2004 because Jane got scholarships to go 

to seminary and we moved to Indiana. There was more Spanish there. We lived on a 

seminary campus.” They had to pay their living expenses, but Jane did get a scholarship 

to cover tuition and books. The three of them moved to Indiana, but soon found out Jane 

was pregnant with their second child. Yet Vincent spoke triumphantly about his move to 

Indiana, He said, “I say, that it doesn’t matter where I am...wherever I go, I find jobs. It 

took me a few weeks to find a job there in Indiana. And I was legal, but I couldn’t find a 

job right away [laughing]. I was getting paid better when I was illegal. They pay better 

for brick or concrete and then by the barrel, they pay very well.” 

I asked him if he ever brought other family members to the US and he responded 

that he always sent money home to his mother who has been living on her own in Mexico 

and that his brother came to the US just like him a year after he crossed the Texan border. 

He said, “He’s not legal. He’s in E--, PA and has 2 children.” When I asked if the 

children are legal, he told me, “The girls are legal. They came when they were six and 

eight. So now they have to work.” The girls are legal under the Deferred Action for 

Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program. Since these children were brought into the country 

as children, they are eligible to receive a renewable two-year period of deferred action 

from deportation and become eligible for a work permit in the U.S. That is why Vincent 

said they had to work. They also attend community college and speak English very well. 

Vincent did not seem to regret those three years and admitted that compared to 

living in Pa, there were many more immigrant people where he was in Indiana. He felt 

that there people showed less prejudice toward him as an immigrant from Mexico. In 



89  

 

southeastern PA, however, people “ask me ‘why are you here’ or do not talk to me and 

question something...but I just [try to] be polite. Yea, I think you can feel it [more here].” 

After Jane completed her seminary education, she received a call from her church 

denomination asking her to take a job in southeastern PA. Vincent said, “I went back to 

[being a] farmer, did landscaping for the summer and I started working for a local 

plumbing company.” 

When I asked Vincent about the government travel bans, he replied, “It’s sad 

because in history, people came and they were received as people, not as animals. Now 

they don’t want somebody to come because they don’t look like everybody else, look like 

a minority, don't have money, or don't have school degrees... you’re not wanted in the 

country.” About a wall being built between Mexico and the US, Vincent said, “Yea, I 

don’t understand that. Before there were no walls, but man put the walls in between. 

They are saying that before people could cross the continent no problem, but now they 

cannot cross because we have walls. Even though I have a citizenship certificate, I’m 

never going to be a part of America. I would say that I don’t feel like I have a voice here 

anymore than I do in Mexico.” Vincent explained how he felt the Mexican president is 

not really Mexican because he is originally from Spain. 

Vincent revealed that he is currently a citizen and took classes before taking the 

citizenship test. He said, “I just did it on my own. Jane was in seminary and it was easy 

for me. I had studied history. I studied what the government wants you to know, not 

necessarily what is true.” 
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Finally, I asked Vincent if he could describe himself. He responded, 

“Myself...let’s see… a hard worker, trying new things, and trying to progress.” Vincent 

came across the Mexican border into the US when he was 20 and now, he is 44. He spent 

24 years working, trying new things and trying to progress. 

Summary 

The participants had varied and sometimes contradictory responses to their 

immigrant status. Some like Mia feeling very much a part of America and enjoying it to 

the fullest, while others like Vincent who spent over 20 years in the US, saying he will 

never feel like an American. Some themes were emerging from the groups that had not 

been evident before the interviews. I knew that finances played a big part in the 

immigrant’s experience, but I hadn’t accounted for some of the emotional aspects that 

seemed evident. The “current students” definitely seemed to feel like they were “chosen” 

and had a much better self-identity than some of the other groups. Some of the “early 

exiters” may have started out feeling special or “chosen,” but their goals were quickly 

usurped by blatant racism, xenophobia and unjust treatment. Many in this group also felt 

a strong calling to take care of their families. Sadly, for the “college aspirants,” education 

seemed important, but only for the next generation since they were forced to concentrate 

on survival in order to provide for themselves and their families.
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

Current Students 

All three current immigrant students described the hard time they had living in the 

US, but they also had a strong motivation to continue in their studies in order to learn 

English and get a good job. All three had received help from churches to figure out the 

immigration system and the process to obtain their legal documentation as permanent 

residents. Gloria was the only one to marry an American citizen and receive her green 

card in that way. Of course, Gloria may have had the hardest road to getting an education 

and becoming a permanent resident. She was the only one of the three that had to pay 

triple the rate of tuition for classes as an undocumented student. 

Because Nathan had been living in the US for a number of years, he received 

financial aid and did not have to pay the “foreign rate,” which is three times the regular 

tuition rate. He received help from Bethany Christian Services and did not even know 

how much he was paying for tuition, but he knew his costs were covered. John also 

received a substantial scholarship to the technical school he was attending due to high 

school guidance counselors and understanding technical school teachers that paved the 

way for him. Gloria perhaps represents a true picture of how undocumented individuals 

are treated by community colleges in the area when they come to the US looking for 

English classes or a college degree. 
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Choosing A Different Path 

One theme that emerged from this group of “current students” is that all of them 

chose a different path for themselves and were in some sense the “chosen ones.” Gloria 

experienced an assigned role according to her parents’ culture based on normative 

conceptions of gender. Gloria admitted, “I think my brothers watched how my dad acted 

when they were growing up. Cause he used to drink ...And it happened with my mom, 

too, when I was little. He would beat her a lot of times. They thought it was normal for 

them. He gave the middle brother the right to parent me.” 

Albanian boys who were only 12 or 13 years old when their older brothers and 

fathers disappeared from the family were expected to adopt the role of senior male family 

member. This sometimes led to an assumption of the role of batterer by using violence 

against their mothers and sisters in an attempt to assert or to deal with their ascribed 

authority in this role (Maguire, 1998). This social dynamic produces a substantial critical 

incapacity in women and young girls to trust in men. Trained by their mothers to become 

subordinate to men, young women and daughters are not able to make conscious choices 

that promote their autonomy (Guglielmin, Dima, Moita, Zamperini, Verdi, Di Lucia 

Sposito, 2013). This psychological hurdle makes it even more remarkable that Gloria was 

able to overcome her assigned role as the abused sister and tell her family that she could 

no longer live there. 

Gloria admitted she was always a good student and had only let her grades slip 

her senior year when the abuse from her brothers escalated. The principal and teachers 

intervened against the parents’ decisions because they saw promise in Gloria. Being the 
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“chosen one” that teachers and the principal sent to America because she was a good 

student, a model citizen and among a select few who was widely expected to succeed, 

seemed to have propelled Gloria forward despite many US immigration obstacles that 

may have deterred other individuals. 

Nathan also seems to feel like a “chosen one” in that his mother told him as an 

only son he needed to leave in order not to be killed. Nathan added that his faith has kept 

him strong in spite of obstacles. He declared, “I am very grateful to God. But there are 

many people staying in the country finishing their time. They have no other place to go.” 

He feels for those not as fortunate who are still suffering in Myanmar. He seems to view 

himself as a survivor and very fortunate to live in the US. 

In his first writings from college, Nathan did express a desire to want to be with 

family over the holidays when he wrote, “Primarily, [Christmas] is the time when I can 

get together with my family. I live very far away. During the Christmas holidays, I have a 

chance to travel to different places and visit my family.” He also expressed a desire to 

travel to Saudia Arabia in this short three-point paragraph from his ESL writing class: 

Saudi Arabia is one of the most beautiful countries in the world. 
There are three reasons I like to visit Saudi Arabia. First of all, to fulfill a 
pilgrimage. It is the fifth obligation in Islam. It is one of my dreams to 
perform the pilgrimage in my lifetime. Second of all, there are many 
interesting places I want to visit, for example, the holy city of Mecca and 
Medina. Mecca and Medina a place where our Prophet Muhammad spent 
his entire life. Mecca is a place where the Qaba is located and Medina is a 
place where Mohammad migrated. Those two places are very beautiful 
and fascinating. I want to see and spend some time there. I also want to 
learn those things what our Prophet Muhammad had taught for all human 
beings. Finally, I want to visit and see my family. There are some of my 
family who live in Saudi Arabia. I want to visit them and spend time with 
them (personal communication, Dec 15, 2018). 
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His positive outlook on life may be a product of being nurtured by a mother who 

was willing to give up her son to a dangerous journey to worlds unknown in order to 

avoid his father’s fate of having been murdered. “I have a mom and a sister there. It is 

difficult without family. As a mom, she always worries about me. Yes, [she was 

supportive of my leaving Myanmar], the situation had been getting worse there. She told 

me to move. They prefer boys, especially my age. They arrest and kill them.” Surviving 

the journey out of Myanmar and then subsequently being able to attend school seem to be 

like living a miracle to him. At the time of this writing, Nathan was still attending the 

local community college and was very motivated to achieve a degree in the US. But 

Nathan admitted, “As a Myanmarese, I will need to go back. My destiny was not to study 

there. But I came to the US. I have to study here.” 

John is similar in that he is amazed at how he and his mother were chosen to leave 

the refugee camp in Uganda and admitted, “I don’t know why we were chosen...it’s just 

like ...God, ya know. You just wish to be chosen to be the ones because everyone is just 

wishing for America.” 

The trauma John experienced of being badly beaten numerous times and watching 

his mom raped and beaten may be why John describes himself as “depressed.” Bison 

describes this depression of a survivor of trauma as “lead in my veins” accompanied with 

fear and anxiety from “shattered assumptions about my safety in the world.” (Brison, p. 

44). John exhibited this same incapacitating fear and anxiety; yet despite this, he 

continues to go to school and battle through, perhaps because his “mother keeps telling 

[him] you got to take care of your family,” Since the interview, John’s mother has 
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married again and the weight of providing for his family has been removed. He is 

planning on graduating from technical school in a few months and looking for jobs, 

possibly moving to California where a specialized Porsche training will continue 

(personal communication, Dec 14, 2019). 

Feelings About Current Immigration Policies 

I asked this group, as I did all the persons I interviewed, what their thoughts were 

on the current immigrations policies. While Gloria seemed opposed to how immigrants 

are treated in the US, she actually was more concerned about how community colleges 

treat immigrant students when she said, “the multicultural office should be doing a better 

job and checking into all of their international students because they’re always 

struggling.” Regarding the travel bans instituted in 2017, Gloria didn’t seem to have 

strong feelings and only responded that she did not want to go back to Albania, because 

“that would be very scary.” Gloria, who came to the US in 2012 on a temporary visa and 

struggled for many years as an undocumented student, did not seem overly concerned 

about US policy regarding other immigrants since Albania was not on the list of banned 

countries. 

Nathan gave a non-committal response to my question about the government 

initiated 2017 travel bans, responding with a very personal reaction. He said, “Whatever 

will happen to me, will happen...something bad or a good thing. People say Muslims are 

terrorists, but I can’t say that. Even if they deported me, I will be happy.” Like Gloria, he 

did not seem to feel safe going back to his homeland (Myanmar) now, but also didn’t 

address what it would feel like for others not to be able to enter the US. Nathan was a part 
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of the Rohingya ethnic group in Rakhine State, Myanmar and considered part of “the 

most unwanted people.” before he arrived in the US in 2015 and received asylum for 

approximately two years. 

John did not express much concern over the travel bans of 2017 nor about the 

changes to the current immigration policies after President Trump’s inauguration. In fact, 

possibly due to his harrowing experiences in his native country and his refugee status in 

the Congo, he seemed to appreciate Trump’s crackdown on immigrants coming into the 

US: “I know a couple people from the Congo who ended up doing drugs and stuff and 

just wasted their life. I don’t think that banning is the right thing, but it should just be a 

process where they keep an eye on those people…they need more help.” As far as 

helping immigrants with an education, he responded, “It’s not that buying things for the 

people that come are going to solve it. There’s always going to be crimes. I can’t decide 

how I feel about Trump. It’s somewhere in between.” 

Even though these three immigrant students struggled to find freedom in their 

own country and to get an education here in the US, they do not have strong feelings 

about the current difficulties experienced by immigrant students coming into the US. 

Gloria did acknowledge that community colleges should have better tuition rates and 

financial aid policies for immigrant students and that communities need improved 

transportation to colleges. 
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Open Coding Analysis 

For each group of students, I also looked at their individual open coding which 

sometimes gave a deeper context to the things they said in their interviews. Maxwell 

suggests not just looking at similarities that can be used to sort data into categories 

independently of context, but instead looking for relationships that connect statements 

and events within a context into a coherent whole. Maxwell’s methods recommend 

keeping field notes and categorizing an analysis with the identification of units or 

segments of data that seem important or meaningful (Maxwell, 2013). 

If I look at the open coding for each individual that persevered and continued 

getting an education despite the obstacles of being an immigrant student, Gloria shows a 

concern for her financial burden consistent with her interview. Her language reveals a 

“want” desire that propels her forward, despite the continued reference to the need to 

“pay” for an education and other basic needs. She also refers to her family, naming her 

“brother,” “family,” and “husband” but the combined use of “pay/paid (tuition)” along 

with “school,” “classes,” and “work” far outweigh the preoccupation with family 

concerns. Even though she refers to her family abuse in her interview, her overwhelming 

concern in her language used appears to be finances and education. 

Nathan does not seem to be concerned with finances according to his coding 

analysis. His English-speaking skills were limited but he spent most of his time in the 

interview discussing his past travels or his identity with terms like “[my] country,” 

“Myanmar,” “Thailand,” “Indonesia,” “Malaysia” almost as if he was still reliving his 

treacherous journey to the US more than living in the present. He seems to be just 
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thankful he survived his time in each place and continues to be amazed he can study free 

of persecution. 

Even though in John’s interview he seemed to feel burdened by his mother being 

out of work and providing an income while also completing his education, his coding 

reveals a more serious emotional turmoil. With language like “I don’t know/like(um)”, 

“hard”, and “try” being used overwhelmingly throughout the interview, he revealed 

uncertainty about the future and almost a powerlessness to improve his situation. Yet he 

is one of the few persons interviewed that continued on to get a degree. Despite his 

emotional state, his second highest word choice was with positive expressions like “better 

person” and “better” which seem to show his desire to improve on what he has. This may 

be the motivation in continuing to attend technical school classes. 

Early Exiters 

Family Responsibilities 

Why did some of the students I interviewed take classes at the community college 

but then suddenly quit? All of them acted as if family responsibilities played a major role 

in their decision to not continue. According to a recent study of immigrant community 

college students, “many immigrant-origin families bring with them from their home 

countries the collectivistic values of familism and family interdependence that stand in 

stark contrast to the more typical mainstream US individualistic schemas” (Suárez-

Orozco, 2019, p. 23) 
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Ila enjoyed taking English classes at the local community college and even stated 

that community college is the “greatest step for a foreign person.” But then in her second 

semester, she suddenly left to take care of her mother. She explains that her mother is 85 

years old and has dizzy spells. Yet her goals to become a daycare teacher in the US are 

very clear and she knows she is putting that on hold.  She states, “mother needed me” and 

that is enough of an explanation. There seems to be a strong cultural pull to be the one to 

take care of her aging and sick mother even though it means putting aside her own life 

goals, education, and job potential. A study that analyzed cultural care emphasizes how 

family loyalty means trust, assistance and solidarity among relatives. Perhaps 

understanding the unique qualities of the Dominican population and the essential nature 

of family presence in illness can shed light on Ila’s motivation. Unlike other Hispanic 

cultures, “Dominican family presence is essential and the lack of family presence and 

involvement in caregiving is perceived as a threat to maintaining health and achieving 

wellness” (Schumacher, 2010, p. 1). 

Both Jane and Regan also want to be home with their families rather than attend 

classes at the local community college. Homs, Syria has been in a civil war and has 

affected all those who once lived there or managed their land from afar, as in the case of 

Jane and Regan from Dubai, United Arab Emirates. Jane acknowledged, “I have two 

girls. It’s better for me to work on anything and let them learn without ...paying my 

student loan.” 

Jane and Regan, along with their husbands, own multiple properties in Syria and 

Dubai which signifies a higher social and political position, yet they chose to not pay for 
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tuition in order to take care of their families. In Syria, the family is often the most 

important aspect of life and traditionally encompasses not only the nuclear family unit, 

but also grandparents, aunts, uncles and cousins. Connections with one’s extended family 

are deeply valued and act as a crucial support system emotionally, financially and 

socially. The current Syrian home structure cannot be generalized as many families have 

been fragmented by conflict and war and today many households are currently sustained 

by relatives that work in other countries and send money. While kinship ties have 

weakened somewhat with urbanization and modernization, the clan mentality is still a 

strong influence in the nation's political system. Children are highly valued as a blessing 

from God. The more children one has, the more fortunate one is considered. (Evanson, 

2019; Countries and Their Cultures, 2019). 

Need for Financial Aid and Financial Aid Advisors 

Another theme of the interviews in this group was their financial concerns. Jane 

said, “I tried to take the classes before but I could not because of the money…I didn’t get 

financial aid.” According to Orozco, Osei-Twumasi and Banks, this is an important 

reason why many immigrant students drop out at the community college level. They 

found that most immigrant students were more likely to begin their higher education 

voyages at the community college due to lower tuition rates, but that these students “were 

more likely to face extremely high levels of financial stress than were their peers at 4-

year schools who were better able to finance their education through scholarships and 

grants” (2019, p. 56). 
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Regan also took classes at the community college but since she and her husband 

have their degrees, she took them only to improve her English skills. She said, “You can 

always do something in the time that you are waiting [for a legal green card]. I went to 

college and tried to improve my language.” Regan and her husband, although still living 

and working without a green card, have started their own Middle Eastern restaurant 

business and it seems unlikely that Regan will return to school. She explained, “We are 

hard-working. We are educated. Maybe [it was a] different language education, but I 

finished my degree. My husband finished his degree.” For Regan, it was not about getting 

an education or finishing a degree as much as improving her English language skills in a 

time when she was unable to work and earn money for her family.  They were waiting for 

their asylum paperwork in order to live legally in the US, and she did not have money for 

classes, but wanted to improve her speaking skills. Just like in the US, a person’s wealth, 

education and profession are the biggest class indicators. In Syria, more deference is 

shown to those people who have received university degrees and work in professions that 

require an advanced education. Regan turned to education in a new country where her 

wealth, degrees and professional status seemed to be meaningless. But she could not 

afford to pay for even an English class at the community college due to fleeing her 

homeland and being ousted from her job in Dubai. 

Given limited financial aid opportunities, the immigrant students' access to 

postsecondary education is significantly discouraged. Community colleges should train 

school personnel about the rights and challenges of immigrant students, particularly those 

that are undocumented as Regan and her husband were. College level administrators, 

including financial aid officers, play a vital role in facilitating the positive direction and 
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emotional support of immigrant community college students (Nienhusser, 2014; Suárez-

Orozco, 2019). 

  The line between international students who come temporarily and immigrant 

students arriving in the US without a visa has become blurred since “any student who is 

not a U.S. citizen or a permanent resident of the United States is considered an 

international student (OECD. 2008: p.349) and treated as such on community college 

campuses. The community college that Regan and Jane attended include on their website 

(as of the date this was written) some important facts that students should know about --

CC: 

● The college has no housing on or off campus 
● Public transportation is limited. 
● International students are not eligible for financial aid and must have financial 

sponsors document that the cost of tuition, housing, books, meals, and any other 
supplies for the duration of their studies in the US will be covered. 

● International students may NOT be employed off campus while they are students. 
● International students MUST maintain full-time status which is a minimum of 12 

credits. 
● International student tuition is $5265 per semester. This figure does not include 

textbooks, housing, or supplies or other living expenses. 
● An international student will be admitted to CC with the following understanding: 

Any international student who is not proficient in reading, writing and speaking 
English must enroll in the English as a Second Language (ESL) courses. These 
courses are credit courses, and the fee is the same as for any other college credit 
course. To qualify for the first level of ESL, students should have at least two 
years of English language studies. Also, all international students must be full-
time (a minimum of 12 credits) students (International Students, 2020) 

       A recent study out of 600 community college students in NYC, it was found that 

“students who spent more than two or three semesters in English as a Second Language 

(ESL) courses eventually became frustrated with this placement.” The authors call this 

“whirlpooling” where a student cannot progress due to policies and predicted outcomes.  
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It is important to note that Jane and Regan, and possibly Ila never made it past these 

remedial courses required at the local community college before dropping out to take care 

of their families. Community colleges need to do a better job of lowering the institutional 

barriers and messages of not belonging due to assessment and placement practices 

(Orozco & Osei-Twumasi, 2019). 

Unexpected Pregnancy 

In the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) when a woman accepts a marriage 

proposal, she invites the man to meet her parents and pay the dowry. Since Norma did not 

have living parents, the dowry went to her extended family. The man and his family 

present the dowry, which usually consists of a sum of money (the actual dowry), clothing 

and footwear for the bride's relatives, two goats, drink, and accessories such as oil and 

salt. After the delivery of the dowry, the celebration begins, and the families get to know 

each other. The woman goes to live with her new husband's family for one month, after 

which she returns to her family only to go back to her husband's house with the 

provisions for their new home. Virginity before marriage was mandatory and if a girl 

became pregnant before marriage, both families would exert pressure on the man to 

marry her, to save her family from disgrace. Abortion is seen as a criminal offense in the 

DRC, and adoption is rarely an alternative in Congolese society. Girls are victims of 

unwanted pregnancy, because access to contraception is limited or unavailable in most 

places. Research shows that in the DRC the issue of contraception is still contested, and 

contraceptives not easily accessed (Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada, 2014; 

Mulumeoderhwa, 2016). 
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Norma stated that she was not married but engaged to a man in the DRC when she 

became pregnant. She did not provide many of the details of how she became pregnant 

and it seemed impolite to ask, but it is clear that the pregnancy was not planned and that 

it was an unwanted interruption to her plans to finish school at the community college. 

She explained that an engagement in DRC is like a marriage, “No, I wasn’t married. In 

Africa it’s different. When you get engaged, your future husband gives a dowry to your 

family. In the culture stuff, it’s like traditional marriage.” Then later when talking about 

her schedule, she explained how difficult it was working and going to school but added 

that “I went to Africa and got pregnant.” It’s clear that she had a goal of becoming a 

Registered Nurse. She had received the Certified Pediatric Nurse (CPN) certificate in 

high school but wanted a better job. Norma acted a bit embarrassed about getting 

pregnant but later added, “I’ll go back [to school]. I have to.”  

Racism 

Bobby and Norma experienced blatant racism on the job and at school. These 

were clearly instances of microaggression that no doubt had a detrimental effect on both 

of these “early exiters.” The term microaggression was first coined by psychiatrist 

Chester M. Pierce, MD, in the 1970s, and psychologists use the term to mean a 

commonplace insult, indignity or demeaning message sent to people of color by well-

intentioned white people who are unaware of the hidden messages (DeAngelis, 2009). 

Norma experienced girls refusing to sit near her in class, who later admitted it was 

because she was from Africa and if they sat near her, they might get HIV. This was a 
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clear reaction to being near someone that looked different and was from a different 

country. 

Bobby was hit especially hard with a flagrant racial slur when his supervisor told 

him he “worked like a ni---.” Bobby described how it made him feel confused and how 

hurtful it was to be treated like that by a respected man in the community and in his 

church. He described it as a difficult time for him soon after arriving in the US and finally 

finding employment to support his new wife. Bobby admitted the memory of that day 

still hurts and said, “I’m just glad I’m not there anymore. I didn’t feel safe to say 

anything about people’s condition here, or immigrants. He was always talking bad about 

immigrants.” 

According to Derald Wing Sue, microaggressions can be divided up into 

microassaults, microinsults, and microinvalidations. Bobby experienced a definite 

microassault which is characterized as a “conscious and intentional action or slur, usually 

deliberate and on purpose.” Often these slurs are used by white persons at a time when 

they are being supported by peers or they know they can get away with it (Sue, 2010). In 

a qualitative study on racial microaggressions, the researchers found that 

microaggressions result in high degrees of stress for the recipients because of denigrating 

messages: "You do not belong," "You are abnormal," "You are intellectually inferior," 

and "You cannot be trusted (Sue, Capodilupo & Holder, 2008). 

Because Norma was an immigrant student from the Congo, she was also 

ostracized due to the color of her skin. A group of students responded to her out of fear of 

HIV/AIDs and out of fear of having close proximity with an African-American student. 
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Stanford University psychology professor Claude Steele found that African-Americans 

and women perform worse on academic tests which resulted in a disidentification with 

school (1997; Angelis, 2009). It is hard to know how much Norma was affected by the 

microassault, but it was clear this racial microaggression incident was the first memory to 

be recalled during an interview three years later. And, at the time, she did not want to go 

back to school and had a difficult time sitting next to her perpetrators and concentrating 

on finishing her education. 

Later, after completing high school, Norma seemed motivated to finish a nursing 

degree at college, but never completed the introductory ESL courses that were required of 

her. Just like her, the other four “early exiters” chose not to finish the assigned ESL 

courses in order to complete their desired field of study. None of these students -- Ila, 

Jane, Regan, Norma or Bobby -- completed their required ESL classes. Norma said, “I 

started in 2015...I took the placement test. I started with ESL 010 and I was in 011. I took 

Math 010. I was supposed to take Eng 101 which was high level.” There is little research 

about the ESL classes required in the community college but there are widely 

diametrically opposed viewpoints about ESL classes in K-12 grades.  

Table 5.1: K-12 ESL Classes from Two Perspectives 

ESL as “ Shelter” ESL as “Ghetto” 

“Safe space”/Protection Social/Racial Isolation 

Specialized Instruction Separate and unequal instruction 

Temporary intervention Long-term restriction 

Supporting diversity  

(Fritzen, 2011) 

Reinforcing prejudice  

(Valdés, 2001 
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The table above represents two trains of thought about ESL classes. Fritzen 

characterized ESL classes as a safe space to learn separated from the mainstream classes, 

but Valdes and others see ESL classes as only reinforcing prejudice and labeling students. 

I found the latter to be an interesting perspective since many of the persons I interviewed 

were required to take ESL classes. 

When immigrant students contact a community college, they must undergo a 

process that involves initial screening, usually taking a standardized English test 

(Accuplacer is widely used) to determine whether they have “college ready” language 

skills. See the sample question below.  

Table 5.2: Sample Question from Accuplacer ESL Test 

Q 1: In the words of Thomas De Quincey, "It is notorious that the memory strengthens as you lay burdens upon it." If, 
like most people, you have trouble recalling the names of those you have just met, try this: The next time you are 
introduced, plan to remember the names. Say to yourself, "I'll listen carefully; I'll repeat each person's name to be sure 
I've got it, and I will remember." You'll discover how effective this technique is and probably recall those names for the 
rest of your life. 

The quotation from De Quincey indicates that the memory (choose from the following): A. always operates at peak 
efficiency, B. breaks down under great strain, C. improves if it is used often, D. becomes unreliable if it tires 
(Community College, 2020). 

According to a southeastern PA community college website, “The placement tests 

are very important because the results—in English and math—are used to determine if 

you will be placed into college-level courses. If not, you may first need to enroll in 

developmental classes or pre-college workshops, for which you do not earn credit toward 

a degree program” (Community College, 2020). Those who are college ready, proceed to 

their prospective academic pathways, but those who do not, are divided into separate 

tracks that develop the skills of either native English speakers or ESL students. 
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The ESL programs provides four levels of ESL instruction: 

● ESL 1 (Beginner) 
● ESL 2 (Intermediate) 
● ESL 3 (High Intermediate) 
● American Idioms (Advanced) 

These levels follow the Comprehensive Adult Student Assessment Systems (CASAS) 

competencies model, which integrates the four language acquisition skills – listening, 

speaking, reading and writing (Community College, 2020). This tracking system was 

created due to increasing immigration patterns and assumptions about what students need 

based on mainstream and native-speaking populations (Valdes, 1992). 

Research has shown that there is a direct correlation between decreased 

persistence (graduation rates) and increased time spent in developmental or pre-college 

classes (Bailey, Jeong, & Cho, 2010). The effects of the length of time taking 

developmental courses is significant for English learners. A student placed in the lowest 

level of developmental English may spend one or two semesters taking classes before 

having the possibility of enrolling in college-level (credit-bearing) classes, and this 

assumes that the student passes the reading and writing tests (Suárez-Orozco, 2019). This 

tracking model creates issues with assessment and placement because it was not set up to 

distinguish ESL students from the general population. Many students never show up for 

their assigned ESL classes and the drop-out rate is closely related to race and income 

with more students of color and low-income students withdrawing from developmental 

English classes than white students. 
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There is a problem with developmental education in the US, a system that is 

intended to give students a better shot at succeeding in college but which, according to 

mounting evidence, is costing students time and money and actually preventing some of 

them from getting degrees. Part of the problem is the standardized tests used to place 

students in developmental classes. Studies show up to a third of students assigned to 

developmental classes based on placement test scores could have gone straight to a 

college class and earned a grade of B or better (Hanford, 2016). The goal of educators 

should be to decrease the student’s time and resources needed to successfully navigate 

the developmental sequence and this may increase student incentive and increase college 

completion rates (Bailey, Jeong, & Cho, 2009). 

Many English language educational programs too often focus on “survival” 

English that directly channels immigrant students into low-paying jobs rather than an 

ethical understanding of how education is related to broader social and cultural relations 

(Valdes, 2001). ESL teachers need to show their students a vision of possibilities rather 

than emphasize the grammatical writing structures of the dominant culture. English is a 

powerful means of inclusion or exclusion into further education, employment or social 

position. As one researcher asserts, “It is important to see language teaching practices not 

as some neutral aspect of classroom methodology or technology but rather as cultural 

practices” (Pennycook, 2017, p. 166). Unfortunately, the current cultural practices in our 

college institutions could be seen as racism in that they are systematized and perpetuate 

an unequal distribution of privileges, resources and power between white people and 

people of color (DiAngelo, 2019). 

http://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/press-releases/thousands_of_community_college_students_misplaced_into_remedial_classes_new_studies_suggest_1036.html
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Open Coding Analysis 

Again, focusing on relationships that connect statements and events within a 

context into a coherent whole as Maxwell suggests, I noticed some clues into the goals 

and personal struggles of the “early exiters” (Maxwell, 2013). For some participants, 

giving words to experiences was a difficult process as the meaning of experiences was 

not completely accessible and difficult to express in language. If participants were less 

able to describe their experience, the open coding process was not that useful. In this 

case, I added to their coding the way in which they described themselves during or after 

the interview. 

Norma’s coding showed an emphasis on “school” and “community college,” but 

also a noticeably higher incidence of place and identity issues. This showed a clear goal 

of completing school in order to achieve her career aspirations which seemed consistent 

with her interview. When she described herself as part of the interview, she used terms 

like singing, dancing, cooking, and reading. Norma’s coding and quiet demeanor gave 

very little insight into her experiences and her English language usage was limited. 

Bobby had an overwhelming use of negative expressions: “hard,” “difficult,” 

“help,” and “need,” which is kind of surprising since he gave a very upbeat interview 

despite his hardships. Yet the language he used told a different story. These terms signal 

a difficulty in his current life, possibly stemming from adjustment issues to living in the 

US, getting married, and trying to provide for his new wife. After the negative terms, he 

used the terms “school” and “occupation” most frequently. When he described himself, 

he mentioned school as well. He said, “It is my goal to go to college and to study a career 
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where I can use English and Spanish and people-oriented skills to help people.” This is 

perhaps a long-term goal for him since he is not pursuing college classes. 

Jane showed that although she had her green card and had opened her own 

daycare business, she continued to feel like she needed “help” and that her life is “hard.” 

She also referred to her homeland in Dubai and Syria many times, signaling a connection 

to her former life and how her husband still lived in Dubai. When she described herself, 

she mentioned persistence and her children. She said, “I keep trying because I have two 

girls and I have to raise them.” She also emphasized the need “to be able to communicate 

with the environment here.” 

Regan, by her language used, appeared to be preoccupied with her immigrant 

status and how she is hoping to receive her green card. It seemed to be taking up all her 

thoughts and speech with “immigration,” “asylum,” “interview,” and “government, ” 

recurring frequently. When she described herself, she mentioned her homeland, saying, “I 

am Syrian” and emphasizing the qualities that make her an admirable citizen of the US: 

“I am honest. I don’t want a favor. If I am healthy, I am able to work.” 

College Aspirants 

Survival Mentality 

This group often seemed to be thrust into survival mode. Vincent admits that 

when he went through Texas and lived as a migrant worker, he was in survival mode. He 

said, “ You feel invincible at age 20. I’m a hard worker, tried new things and tried to 

progress.” As to why he didn’t continue his education, he recalled, “Busy...when we had 
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kids, I wanted to stay with them. I think I was just trying [to] conserve...to survive...I was 

just praying for the next day.” 

Yet in some ways, Vincent is very proud of himself for living as a migrant worker 

and becoming a US citizen. He spoke with a feeling of deep satisfaction about the many 

jobs he had along the East Coast, saying, “I [did] not realize that people used to fight for 

me. Cause they want me to work.” And as far as how hard he worked, he explained, “the 

farmer used to pay you $4 an hour and then 10 cents for each bucket of tomatoes or 

cucumbers that you picked. So, you picked [a lot of] buckets. I used to make $300 

[cause] I used to work really hard. So that was a little bit extra that you have to push 

yourself.” 

Latino Americans are the largest and fastest growing ethnic minority in the United 

States, but are only half as likely to hold a college degree as non-Hispanic white adults, 

according to a June 2018 report (Barshay, 2018). Mexican-American men in particular 

are more overrepresented in labor-intensive jobs and more underrepresented in college 

compared to men of other racial/ethnic groups. This underrepresentation of Mexican 

Americans is troubling because their absence from college institutions may negatively 

impact their physical, social, spiritual, economic and psychological well-being. One 

subgroup of Latinos that has been considered particularly disadvantaged are the migrant 

farmworkers who are primarily Mexican Americans (Meja & McCarthy, 2010). Male 

migrant college students of Mexican heritage reported higher levels of acculturative 

stress, (the process that takes place when a person encounters two or more cultures) than 

nonmigrants (Meja & McCarthy, 2010). Another study found that the Mexican cultural 

https://edtrust.org/press_release/ed-trust-research-shows-need-policymakers-address-racial-gaps-degree-attainment/
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value of loyalty, commitment and dedication to la familia is an important trait and that 

not valuing one’s family and not fulfilling family obligations were viewed as unmanly. 

There is also a strong relationship to familial factors and education among Latino 

students (Ojeda, Navarro, & Morales, 2011). 

This could explain some of Vincent’s reluctance to continue his education. He 

met his wife taking an English class and soon after that, they had a child. According to 

Vincent, he didn’t go back to school and continued working because he wanted “time to 

be with [his] kids. If I find another job, I get better pay but I don’t get to see my kids.” He 

also displayed signs of an acculturation struggle when he said, “[The US has] a different 

culture, different history. Even though I have a citizenship certificate, I’m never going to 

be part American. I’m never going to be a part of America. I see myself as Mexican 

because that’s my blood. Mexico is for thousands of years. We don’t have a voice for 400 

years. So how can I explain that? Even in Mexico, I have problems. The president of 

Mexico now --[his] mother [is] from Spain, father from Ireland. Who represents me? 

Who thinks about me? It’s about family...It’s the same thing here...we are a little bit 

lower, so we don’t have a voice.” 

It is hard to say whether Vincent has experienced stress, anxiety, or depression 

over his acculturation struggles, but it is clear that he does not feel like an American and 

has experienced some microaggressions living in PA. For example, he said, “People ask 

me, ‘Why are you here?’ or with the plumbing business, people do not talk to me and 

they question something. Yea, I think you can feel it.” He also had strong feelings about 

President Trump’s travel bans, noting, “It’s sad because in history people came and they 
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were received as people, not as animals. In 1518, and 1640 people were taken into the 

palace and treated as human beings. Now they don’t want somebody to come because 

they don’t look like everybody. [He] looks like a minority, doesn’t have money, or 

doesn’t have school degrees, [so] you’re not wanted in the country.” 

Vincent spoke briefly about his brother who emigrated from Mexico to the US, 

although doing so a few years after Vincent. His brother also worked as a migrant worker 

and settled in southeastern PA.  Vincent explained how his brother eventually brought his 

two daughters to the US who were six and eight at the time and are now a part of 

Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA). Vincent did not want to talk much 

about them since they are all undocumented and tended to mumble and just nod his head 

in response to my questions, but he admitted, “The girls are legal. So now they have to 

work. Yea [they have DACA]. Yes, they like it..they feel safe.” When I asked if they 

have to pay every year to be a part of DACA, he said, “I don’t know how it works for 

them” and it’s clear he doesn’t want to talk about it or incriminate his brother’s family in 

any way. 

Wanting Better for Family and Children 

This group seemed committed to their children and families throughout their 

lives. Vincent did not talk about whether or not he will send his children to college. Mia, 

Temar, and Alvin came to the US highly educated as doctors and engineers. Alvin had an 

excellent job in the Congo and one that brought in a large discretionary income. Mia said 

she had almost completed her studies to become a doctor but moved to the US since there 

were not many jobs available to her in the Dominican Republic. Temar was an engineer 
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but left Syria due to the war. They all want a better life for their families and their 

children in the US. 

Mia had youthful excitement about living in America. She mentioned some new 

freedoms that she had in the US that she did not have in the DR, such as “going to the 

mall, buying clothes, food or whatever.” She was recognizing the power and the 

freedoms of having money in a way she never experienced before when she said, “I want 

to work and I don’t want to lose my money...maybe buy a house. Work is my life. I’m 

feeling good. I want to stay here cause it’s a wonderful country.” She admitted later that 

one of the reasons she likes buying things is to send them back to her mother in the DR. 

She said, “I take home to my mom, too. I have a little store in my country. I buy here and 

send the clothes there. When you don’t have a lot of money, you start small. 500, 

1000...now I can buy. Everybody [in the DR] like American clothes.” Here again, the 

family is the fundamental social unit with family loyalty emphasizing trust, assistance 

and solidarity among relatives. (Schumacher, 2010, p. 1). 

According to a 2005 study that analyzed family remittances and their relationship 

to development in Latin America, “Overall, 22.3 percent respondents reported receiving 

remittances from their children. On average, three-quarters of remittance recipients in 

Latin America are women” (Orozco, Lowell, Bump & Fedewa, 2005). Mia viewed her 

life as a way to help her mother still in the DR and chose not to pursue an education. She 

noted, “I think of all the years I was a student...I started at 17 ...three, four years and then 

I came to the United States. I have a job. I want to go to school but it’s more and I don’t 

have that much.” Mia was also supporting a husband in the DR and was trying to 
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facilitate his move to the US. For now, she wants to start a family and have their child in 

the US to be raised as a naturalized citizen. With time, she may want to improve her 

standard of living and go back to school. 

Temar and Alvin both pleaded with me on behalf of their children to find a school 

where their children can receive financial aid and less expensive tuition. Alvin and Temar 

both had engineering degrees and did not wish to take classes, but they wanted their 

children to become educated in the US to get a better job and use their talents. Both of 

them knew how it felt to live in a foreign country that does not recognize their degrees 

from Syria or from Angola, leaving them forced to do manual labor jobs or not work at 

all. Temar helped her Syrian friend run a daycare and lived on her good will since Joyce 

rented out the upstairs of the daycare to Temar. Temar was always there to help out if 

Joyce needed to run errands or pick up one of her girls from school, but it is doubtful that 

she earned an income. 

Alvin worked hard for his family of six to earn a living in construction and carpet 

cleaning, working nights and weekends to make ends meet. Although he was thankful for 

being able to live in a country where he did not have to worry about the government 

trying to kill him, he had lost a lot of prestige and income by no longer working at a 

professional job like he had at Halliburton. Alvin pleaded with local parishioners to 

support his family. He did not come to the US through an agency; however, he needed to 

find financial and emotional support on his own. He did not seem to fear deportation, but 

without a green card, he knew it was possible. A recent study tracked over 200 cases of 

migrants and asylum seekers who were deported back to El Salvador by the US. Of those, 
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138 were murdered when they were forced to return. Many of the others were tortured or 

raped (Human Rights Watch, 2020). 

A large majority of immigrant parents revealed that a major motivation for 

immigrating was so their children could have better educational opportunities; these 

parents had the original dreams for their children (Guarnaccia, 2018). For both Alvin and 

Temar, they desire first and foremost that their children grow up in a safe environment, 

away from a war zone where they could be asked to fight for many years for a corrupt 

government. Then, secondly, they would like them to be entitled to an education as they 

were in their own country in order to pursue their interests. 

Both Temar and Alvin could have used immigration advocates who provide 

information in order to access programs, as Bobby (an early college exiter) suggested.” 

Sometimes ESL teachers, counselors, and office assistants are the ones called upon at the 

local community college to provide the cultural bridge for the student. They are the ones 

to help students learn about tuition rates, find any possible financial aid, and discuss how 

to access asylum, permanent residency cards, or citizenship. This same person often 

issues comprehensive testing and admittance to ESL college courses, starting him off on 

a college trajectory that promises success. Emerging literature supports a connection 

between English Language Learner (ELL) engagement with supportive adult 

relationships in the school setting (Suárez-Orozco, Pimentel & Martin, 2009).  

Temar and Alvin expressed educational needs for their children, but Mia may feel 

that her first priority was to provide for her mother in the DR. Some immigrant children 

do not have an option to go to school since their parents want them to work in order to 
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support the family. As one immigrant student said, “They want me to get a job right after 

high school. They don’t want me to go to college. My goal is to go to college, but my 

mom doesn’t want me to. She wants me to get a job instead to make money so I can help 

them out.” (Suárez-Orozco, et al., 2009). 

Most of the persons in the “college aspirants” group did not consider school since 

survival and earning an income was the most important thing to them. They asked, “How 

can you talk about education when you don’t even have enough to eat? How can you talk 

about this when you cannot maintain the basic living level?” But these poignant 

statements by parents provide insight into why adult advocates at the community college 

are so critical in not only providing emotional support in a difficult period of transition 

but also offering information and skills that can lead to academic success.(Suárez-

Orozco, et al., 2009). 

Open Coding Analysis 

Again, in this group of “college aspirants,” the open coding process was not 

overly helpful. Almost all of the participants seemed to find it difficult to give words to 

their experiences, so the meaning of their experiences through the researcher’s 

development of substantive categories inductively developed through a close 'open 

coding' of the data was not too accessible. (Maxwell, 2013). In this case, I added to their 

coding, their own words in the ways in which they described themselves during or after 

the interview. 
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The trauma that Temar experienced in Syria was evident in her open coding with 

the majority of her language consisting of “fighting” , “Syria/Syrian”, “war” and 

“terrorists no good” , “immigration no good.” She relived the horrors of the war not only 

from her relatives still living in Syria, but from the restrictions she felt living in the US. 

Her negative expressions far outweighed her positive, which was also evident in the 

interview. In her limited English, she petitioned for equal treatment for her children 

striving to get an education. 

Alvin’s language showed a deep identity in his work at Halliburton, in Cabinda, 

and in the church with words such as “job,” “working/work,” and “church” appearing the 

most in his interview. He described himself after the interview as “motivated” and 

“compassionate” which is very consistent with his coding focus on employment and 

religion. This was evident in his compassion for his sister’s son, his desire that his 

nephew could gain an education and his refusals to take no for an answer. 

Vincent found identity in work with words like, “job,” “work/worked/working,” 

and “want/wanted/wanting.” He also expressed in his open coding a dependence on 

“money” as would be expected. This is consistent with his description of himself as a 

hard worker. He has felt the burden of providing for himself, his family and his mother in 

Mexico for many years, and, as he said, “survival mode” leaves no time for school. 

Mia, talked about occupation with “work/working/worked.” She also used many 

terms of comparison with “in my country,” “English,” and “Spanish,” appearing 

frequently. Even in her description of herself she used comparisons, such as “I like living 

in the United States” and “I want to go visit my family.” She described her identity in 
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both the DR and in the US, comparing celebrations in both, cleanliness in both, and 

weighed the advantages and disadvantages of both places. At the time of the interview, 

she saw the US as new, exciting and full of freedoms she had not experienced previously. 

She enjoyed earning a living, having money to spend, and becoming a US citizen even as 

her need for an education and her dreams of becoming a doctor faded away in 

comparison. 

Summary 

This study supported some of my pre-research assumptions that immigrant 

students find it difficult to access classes at the local community college because of 

paying a foreign rate that is three times greater than other students and receive little to no 

financial aid. This was a clear message in the difficulties experienced by Gloria, Jane and 

Bobby, two of whom were “early exiters.” Gloria was considered undocumented before 

marrying her husband and had to work while going to school, quitting at times in order to 

pay tuition. Bobby was also considered undocumented because he was waiting for his 

green card (even though he had been married to a US citizen for over a year) and could 

not afford to take business classes at the local community college. Jane admitted she did 

not have the funds to cover classes at the community college and mentioned the lack of 

financial aid and the need to provide for her family. But I did not realize till I interviewed 

multiple students just how high the level of racism in the form of microaggressions that 

they faced on a daily basis. I was also not aware of the amount of racial injustice in the 

ESL curriculum that immigrant students endure when living in southeastern PA and 

attending a community college. There is a deep need for holistic support services for 
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immigrant students at the community college in order to make the schools a viable 

option. 

Racism and the Role of Microaggressions 

Initially racial microaggressions were introduced as a form of bias and prejudice 

encountered by African Americans (Pierce, 1974). Pierce asserted that in the post-civil 

rights era, these disparaging remarks were a remaining remnant of racism and that 

enduring the cumulative burden of these indignities was damaging to an individual’s self-

confidence and health leading to increased anxiety, depression and anger. At least two 

forms of cognitive distraction and disruption of attention follow a microaggressive event, 

when the recipient tries to make meaning of the event by asking “Did that really just 

happen?” (Sue, 2010; Suárez-Orozco, 2019). We see that in Bobby when he heard this 

supervisor call him lazy and the n-word. He just could not believe it had happened and 

asked himself, “What did it mean, why would someone say that?” He had no frame of 

reference from his past in Nicaragua to grasp the meaning of this obvious slur. We also 

see this is in Norma when she left school after girls accused her of having AIDS and not 

wanting to sit with her. To Norma, it seemed like a nonsensical thing for the girls to think 

or say since she had had to endure extensive testing in order to enter the US. She asked 

herself, “Why would they think that?” 

Another cognitive distraction that occurs is when the recipient wonders, “Do I 

have to prove myself as a member of my group yet again?” (Sue, 2010; Suárez-Orozco, 

2019) Both Bobby and Norma quickly realized they were being singled out with negative 

connotations and had to deal with trying to prove that they were respectable human 
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beings living in the US. Behavioral disruptions following an obvious microaggression 

such as these can lead to an individual’s disengagement or an act of protest. Bobby and 

Norma both did disengage from their job and from the school. Norma eventually returned 

but only because she wanted to graduate and not let the girls decide her fate. Bobby never 

returned to the job but continued to feel prejudice against being a Latino, saying “They 

are biased and think we are ignorant, lazy, or not educated.” 

But many of the others I interviewed experienced xenophobia and 

microaggressions. Gloria and Jane felt slighted as immigrants in that they had to pay 

three times the amount for tuition and did not receive financial aid. Jane, Regan, Temar, 

and Nathan mentioned being profiled as bad Muslims. John talked about how hard it was 

learning the language in high school and dealing with people who poked fun at his 

“British accent.” Alvin, John and Nathan all experienced harsh treatment in their own 

country so they did not complain much about how they were treated in the US. Alvin did 

mention a church that decided they no longer wanted to sponsor an Angolan family, and 

Nathan made a point of saying that Muslims are not terrorists and that he would like to 

help people see Muslims in a new light. Vincent experienced microaggressions as a 

manual laborer when customers and co-workers asked, “Why are you here?” and when 

they question his decisions in plumbing due to being a Latino. 

ESL Classes 

This racism exhibited to immigrant students is also evident in the ESL classes that 

are required of all non-English speaking students. As Valdes points out in her study on 

ESL programs, it can be devastating for students to be once again placed in ESL non-
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credit-bearing courses at the community college level after having graduated from high 

school and having been placed in ESL over and over during many years of schooling. 

Students exit from ESL according to one set of criteria (grammar tests, teacher 

recommendations) at one level or in one district only to be placed in the ESL track once 

again by another set of criteria at the next level of schooling (2001). No attempt is made 

to untangle the effects of various factors (language limitations, reading skill development, 

content knowledge) on test scores, often because there is not time or space to address 

individual needs (Valdes, 2001). And amazingly, community colleges still adhere to 

some of the same “remedial pedagogies” that reinforce dominant (racist) narratives of 

community college students as incapable of learning complex material (Suárez-Orozco, 

2019). The models of pedagogy used in community college ESL classrooms often 

include drill and practice procedures that are outdated and based on what a typical 

idealized college student needs. They are not based on an underrepresented and 

marginalized immigrant student who tends to reflect so many predictors of failure. These 

predictors of failure were evident in the students interviewed for this study: Gloria and 

Norma living on their own without parental guidance, transportation or financial 

assistance, Nathan and John dealing with insecurity and depression due to previous 

abusive environment, and Bobby being afraid of current immigration procedures that 

could fail to give him a legal residency and could deport him. Sadly, approaching 

immigrant students in community colleges from a deficit orientation has not improved 

their low levels of academic achievement and high rates of quitting or dropping out 

(Suárez-Orozco, 2019). 
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Penneycook (2017) believed that in order for ESL teachers and administrators to 

move beyond where they are now, they must ask themselves, what sort of vision of 

society they are teaching toward. Teachers and ESL curriculum developers need to have 

an ethical understanding of how education is related to broader social and cultural 

relations and how the US grammar rules have been dictated over the years according to 

the dominant white majority (Penneycook, 2017, DiAngelo, 2018). English language 

teaching needs to critically examine and explore students’ knowledge, histories, and 

cultures in ways that are both affirming and supportive. Teachers of immigrant students 

must work to help students develop their own voices rather than replicate what has been 

practiced and drilled as communicative language teaching. Instead, they need to lift up 

voices that are tied to a vision of possibilities, a vision that includes equal job 

opportunity, equal pay, equal education, and equal citizenship (Valdes, 2001). 

Student Engagement Through Mentorship 

After hearing immigrant stories, another necessity for immigrant students to 

succeed at the community college is that they must be a part of meaningful social 

networks of support that will provide them the resources they need to secure their 

investment in secondary education (Suárez-Orozco, 2019). The three persons interviewed 

that remain in school and are “current students” (Gloria, Nathan, John) or recently exited 

(Norma) all came to the US with a church agency or program that assisted them in filling 

out college registration forms, Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) forms, 

and permanent residency forms. In the case of Nathan and Norma, they did not even 

know how much they paid for their community college classes because someone else was 
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assisting them to find aid for refugee/foster children and had paved the way with trust and 

reciprocity. The student himself was not in direct communication with financial aid 

advisors or college administrators who as purse keepers can show skepticism and 

suspicion of a students’ need for financial aid. 

Compare that to the experience of Ila, Jane, Regan and Temar who only knew the 

ESL staff at the community college and went to the ESL administrators or academic 

advisors for assistance and were turned away because they could not afford the college 

tuition rates and were not entitled to financial aid. They lacked a social network or agency 

to provide them with opportunities and resources. Institutions must intentionally engage 

students academically and socially, especially at community colleges (Suárez-Orozco, 

2019). As this study demonstrates, immigrant students’ access and continued attendance 

depends on a trusted network that assists them in utilizing the resources and opportunities 

available to them. For students to be able to  ask for help, they need to feel safe and that 

they have something to offer. 

It cannot be emphasized enough how influential teachers and mentors are to 

immigrant students attending a community college. As we saw in Norma’s story, a 

teacher and pastor encouraged her to finish her high school education after feeling 

alienated by other students. Additionally, Bobby mentioned a friend that he knew through 

a Nicaraguan mission that registered him and paid for a English 101 course at the local 

community college. He had just arrived in the US and did not know what was available to 

him and since he was planning a wedding, he did not have the resources to pay for the 

class, but a mentor friend showed him how. 
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There is an urgency in the interviews of Alvin and Temar, as evidenced in their 

pleading for an advocate, for someone to come alongside them and show them the 

resources available to their children and for someone to provide free advice to them in a 

foreign country where all the rules have been changed. They both carry a lot of fears 

from their country of origin that perhaps keep them from trusting the government or 

available resources, but mostly their narratives sound like an appeal for understanding 

and respect in their search for inexpensive instruction, since education in their country 

was more readily accessible. 

The underlying focus of this study continues to revolve around the reinforcement 

of white supremacy in immigration policies, educational institutions, and social 

relationships. This connection to the dominant culture is often corrosive to the immigrant 

student’s self-identity and discourages the goal setting and confidence necessary for them 

to invest in an education. A very promising message of these interviews is the amazing 

influence of everyday persons who take the time to come alongside immigrant students 

and light the way to unlocking their hidden potential. 
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CHAPTER 6 

IMPLICATIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND CONCLUSIONS 

This study contributes new insight into the relationship between the community 

college and the immigrant student population. The justification for treating immigrants as 

criminals is based on a fear that they will take our jobs, commit crimes, cost money, and 

will not share our values. They are often branded as “illegal aliens” in a dehumanizing 

way. Dehumanization allows the public to ignore the faces of immigrant students and 

keeps us from our national commitment to justice and equality for all. Through the use of 

student counterstories, this study unmasked and uncovered the ugly effects of racism on 

the self-identity of immigrant students. Their stories also showed the powerful influence 

of advocates that encouraged and assisted the students in navigating the educational maze 

of registration, financial aid, and college tuition. Hopefully, this study can embolden 

campus leaders to improve the tenuous relationship between higher education and 

immigrant students by discouraging dehumanization in the construction of curriculum, 

diversity initiatives, and institutional policies. 

Future Research 

The study needs significantly more data than what is currently available to 

determine whether or not community colleges are serving the rising population of 

immigrants, and to discern the degree to which these students are being treated with 

human dignity through the admissions, financial aid and registration processes. This 
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study has revealed that some immigrant students feel frustration and anxiety about living 

in the US but feel unable to secure employment and sufficient income. Some of the 

students came to the US highly educated and willing to work to support themselves, but 

faced the high cost of a vocational education, the unavailability of jobs, and the demands 

of citizenship. In response, they felt discouraged and weakened in their self-identity. 

More research needs to be done on the relationship between the human rights of 

undocumented students and their efforts to get a college education in the US. More 

advocacy and a call for social activism is needed if studies are to address a growing 

immigrant population in a country with inconsistent and outdated immigration policies 

especially when it comes to gaining an education. 

Limitations of the Study 

Because of the volatility and sensitivity currently surrounding immigration issues 

in the US, this study needed the highest possible level of human subject protection. When 

necessary, specific details about a person’s race/ethnicity, age, and gender were 

intentionally altered or omitted to protect the research participants. The participants’ 

anonymity was maintained by use of pseudonyms throughout the study and limited use of 

personal references that could be used to locate a participant. The sensitivity of the 

subject matter and the uncertainty of the participants’ legal status may have caused some 

pertinent details to be omitted for the sake of participant protection. 

Language use became a limitation during this study, particularly when it came to 

the use of open coding as a research tool. Language influenced what could be expressed, 

and as some linguists suggest social reality is unique to one’s own language; those who 
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speak different languages perceive the world differently (Chapman, 2006). I found it 

difficult to look for relationships that connect statements and events within a context into 

a coherent whole, as suggested for open coding, if the interviewee was unable to string 3 

or 4 (English) words together or use communicative sentence structure. 

As the researcher, I did provide compensation to the interviewed participants 

usually in the form of a gift card. I did not find that compensation aided or hindered my 

interviewing process at all nor did it present any ethical dilemmas or undue influence. 

One participant took the gift card willingly but refused to talk about her experience due to 

the sensitivity of her immigration status. Whereas, another participant spoke willingly 

about his years as an undocumented immigrant but refused any compensation for the 

interview. The compensation did not seem to be an influence at all for the participants 

willingness to speak. Whether an interviewee spoke about his or her experience seemed 

to rely instead on whether the interviewee and I had a trustworthy relationship. This 

trusting relationship was key but hard to develop in a short period of time. For this 

reason, I had very few undocumented persons willing to talk and if an interviewee did 

talk it was because he or she had citizenship and the undocumented status was in the past. 

Although a number of similar themes emerged from the personal interviews, the 

study’s size could have limited my ability to make conclusive statements about the lives 

and educational obstacles facing many immigrant students in southeastern PA. This study 

may not produce and deliver landmark messages to college administrators as much as it 

will capture and reveal some of the thoughts and feelings of a few individuals living in 

southeastern PA who are trying to attain a college education. 
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Administrators of a college or university may be driven or hampered by federal 

funding and the need to appease the federal and state governments, but they need to 

remember John Dewey’s call for academic freedom for all people. The US has prided 

itself in safeguarding academic freedom, which is of transcendent value to all, and a 

classroom is usually a "marketplace of ideas." Our nation's future depends upon leaders 

trained through wide exposure to that robust exchange of ideas which discovers truth "out 

of a multitude of tongues, [rather] than through any kind of authoritative select" 

(Keyishian v. Board of Regents). 

Conclusion 

Equal access to the community college and the teaching of English to immigrant 

students, rather than being straight-forward and unproblematic, is a contested site in 

which there is a struggle about the role and the future of immigrants in our society. As 

Americans, we can decide not to see the dominant white hierarchy that infests our 

institutions or to address issues of racial inequity in our ESL curriculum. We can refuse 

to examine the isolation and ostracization of English-language learners in our educational 

institutions due to racism and a refusal to examine the ineffectual teaching that insults the 

needs of our culturally diverse student body by using inherited grammar tests. If this is 

so, community colleges will continue to separate newcomers from the domestically 

established students and will condition them to accept a slower social status (Valdes, 

1994). According to DiAngelo, “the default of the current system is the reproduction of 

racial inequality; our institutions were designed to reproduce racial inequality and they do 

so with efficiency” (2018, p. 153). 
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If what we choose, on the other hand, is to develop the full intellectual potential 

of all our citizens and future citizens, the challenge before us is enormous. We must plan 

carefully, and we must work quickly. We need to acknowledge that racism exists today in 

our community colleges and strive to provide resource networks and advocates for 

immigrant students along with an ESL curriculum that acknowledges cultural diversity 

and not 1930’s grammar rules. As Conwell said in his “Acres of Diamonds” speech, 

“Your wealth is too near to you. You are looking right over it” (1915, p. 17). Or to put it 

more appropriately for this study, our nation’s diamonds are not far away or in some 

distant country; our nation’s human resources are right in front of us, knocking at our 

doors, pleading to get in if we decide to provide equal financial access and resource 

opportunity to all. There are many Glorias, Nathans, Ilas, and Normas in today’s 

community colleges who deserve a chance to contribute fully to our society and who still 

believe that they, too, can be a part of the American dream. 
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APPENDIX A 

SURVEY INVITATION 

We Request Your Participation 

From: Beverly Miller Sent: --------, 2019 --- pm 

Subject: Survey of Immigrant Students Who Have Taken or Would Like to Take Classes 
at a Community College 

I am writing to you to request your participation in a brief survey. Your responses will 
help me better understand the experience of immigrant students when trying to access 
credit classes at a local community college. 

The survey is very brief and will only take 5 minutes to complete. Please click the link 
below or copy to your browser to go to the survey Website. 

Survey link: https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/6J6LLXR 

Your participation in the survey is completely voluntary and all of your responses will be 
kept confidential. No personally identifiable information will be associated with your 
responses to any reports of these data. The Temple Institutional Review Board has 
approved this survey. Should you have any comments or questions, please feel free to 
contact me at beverly.miller@temple.edu or 484-998-0827. 

Thank you very much for your time and cooperation. Feedback from students is very 
important to further research on how immigrant students are experiencing their ability to 
participate in a local community college. 

Sincerely,  

Beverly Miller 

mailto:beverly.miller@temple.edu
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APPENDIX B 

SURVEY QUESTIONS 

Please answer the following questions as honestly as you can. Nothing you say will be 
connected to your name or reported to LCCC or any other agency. What you report will 
only be used for research purposes (by Beverly Miller at tug50956@temple.edu) to make 
college entrance a more favorable process for undocumented or immigrant students. 
Thanks so much for your honest responses. Please finish the following statements, 
underlining the correct choice in []s. Thanks—Beverly Miller 
 
 
1. I have found it [difficult or easy] to take classes at a community college because 

I… 
 
 
 
2. I [do or do not] like asking for assistance at a community college or university 

because I… 
 
 
 
 
3. I feel like I [don’t or do] deserve a right to a good education in the United States 

because I… 
 
 
 
4. Life here in the US has been [challenging or easy] because I… 
 
 
 
 
5. Finding a job here in the US has been [challenging or easy] because I… 
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APPENDIX C 

INTERVIEW 

Questions for Qualitative Research for “The Experiences of Immigrant Students and the 
Challenges Accessing the Community College” 

Overall Research Questions: 

The overall research question of the study is “In what ways is an immigrant student’s experience 
shaped by the process of attempting to enroll in classes, particularly at the community college 
level?” with the following additional questions: 

1. How does the immigrant student describe his or her experience living in southeastern 
Pennsylvania? 

2. How does the immigrant student describe his or her educational and vocational needs in 
southeastern Pennsylvania? 

3. Do immigrant students experience challenges when trying to take classes at the local 
community college? 

Interview Protocol 

Thanks so much for agreeing to meet with me. I know your time is very valuable, so I appreciate 
you talking with me about your experiences as a student taking classes at the community college. 
Do you have any questions or concerns before we begin? 

1. Please tell me about what has been going on in your life recently (family, job) 
2. Tell me about your experience at the community college. Have you ever tried to take 

classes? 
3. Do you feel like you are doing well at school? Any challenges or hardships? 
4. Tell me about your experiences living in the community? Do you feel like things are 

going well? 
5. What language do you use the most at work or school? What language do you use at 

home? 
6. Tell me about your experience living in the US. Do you feel like things are going well? 
7. Do you think you will try to become a citizen? Why or why not? 
8. How do you feel about recent travel bans being put into place? 
9. Are you happy living here in the US? Is there a place that would make you happier? 

Please explain. 
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APPENDIX D 

OPEN CODING 

Example of Open Coding Analysis: 

Words mentioned # of times 
(1 hour total) 

Financial Burden (e.g., money, credit, loan, Century Fund) 45 

Negative expression (hard for me, difficult, not fair) 51 

Positive expression (that’s so good, husband found a job, agreed to 
[child is sweet]) 

8 

Occupation (teacher, job, chef, go to school) 42 

Heroine identity/Self-improvement (something is pushing me, I have 
to be successful, I have to study, have to…), could have counted the 
words “have to” 

104 

Victim identity/Self-sacrifice -dashed hope (pulling people off the 
street, she doesn’t have a house, she cannot sleep, I have kids, let them 
learn, better for them) 

140 

Conflicted identity- not Syrian, not American ( I feel like I’m not ---, I 
tell people I’m an American, ----is trash, not really Muslim, not really 
Christian) 

76 

Questions order of things (What are you working on? Why is it so 
hard here? Why go back?) 

7 
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APPENDIX E 

INFORMED CONSENT 

 

Title of research: Experiences of Immigrant Students and the Challenges Accessing the 
Community College Investigator and Department: Dr. James Davis is the Primary 
Investigator and Beverly Miller is the student investigator. 

Why am I being invited to take part in this research? 

We invite you to take part in a research study because ---you came to the US fairly 
recently and have tried to take college in your vicinity. You wanted to finish your 
education. You know of others that are new to the US and want to get an education. 

What should I know about this research? 

● Whether or not you take part is up to you. 
● You can choose not to take part. 
● You can agree to take part and later change your mind. 
● Your decision will not be held against you. 
● You can ask all the questions you want before you decide. 

Who can I talk to about this research? 

If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think the research has hurt you, contact 
the research team at Temple University, College of Education, 1301 Cecil B. Moore Ave, 
Ritter Hall/Ritter Annex, Philadelphia, PA 19122-6091; Dr James Earl Davis at 
jdavis21@temple.edu or 215-204-3002 or Beverly Miller at tug50956@temple.edu or 
484-998-0827 

This research has been reviewed and approved by an Institutional Review Board. You 
may talk to them at 215-707-3390 or email them at irb@temple.ed for any of the 
following: 

● Your questions, concerns, or complaints are not being answered by the 
research team. 
● You cannot reach the research team. 
● You want to talk to someone besides the research team. 
● You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 
● You want to get information or provide input about this research. 

Why is this research being done? 

To research how recent immigrants are being treated when they try to take classes at the 

mailto:jdavis21@temple.edu
mailto:tug50956@temple.edu
mailto:irb@temple.ed
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local community college. 

How long will I be in this research? 

We expect that you will be in this research for 45-60 minutes and possibly a short follow-
up written response. All research will be completed by Dec 2020. 

What happens if I agree to be in this research? 

I will email you an initial survey to see if you qualify for the study. If you qualify, I will 
meet with you at an agreed upon location for a 1-hour interview to hear your story of 
coming to the US and trying to get an education. Then after the interview I may ask of 
you to send a follow-up written response via email with additional thoughts or comments. 
Your name will not be used but I will be typing up our interview and using the 
information you give me as data for a dissertation to be completed by Dec 2020. 

What happens to the information collected for this research? 

To the extent allowed by law, we limit the viewing of your personal information to 
people who have to review it. We cannot promise complete secrecy. The IRB, Temple 
University, Temple University Health System, Inc. and its affiliates, and other 
representatives of these organizations may inspect and copy your information. 
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