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SUMMARY:
... ABSTRACT: Latina/o Critical Race Theory (LatCrit) exposes multiple forms of oppression Latina/o students experience, including race, class, gender, language, and immigration status. ... This Article utilizes a Latina/o Critical Race
Theory (LatCrit) framework to examine how undocumented Latina/o students experience California public higher education. ... A discussion of the Latina/o college student experience cannot exclude the community college, especially in
California where most Latina/o students begin higher education. ... The experiences of Latina/o undocumented students
in California cannot be divorced from past legislation that has affected Latina/o undocumented students' access to
higher education. ... This study employs an inductive qualitative approach that seeks to answer the following questions:
(1) what are the critical transition factors necessary for moving more undocumented Latina/o students through the
higher education pipeline? and (2) how can institutions support their Latina/o undocumented student populations? A
purposeful sample of six students was collected from two different tiers of public higher education institutions in California. ... Ineligibility for federal and state financial aid programs creates yet another barrier for undocumented Latina/o
students pursing higher education. ... Financial aid offices should also create databases of scholarships and off-campus
private internships that offer stipends for which undocumented student are eligible. ...
HIGHLIGHT: ABSTRACT: Latina/o Critical Race Theory (LatCrit) exposes multiple forms of oppression Latina/o
students experience, including race, class, gender, language, and immigration status. We utilize this theoretical framework to examine critically the experiences of Latina and Latino undocumented college students in California public
institutions of higher education. Through six in-depth interviews with Latina/o undocumented college students, this Article explores the unique experiences and obstacles these students encounter in their college careers. We offer several
policy recommendations for California institutions to support better their Latina/o undocumented student populations
under current legislative restrictions.
TEXT:
[*841]
I. Introduction
Research on the movement of Latina/o n1 students through the educational pipeline has found that a disproportionate
number of Latina/o students are graduating from the high school, college, and graduate segments of the pipeline. n2 In
California, Latina/o students comprise almost half of the entire K-12 public school system; however, only fifty-two out
of every hundred of these students will graduate high school. Only ten of the hundred will graduate from college, only
four will graduate with a graduate or professional degree, and less than one student will receive a doctorate. n3 With educational attainment rates so low for a major segment of the state's population, it is crucial that researchers examine the
Latina/o student experience and strategize ways to improve this pipeline.
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The growing disparity between the knowledge-based California economy and the ability of the soon-to-be Latina/o
majority population to accommodate [*842] the needs of such an economy is problematic. n4 While researchers have
identified critical factors that will move more Latina/o students through the educational pipeline and into higher education, it is important to acknowledge that Latina/o students should not be discussed as a homogenous group. n5 Specific
groups of Latina/o students experience additional barriers in their educational success. These specific groups must be
recognized in order to work towards the improvement of educational attainment for all Latinas/os.
This Article aims to understand the experiences of six "undocumented" n6 Latina/o college students in California, a
segment of students that are lost in the educational pipeline. This Article focuses on undocumented students who encounter greater barriers in their educational success because of their immigration status. This Article utilizes a Latina/o
Critical Race Theory (LatCrit) framework to examine how undocumented Latina/o students experience California public higher education. A LatCrit framework is especially useful in this study as it exposes the multiple levels of oppression undocumented students experience including race, class, gender, language, and immigration status. Six in-depth
interviews with Latina/o n7 undocumented students have revealed that indeed, these students do experience additional
obstacles in higher education than the general Latina/o student population. The qualitative data collected in this study
provide researchers with a glimpse into the lives of students "living in the shadows," as one participant describes, within
California institutions of higher education. This study uncovered several factors that were critical to these students' successful transitions throughout higher education: social support, financial aid, and campus climate.
This Article begins by discussing the critical factors that affect the ability of Latina/o college students to make successful transitions throughout higher education. The Article presents an overview of these factors for the general
Latina/o student population as a foundation for additional critical factors specific to undocumented Latina/o students we
present later in the Article. Next, the Article describes the undocumented Latina/o population in general and California
students in particular. The Article then briefly discusses state legislation relevant to undocumented students' access to
higher education. Utilizing a LatCrit theoretical framework, the Article analyzes and presents the findings of six indepth interviews with Latina/o college students attending public college campuses. This framework exposes how undocumented Latina/o students experience multiple layers of oppression beyond those of most Latina/o college students.
The Article argues that institutions, researchers, educators, and policymakers must acknowledge these unique experiences and work to support [*843] undocumented student populations better. Finally, the Article presents several policy
recommendations that move towards this goal.
II. Critical Transition Factors for All Latina/o College Students
In a previous study, the authors of this Article, along with a research team, conducted a comprehensive literature review of factors that positively affect the academic success of all Latina/o K-12, college, and graduate students, focusing
on California. The findings were published in a research report that articulateed several critical factors necessary for
Latina/o students to make successful transitions throughout the educational pipeline. n8 That report offered specific policy recommendations as ways to improve the educational success of Latina/o students at each segment of the pipeline.
This Article provides a summary of those findings for Latina/o community college and four-year university students. In
section IV, this Article will expand on these findings to include critical factors and recommendations specific to
Latina/o undocumented students.
A. Transition from Community College to Four-Year University
A discussion of the Latina/o college student experience cannot exclude the community college, especially in California
where most Latina/o students begin higher education. n9 While the community college serves several functions including
transfer, vocational, and continuing education, research suggests many Latina/o students attend the community college
with the intent to transfer to a four-year university. n10 Despite high aspirations to transfer, many are not able to make the
critical transition to a four-year university. The disparity between Latina/o students' high aspirations to transfer and low
transfer rates indicates that the community college system is not adequately preparing Latina/o students to transfer to
four-year colleges and universities.
Community colleges can ensure that the aspirations of their Latina/o students are validated by instilling a transfer
culture on campus. A transfer culture is an institutional effort to normalize the transfer process at community colleges.
Implementing a transfer culture ensures all students are provided with the resources, guidance, and preparation needed
to make the critical transition to the university. n11 To create a transfer culture on campus, community colleges should
take several actions. First, community colleges should expand the Articulation System Stimulating Interinstitutional
Student Transfer ("ASSIST") program, a computerized system that provides information on transferring course credit
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among University of California ("UC"), California State University (CSU), and California Community College ("CCC")
campuses. This system [*844] would serve as a form of virtual counseling where students would be able to receive
academic advising online, be able to monitor their academic progress, and learn about campus requirements and deadlines on demand. Second, community colleges should provide a rigorous curriculum for all students by implementing
the Intersegmental General Education Transfer Curriculum ("IGETC") as the default curriculum. This curriculum is
composed of the required courses each student must take to transfer to a public four-year university in California. Third,
campuses should develop and institute learning communities, or cohorts, that provide academic and social support to
students while encouraging transfer.
B. Factors for Degree Attainment
Educational researchers have developed a body of research literature on the factors that encourage success and degree
attainment among undergraduate Latina/o students. Based on this literature, it is possible to identify several critical factors and provide policy recommendations to move more Latina/o students towards a college degree. These recommendations are relevant to four critical factors significant to the undergraduate Latina/o student experience: the role of family, campus climate, role modeling and mentorship, and financial aid.
1. Role of the Family
Researchers have found that strong family ties are an important factor in the pursuit of postsecondary education for
Latina/o students. n12 Families, however, are rarely incorporated into college outreach efforts in any significant way. We
recommend admissions officers and outreach staff build on parent's support of their college-going children and involve
families in outreach efforts. Second, college materials should be disseminated in both Spanish and English, and outreach
efforts should be engaged both on and off campus. Third, programs should build on expanding social networks for
Latina/o families to include educators, college students, alumni, and other families, providing the opportunity for families to meet with each other to share college information.
[*845]
2. Campus Climate
Latina/o college students and other Students of Color n13 frequently encounter a negative campus climate, characterized
by racial discrimination. n14 This negative campus climate can affect a student's persistence and desire to graduate, and
may also discourage a student from continuing to pursue a graduate or professional degree. Improving the campus climate for Students of Color on a college campus benefits all students at an institution. To accomplish this goal, the institution must be committed to student equality and diversity. Campuses must institute a mission to reinforce this commitment that extends to academic and social equality among all students.
3. Role Modeling and Mentorship
Role modeling and mentorship is critical in the college careers of Latina/o students, especially as they are less likely
than other groups to have knowledge about the college-going process. n15 Institutions should encourage faculty-student
mentorship by implementing mentorship programs on campus that target [*846] Latina/o students and match them
with committed faculty members who will support their research interests and dedicate time to provide academic and
personal guidance. Faculty-student mentorship programs should have clearly articulated goals and purposes and must
consistently be evaluated to determine program effectiveness.
4. Financial Aid
Financial aid is a determining factor in the persistence of Latina/o college students. As college tuition increases and
family income remains the same, an affordable college education is not a reality for many Latina/o students. This phenomenon is critical for Latina/o college students attending public institutions in California, where annual budget crises
have led to dramatic increases in fees. Nonresident fees, for students that have not lived in California for more than a
year, are even higher. For undocumented Latina/o students, California Assembly Bill 540 ("AB 540") allows students to
pay resident tuition fees; however, they still do not have access to state and federal financial aid programs. Section III of
this Article discusses this issue further. The state must support public institutions during difficult financial times and
avoid massive state budget cuts in higher education. Institutions must reconfigure awarding criteria for grants and
scholarships to target students with the greatest financial need rather than students who will attend college regardless of
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receiving an award. Furthermore, institutions must make specific efforts to allocate funds to financial aid programs that
provide grants and scholarships to first-generation and low-income college students.
Although these recommendations were aimed at the general Latina/o college student population, all, with the exception of financial aid, are applicable to undocumented students. However, this study seeks to examine the additional
barriers undocumented students encounter during their pursuit of higher education. In the next section we provide a
brief overview of the Latina/o undocumented population in California to begin creating a picture of the undocumented
Latina/o student experience.
III. Latina/o Undocumented Students in California
A. Census Statistics
While it remains a challenge to quantify the exact number of undocumented Latina/o immigrants residing in the U.S.,
current data estimates provide an accurate sense of the significance of this population in the U.S. and specifically in
California. The U.S. Census estimates that in the year 2004, there were thirty-four million foreign-born immigrants residing in the U.S. n16 Of these thirty-four million people, almost fifty-three percent were Latina/o. This high proportion
of Latina/o immigrants is mirrored within the state of California. In [*847] 2004 there were just over nine million foreign-born immigrants living in California, of which fifty-five percent were Latina/o. It is important to note that the Census does not report the legal status of foreign-born immigrants. In a recent report published by the Pew Hispanic Center,
researchers estimate that there are only 11.5 to 12 million undocumented people living in the entire United States. n17
The researchers also report that the majority of the undocumented people living in the U.S. are from Mexico.
Every year, an estimated 65,000 undocumented students graduate from high schools throughout the nation, with the
majority residing in the state of California. In 2001, it was estimated that between 5000 and 8000 students in California
were eligible for resident tuition fees under AB 540. n18 Moreover, research indicates many undocumented students have
excelled academically and have high aspirations to attend college. n19 These statistics demonstrate the urgency in addressing greater access to higher education for undocumented students throughout the nation, but especially in California.
B. Current State of the Law
The experiences of Latina/o undocumented students in California cannot be divorced from past legislation that has affected Latina/o undocumented students' access to higher education. California legislation is quite contradictory in providing greater access to higher education through in-state tuition fees, but restricting state financial aid programs to U.S.
citizens and permanent residents. For many low-income undocumented students the costs of in-state tuition fees are a
burden on them and their families. At the federal level, there has been ambivalence about whether education is a right or
a benefit that can be regulated by the state. n20 The Supreme Court ruling in Plyler v. Doe stated undocumented children
could not be denied public education unless the denial "furthers some substantial state interest." n21 Thus, while Plyler
allowed undocumented students access to education, the case did not establish the right to education. The state of California has also struggled with rights to education for undocumented students. In 1994, California voters passed Proposition 187, which banned all undocumented people in the state access to education, health, and social services. Fortunately, the courts issued an injunction to block its implementation and then found Proposition 187 unconstitutional.
Specific to higher education, the courts and the legislature have affected the rights of undocumented students to pay
in-state tuition fees and to access [*848] financial aid. n22 In 1985, the ruling in Leticia A. vs. Board of Regents allowed
undocumented students attending public four-year universities to pay in-state tuition fees on the same terms as U.S.
citizens and be eligible for state financial aid programs (Cal Grants). n23 However, only five years later, the Leticia A.
decision was overturned in Regents of the University of California v. Superior Court (Bradford), which held that undocumented students must pay out-of state tuition fees at all public higher education institutions. n24 Moreover, undocumented students were no longer eligible for the state financial aid they were allowed under Leticia A. The Bradford order was fully implemented in all public institutions by spring 1995. For over a decade, undocumented students in California were required to pay out-of state tuition fees, approximately three times the amount of in-state fees. This was
clearly unaffordable for many undocumented students. Fortunately, in 2001 students again found some financial relief
with the passing of AB 540. n25 Currently, AB 540 allows undocumented students to pay in-state tuition fees in public
higher education as long as they have attended a California high school for at least three years, graduated, and sworn to
file for permanent residency. AB 540, however, does not provide access to state or federal financial aid programs.
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Since the implementation of AB 540, further contradictions have developed at the federal level in undocumented
students' access to higher education. The Development, Relief and Education for Alien Minors Act ("The DREAM
Act") was introduced as bipartisan legislation in late 2005 to provide undocumented students who grow up in the U.S.
with a path to legal residency if they graduate from college or serve in the U.S. military. It could become law if passed
by both the House and the Senate and signed by the President. The DREAM Act could have a tremendous impact on the
lives of undocumented students. The introduction of the Border Protection, Antiterrorism, and Illegal Immigration Control Act of 2005 ("H.R. 4437"), on the other hand, was a direct attack on undocumented immigrants as it proposed that
any undocumented person residing in the U.S. be charged with a felony for their presence in the country and be barred
from ever gaining legal status in the U.S. Such federal legislation has the potential to override state law.
It is clear that there has been and continues to be debate whether undocumented students should have the same
rights to education as U.S. citizens and residents. In California higher education, undocumented students are accepted to
an institution based on their own merit despite the tremendous barriers they have faced. However, the college dreams of
many of these students have been shattered when access to the institution has been limited by state laws that do not provide undocumented students with the financial resources for a college education. This Article will tell the stories of
some undocumented students that have, against all odds, succeeded to become college students but struggle daily to
navigate through higher education.
[*849]
IV. Critical Transition Factors for Latina/o Undocumented Students
A. Theoretical Framework
To help examine the unique experiences of Latina/o undocumented college students in higher education, this Article
utilizes a Latina/o Critical Race Theory (LatCrit) framework. Within the field of education, LatCrit is an appropriate
theoretical lens to examine the racialized, classed, and gendered experiences of Latina/o students. More importantly for
this study, a LatCrit analysis brings the intersectionality of race and other forms of oppression, such as immigration
status, to the forefront. A LatCrit framework exposes how immigration status affects the educational experiences of
Latina/o undocumented students in college. LatCrit is a branch of a broader theory, Critical Race Theory. While both
theories have the same essential tenets that will be presented shortly, a LatCrit framework functions to address issues
relevant to a coalitional pan-ethnic Latina/o identity. n26 Moreover, a LatCrit framework exposes the intersections of
various forms of oppression, such as immigration status and language, that Critical Race Theory does not. According to
Solorzano and Yosso the five tenets of Critical Race Theory are as follows: (1) the centrality and intersectionality of
race, racism, and other forms of subordination; (2) the challenge to dominant ideology; (3) the commitment to social
justice; (4) the importance of experiential knowledge; and (5) the use of interdisciplinary perspectives. n27 This framework reveals how these students negotiate and navigate through the multiple forms of subordination they experiences as
undocumented Latina/o college students.
B. Methodology
This study employs an inductive qualitative approach that seeks to answer the following questions: (1) what are the
critical transition factors necessary for moving more undocumented Latina/o students through the higher education
pipeline? and (2) how can institutions support their Latina/o undocumented student populations? A purposeful sample
of six students was collected from two different tiers of public higher education institutions in California. Two students
attended a California Community College ("CCC") campus and four students attended a University of California
("UC") campus. Students were chosen from these two institutions to understand the experiences of undocumented students at a two-year and four-year university. The researchers designed a standard interview protocol to gain an understanding of the unique experiences undocumented Latina/o students encounter at their respective institutions, the specific obstacles they face as college students, and how they navigate the college experience. The interviews were approximately one to two [*850] hours in length and were audio-recorded. Following the interviews, the recordings were
transcribed. The interview data were analyzed using a qualitative constant comparative method to reveal emerging
themes.
All six interviews were conducted during the spring and summer of 2006. Participant arrival to the United States
varied between the ages of three and eleven years old. Their ages at the time of the interviews ranged from nineteen to
twenty-six. All students in the study were Latina/o. Four students were born in Mexico, one was born in Guatemala, and
one was born in El Salvador. Four students were female and two were male. Parental education of these students varied.
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Most participants had parents that had less than a high school education with the exception of two individuals who had
at least one parent that had attended some post-high school vocational training. With the exception of one student whose
parents owned a small successful business, most of the participants' parents hold low-wage jobs working as caretakers,
sales representatives, restaurant workers, and hotel maintenance workers.
Interviews focused primarily on individuals' educational and life experiences in relation to their undocumented
status. Students discussed the emotional and financial struggles tied to their undocumented status and how they employed various strategies to deal with these obstacles. These interviews are indicative of at least some of these students'
educational experiences and how they manage to navigate through college in spite of many obstacles. These experiences
lend to the focus of this research, which seeks to provide recommendations that can better able students to transition
into and matriculate from institutions of higher learning.
C. Critical Transition Factors Identified
1. Social Support
Each of the six respondents in the study reported having some source of social support, either through a student organization, a peer, or a family member, that was able to offer guidance and share resources specific to undocumented college students. While research on Latina/o college students has identified social support to be an important factor in the
college-going experience, this type of support is different for undocumented students. Latina/o undocumented students
not only need information and guidance about the college-going process and experience, but they also need information
about how their legal status will present specific barriers at an institution and about how to navigate through those barriers. Similar to previous research on Latina/o college students and family support, the students in this study consistently
mentioned their families as a significant source of support and encouragement through their college experience. Carlos,
n28
a Latino undocumented student, described how his mother was a critical source of emotional support during his first
year at a UC campus:

She's really proud of me and my accomplishments ... she really supports me financially ... and ... also emotionally,
cause I felt like she was the only person that I could really talk to about ... how I was feeling and how I felt lonely. I
guess she [*851] was the only person that could really trust, you know, and tell her about my experiences so far. n29

This student described how he sought the support of his mother because he felt he could "trust" her to discuss his experiences as an undocumented student. His comments suggest that it was difficult for him to disclose this information to
others at the university whom he may have felt he could not trust with this information.
Carlos expressed the lack of support for undocumented students and felt something must be done to provide these
students with a space on campus where they could feel comfortable, supported, and empowered. During his first year at
the university, Carlos met another first-year Latina undocumented student, Marta. Carlos and Marta joined their efforts
together to form the first student organization on campus to support undocumented students. The group was created to
serve as a source of social support for undocumented students and is actively involved on campus and in the community
to advocate for immigrant rights generally and educational rights for undocumented students specifically. Carlos commented:

Before classes started ... I got in touch with faculty and ... I asked them if they knew of any other AB 540 students and
they told me that they didn't. So ever since then, I guess that was one of my goals - to find other AB 540 students and
create some kind of support group, because I was positive that I wasn't the only one that was an AB 540 student, although at times, it seemed like that way, I knew I wasn't the only one. I wanted to form some kind of support group because of the lack of attention I was getting from the university, lack of resources too, you know, and I felt that it was
really important for AB 540 students to have some kind of support.
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Carlos described how this organization provides undocumented students with important social support and is also a
way to share resources. It is important to acknowledge that this student organization was formed out of Carlos' and
Marta's concern for the lack of support they received from the university.
Most of the students in this study did not have a formal social support network on campus for undocumented students, such as the student organization created by Carlos and Marta. However, they were able to turn to other student
organizations to find support. For example, Luz, a third-year UC student, described how she found social support as a
member of Movimiento Estudiantil Chicana/o de Aztlan ("MEChA").

We try to help each other [undocumented MEChistAs] out ... we have that common, I guess, obstacle and so whenever
I know of something, or when they know of a resource, or if they have a question about something with school, since
I'm a third year and most of the students I know are second or first years, I think we try to help each other out with resources.

Luz explained how she was able to create a network for sharing "resources" with other undocumented student members
of MEChA. While the MEChA organization was not directly concerned with providing undocumented students support
specifically, it is an important source of social support for [*852] Latina/o students in general and serves as a space
where Luz and her peers can feel comfortable to share information.
Most of the students in this study, however, were not able to be involved actively in student organizations on campus because they worked part-time or full-time jobs while attending school. Outside employment was the most common
strategy students practiced to pay for their college tuition. For this reason, some students maintained more informal
types of support with other undocumented students on campus. Alma, a third-year transfer student at a UC campus, described how it was important for her to keep in touch with her undocumented friends. Alma is a full-time student and
devotes her free time as a volunteer tutor. Here, she discussed the limited yet important time that she spends with her
friends. Alma explained:

Here at [UC campus] I know many [undocumented] students and I try to be in contact with them, you know. Sometimes there's really not much you can do but sometimes when you listen to other people's problems that helps a lot. Just
being there, being a friend, you know, listening ... I know that some [undocumented students] are in worse situations
than I am because some of them already have a deportation order, some of them - their families really cannot afford
tuition so they struggle every quarter to make ends meet, to pay tuition, to pay room and board and all that. In a sense
I'm lucky because I worked and I saved money ... so I don't have to worry about that right now ... I know it's really hard
for a lot of students [whose] parents are just struggling, you know, and they have to work and they have come to school
and they have to commute and they have to ... drive without a license and worry if they're gonna get pulled over on their
way to school, you know, things like that. So, in a sense, I know there are other students that are in worse situations than
I am. There's really nothing that I can do but to lend my support and my friendship ... just stay in touch with them, that's
what I do.

Despite the limited time she is able to spend with her friends, Alma felt that "staying in touch" with other undocumented college students is very important. She described the many obstacles and emotional stress that undocumented
students must endure during their college education and mentioned that staying in touch is a strategy she uses to ease
stress and find some form of comfort. Each of the students interviewed identified a specific person or group of people
that provided them with social support as they tried to navigate through the institution. The students also expressed that
they needed to feel a sense of trust with the person or group whom they sought support. While a sense of trust may be
important for all students seeking social support, undocumented students may feel especially vulnerable in sharing their
experiences because of the potential repercussions they face if their undocumented status is revealed.
2. Financial Aid
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Ineligibility for federal and state financial aid programs creates yet another barrier for undocumented Latina/o students
pursing higher education. While undocumented Latina/o California students are eligible to pay resident fees under AB
540, their families must be able to afford to pay their fees and other expenses with no assistance from state or federal
governments. Through each of the six interviews, students were most concerned with the lack of access to [*853] financial aid and legal employment needed to fund their schooling. Moreover, they expressed concern about how their
undocumented status would affect their career aspirations after college.
Some students described how they were initially unaware of AB 540 and their ability to pay in-state tuition fees. In
the following excerpt, Laura, a third year Latina student at a community college, described how she felt when she had to
make the decision not to attend a four-year university upon her graduation from high school:

Senior year came and I forgot how I found out [that] I can't go to any of the UC's because I won't [be eligible] for financial aid since I don't have proper requirements for that ... so I was pretty bummed. I kind of felt like my world collapsed. So what's the point? I came all this way and I was like - I don't want to graduate from high school anymore because in high school you feel a little sheltered and once you get out you're like - what's gonna happen? I was a bit scared
and didn't know what to do ... none of my sisters went to community colleges, and I didn't know what to expect ... so
then when it came to apply ... I didn't even bother because why am I going to apply if I can't even go? But then I applied
to one of the Cal States to see if I would get in and I got into [CSU campus]. I wasn't aware of AB 540 back then; I decided not to go.

Here, Laura described how she saw a four-year university as inaccessible being unaware of AB 540. She thought she
could not afford to pay tuition and was unsure as to whether there were any legal restrictions to attend due to her undocumented status. This brings into question how many students with similar experiences do not apply or attend fouryear universities even when they are qualified because of the lack of information about AB 540.
Paying the high cost of out-of-state tuition does not stop some students from attempting to achieve their educational
and career goals. Three of the students interviewed entered college without prior knowledge of AB 540 and began
higher education paying out-of-state fees. Most of the students in this study find that their parents are unable to contribute or can only minimally contribute to help fund their educational costs. While knowledge about AB 540 ensures some
form of access for undocumented students, many others are unable to enter and remain in college. For example, one
student described how she was able to fund her first year at a top-tier UC campus through the sum of various small
scholarships. Currently in her second year, she described how she was going to pay for her first quarter with money
saved up from working. She was unsure how she was going to pay for tuition for the following terms. Most students in
this study pay for their education through small scholarships that do not have citizenship requirements and through
earned wages.
Five of the six students worked at least twenty hours a week. The sixth student had saved money working prior to
transferring to a four-year university. One student, Joel, reported working anywhere from fifty to seventy hours a week
in order to support his educational costs and living expenses which has consequently side-tracked him from transferring
to a four-year university. The inability to obtain "legal" status leaves students with no choice but to obtain employment
that does require documentation, often subjecting them to the service sector where they are not compensated for their
skills as high school graduates and current college students. This adds a further burden these students [*854] must
grapple with: seeking and maintaining employment where "legal" documentation is not required.
The inaccessibility to federal and state financial aid affects undocumented college students and their overall welfare
in other ways. For example, Luz enrolls in extra classes as she rushes to graduate in four years because she cannot afford an additional year. This places further stress and limits on her studies as she struggles to balance thirty-two hours of
work per week and twenty academic units of coursework per quarter. She also spoke to her inability to access free tutoring offered to low-income students because eligibility is verified through financial aid documentation. Even though undocumented students are eligible to receive some support services, they are still unable to access on-campus employment and paid-internships that are directly allocated through state monies.
Other students spoke to the further burden that their financial obstacles bring to their families. Luz funds most of
her educational costs through the financial support of her parents' small business. She realized the limitations of her
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parents' ability to fully fund their children's educational expenses when Luz's younger brother, also undocumented, was
admitted to a four-year university during his senior year in high school:

My other brother ... his senior year he actually did get accepted to [UC campus] and he was gonna come here, but then,
I mean his admission was withdrawn because he didn't really do that well his senior year. But part of the reason he didn't do that well was because he was really stressing out over what he was gonna do, like, you know, because my parents
were already paying for my tuition and even though my parents, they were gonna be able to pay for his tuition, he didn't
want to put that burden on my parents and he was just stressing out, so even though he was gonna get scholarships, that
was one of the factors that affected ... [crying].

Luz became very upset recounting her younger brother's experience of being accepted to a UC campus but not attending because of the guilt he felt knowing his parents would have to pay for his additional college expenses. Luz later explained that she suspects her younger brother purposely underperformed in his classes his senior year so that his parents
would not have to pay for his schooling.
Not being able to secure the adequate amount of financial aid also provides another burden as families struggle with
additional factors. Alma, who had worked hard to save enough money to attend and live away from home, has been
recently placed in a difficult situation:

My dad was telling me that he might pay for my entire tuition for next year, so that's going to help me a lot. We'll see ...
my mom needs to have a surgery, we haven't been able to get insurance for her, Medicare denied her ... I told her I
would give her my money that I have saved, she refuses because she says she will not take it, she would rather go back
to Mexico ... she doesn't want me to stop school, because that means that I would have to stop school for an entire year
to save money, so we'll see ... she needs to have [the surgery].

Alma explained the emotional pain that she feels as her mother suffers through her illness. This situation puts an additional burden on her educational livelihood. Students like Alma struggle with this type of guilt that results from [*855]
spending all of their earnings on their education, unable to contribute to their families' income.
Among the students interviewed, financial support was the greatest obstacle in their college experiences. The ability to fund a higher education often becomes a deciding factor in whether undocumented Latina/o students attend college. Most of the participants mention the lack of information known about AB 540 among faculty, staff, and administrators. This lack of information leads to the institution's inability to provide AB540 students with any type of support.
Institutional support cannot occur as long as faculty, staff, and administration remain unaware and uninformed about
AB 540. Information is especially needed for officials in financial aid and registrar offices that handle student records.
The most important issue that these students expressed was access to financial aid programs.
Despite the many obstacles Latina/o undocumented students may face, the interview participants continued to
maintain a strong motivation to succeed. Several of these college students hold aspirations to attend graduate or professional programs. It is not enough for institutions to offer resident tuition fees for their undocumented students. The purpose of AB 540 was to create greater access for undocumented students who have worked diligently to overcome many
obstacles and be admitted to an institution of higher education. While AB 540 does create greater access by providing
resident fees to undocumented students, it is only the first step in creating greater access for these students. Only a very
few of the many deserving undocumented students in California are attending college due to the great financial barriers
they face. The lack of access to financial aid is part of the larger institutional neglect that these students face.
3. Campus Climate: Institutional Neglect
As discussed earlier in this Article, many Latina/o college students experience a negative campus climate in higher
education institutions. These experiences can be characterized by encounters Latinas/os and other Students of Color
have with racism by their peers, faculty, staff, and campus administration. Interestingly, most of the participants in this
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study did not describe being victims of racial epithets or other forms of direct racism on campus. What the students did
express was a different form of racism, rooted in dominant beliefs and ideologies about Latina/o immigrants in the U.S.
that dehumanize and marginalize this group. These beliefs translate to the institutional climate and affect the experiences of undocumented Latina/o college students when their needs are not met, support is not provided, and information
is not allocated. This form of racism, which can be called "racist nativism," is perpetuated by these institutional practices on campus.
In this study, students described and alluded to feelings of fear, criminality, and invisibility. Many times, they expressed an uncertainty about their futures - if they would be able to afford their college tuition next quarter or year, what
they would do after they graduate, and if they would be able to find employment. In many of our interviews, students
became overwhelmed with emotion when describing the feelings they experienced as a result of their legal status in the
U.S. While campus climate, as described earlier in this paper, does [*856] address the marginalization of Students of
Color within an institution, it cannot explain the profound pain and emotional trauma endured daily in the lives of these
students.
Utilizing a LatCrit theoretical framework in the analysis of this critical factor has exposed how racism and immigration status intersect in the lives of these six Latina/o undocumented students. While these students may not have described experiences of racism directly, they expressed feelings that were a result of a racialized form of nativism - being
an "other," not belonging, and scared to reveal their true identities. The students in this study expressed the emotional
consequences of racist nativism.
Informed by the work of scholars such as Velez n30 De Genova, n31 Acuna, n32 Johnson, n33 and Sanchez, n34 racist nativism can be defined as "a form of racism that is specifically directed toward immigrants who can be racially identified
as Latina/o." n35 Racist nativism can be experienced by other groups of immigrants in the U.S., but dominant beliefs and
associations of Latina/o immigrants with rising crime rates, the health care crisis, lower educational standards, and other
social ills directs hostility toward this group in particular. As explained by Velez, it is also important to acknowledge
that this form of racism can also be experienced by U.S. born Latinas/os who "are racially characterized as Latina/o
immigrants." n36 Thus, this form of racism is directly linked to the "non-native" status of Latinas/os, whether true or perceived. Racist nativism is ideologically rooted in White supremacy that constructs and perpetuates a false history that
Shites are "native" to the land of the U.S., therefore deeming all non-Whites as "foreigners."
The failure of the institutions these students attended to acknowledge their presence on campus and support their
pursuit of a college degree further confirmed feelings of marginalization and perpetuated the form of racism called racist nativism. We borrow from the conceptual work of the S.I.N. Collective to name this inaction institutional neglect. n37
The students in this study felt marginalized and neglected from other student peers, administration, faculty and the institution as a whole. Sonya, a second-year Latina student UC student described how she, as an undocumented student, felt
excluded during a campus event that provided information on programs and services for Students of Color:
[*857]
We had an event at [UC campus] called Scholars Day ... it's basically all the minority groups that come and they kinda
tell you what they have for you, what they offer, [what] the school can offer the minority students [on campus] and a lot
of the stuff ... well that really doesn't include me because um - like a lot of it was about financial aid and how you can
get more out of your financial aid and like all this other stuff, and ... there really wasn't a connection at all. I really didn't
feel like I was a part of that ... like a lot of the groups you don't fit in. You don't feel like you have a connection with like even regular Latino people, it's like; it's just not the same.

Sonya expressed how she felt marginalized from this event because campus groups did not provide information specific
to undocumented students. It is especially disturbing that Sonya felt excluded at an event that catered to the needs of
Students of Color, including Latinas/os at the institution. During the interview, Sonya mentioned that she felt no "connection" to the event or to the other "Latino" students participating in the event. In fact, she described these students as
"regular Latinos" where she inadvertently implies that she is somehow not a "regular" Latina student. Describing herself
in this way demonstrates how Sonya feels she is perceived as an "outsider" or "foreigner" within the institution, similar
to the way dominant society perceives Latina/o immigrants in the U.S. via racist nativism. This event, as a representation of what the institution had to "offer" its students, became symbolic of the neglect that Sonya and other students in
this study experienced at their respective institutions.
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The students in this study experienced racist nativism years before college. Feelings of being an "other" within U.S.
society often times began during childhood. Alma expressed how she thinks her life would be different if she lived in
Mexico, the country where she was born:

Where we live in . . a predominately White [town], you know, there were not that many Latinos there, so people would
ask, how did you get here? How did you come? And we had to make up stories, you know, lie, and in a sense, we [Alma
and her siblings] were kind of forced to grow up fast, you know, our childhood in a way ... it wasn't innocent, you know,
and there was always this like, fear, you know, of what was gonna happen. Who am I? What am I doing here? I know
that I wouldn't have to live like a criminal - like I feel sometimes, how I live like, hiding [pause] not being able to do a
lot of things, you know [crying].

Here, Alma clearly expressed the pain and emotional trauma that she experienced and feelings of being a "criminal"
because she is not able to participate in many of the daily activities U.S. citizens take for granted. For example she
commented:

I can't travel, you know, I can't drive, I can't vote, I can't be involved in many social activities because of it [her undocumented status], I can't apply for scholarships, I can't apply for financial aid, I can't apply for loans, I can't buy a
home, I can't do anything, you know, I'm just like, like I'm non-existent in a way, you know what I mean? As my senior
year approaches, I'm like, what am I gonna do?

Similar to Alma's comments, Laura explained how she sometimes feels "embarrassed" about her legal status.

I guess ... with the whole anti-immigrant thing, sometimes you know, at first ... I guess you could feel a bit, um, embarrassed ... 'cause ... maybe I won't be accepted because they think I'm this whole, you know - whatever. But then ... I'm
just like, [*858] you know ... what do you call this? I'm not strange or anything. It's just, you know a status kind of a
thing and you'll like ... everybody else, you just don't have this actual thing [documentation papers]. I mean, you feel,
affected in a way of not being able to do certain things ... it's hard.

Here, Laura seemed to have difficulty expressing her feelings about being undocumented. Other students in this study
also expressed this same uneasiness when talking about their undocumented status. It is understandable that some students would feel uncomfortable speaking openly about their status, perhaps because of the possible consequences of
participating in an interview, or because of the emotional difficulties in associating herself with dominant perceptions of
Latina/o undocumented immigrants.
Institutions must comply with the symbolic efforts of AB 540 to grant greater access to higher education for undocumented students by meeting the needs of these students once they enter the campus. Students are continually marginalized and experience additional barriers beyond those of the general Latina/o student population as they navigate
through higher education. The failure of the institution to acknowledge these barriers results in the inability to provide
services that will support Latina/o undocumented students. This lack of support is antithetical to the state's efforts to
create greater access to higher education by meeting the needs of its undocumented student populations that enter under
AB 540. The failure to support these students contributes to the larger injustices of society that purposefully exclude
Latina/o immigrants from life opportunities, maintain their oppressed position, and inhibit social mobility. Institutions
of higher learning can no longer remain complicit to the further marginalization of this population of students. As student demographics change in California and more undocumented students enter higher education, institutions need to
respond to meet the needs of this new student population.
V. Recommendations
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While the passage of AB 540 provided some form of financial access for undocumented students in terms of affordability, it also staged a symbolic message asserting that these students, regardless of their immigration status, have the
right to access California public institutions of higher education. Institutions must ensure greater access by providing
more support for this population of students. This section offers several recommendations to colleges and universities to
encourage and support students to enter and matriculate from college. Drawing from the critical factors found in this
study, these recommendations help better facilitate the transition into college and provide suggestions to improve persistence; these recommendations include improving the campus climate, increasing social support services, and providing
greater opportunities for financial aid.
A. Improving the Campus Climate: Advocating for Undocumented AB 540 Students
Undocumented Latina/o students are affected by the racist nativist climate reflected by larger society. These feelings
carry forward when this population of students finds that it must navigate through college without the acknowledgement
[*859] and understanding of the barriers it faces. Colleges and universities must strive to assure a more welcoming and
safe environment by improving the campus climate. Universities must establish this form of legitimacy and validation
through their mission statements. On a macro level, universities must take affirmative plans to support current legislation that supports undocumented students. This includes, for example, taking stances against measures such as H.R.
4437 and support efforts for access such as the DREAM Act. Institutions of higher learning cannot continue to take neutral stances in the effort to provide equitable access for students.
B. Support Services: Creating Task Forces to Improve Student Services
Universities and colleges must make attempts to ameliorate additional problems that undocumented students face. Universities must establish task forces focused on the retention of undocumented AB 540 students centralizing the support
services that these students can access. These task forces must consist of several academic affairs and academic units.
These units must designate at least one staff member per unit that would be trained on AB 540 along with information
that informs employees on the limitations and services offered to these students. Universities should create and distribute memos within these units so that staff members are aware and knowledgeable of the issues this population of students encounters (i.e. immigration policies, etc.). These trainings and memos must emphasize confidentiality of student
information. In addition, universities must create centralized support centers or offices where students can attain all of
the information they need on how to deal with and approach certain situations that they may face. Universities must
create and distribute information packets that include the various services offered at the institution. Recruitment, retention, and academic enrichment programs must incorporate components that inform incoming and existing students with
related information that can help make their transition to college easier.
C. Financial Support: Increasing Opportunities and Information for Financial Aid
While undocumented students cannot directly receive federal and state monies, universities should still make other information and services readily available. Undocumented students can still benefit from university services such as academic enrichment programs, university loans, and free housing. While institutions may not be able to directly allocate
funds that specifically target this population, they should make undocumented students aware of their eligibility to apply for and receive these services. Services that use financial aid information as criteria for eligibility for certain resources should be sensitive to these issues that undocumented students encounter. For example, certain on-campus tutoring services use FAFSA n38 information to determine eligibility. Undocumented students should be able to demonstrate financial need by alternative means.
[*860] Financial aid offices should also create databases of scholarships and off-campus private internships that
offer stipends for which undocumented student are eligible. Financial aid and student accounting offices should also
inform students and scholarship donors about check distribution processes. Checks made out to both the university and
the student present a challenge for some distribution systems because the university sometimes needs to withhold federal taxes for non-U.S. residents in which the students must have a Social Security number ("SSN") or an Individual
Taxpayer Identification Number ("ITIN"). Students and donors should be made aware that checks should be drawn only
in the student's name to avoid delays. This must be done early in the process to ensure that students' monies are available to them in order to pay their expenses in a timely manner. Undocumented students should also be made aware of
flexible payment plans and university loans that they may be able to access. This information should be made available
early on in theses students' college careers. Colleges and universities should also provide financial aid orientations for
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undocumented students. While financial aid becomes a major deciding factor for entering and persisting in college, institutions must acknowledge this potential barrier and increase financial aid information and opportunities as part of the
efforts to support undocumented Latina/o students.
These institutional recommendations offer limited support for undocumented Latina/o students given the current
political climate. As mentioned earlier, this raises the concern in light of the recent legislative strategies aimed at criminalizing undocumented people living in the U.S. along with those who seek to assist this population. Proposals such as
H.R. 4437 further limit access to higher education for undocumented students. For these reasons, institutions of higher
learning must join in the efforts that advocate for these students and provide the necessary support for this population.
VI. Conclusion
This study has examined the unique experiences of six Latina/o undocumented students attending public institutions of
higher education. Using a LatCrit theoretical framework, this Article has acknowledged, documented, and analyzed
these experiences to reveal critical factors that are needed to support undocumented Latina/o students at an institution if
higher learning. The critical factors identified in this study included social support, financial aid, and campus climate,
which can be characterized as institutional neglect. The institutional neglect students experienced at their respective
campuses contributes to practices of racist nativism that reflect larger societal injustices targeted at Latina/o immigrants.
Beyond the barriers the general Latina/o college student population experiences, undocumented students encounter additional barriers that limit their ability to continue and succeed in higher education. This study does not intend to generalize the experiences of these six students to all undocumented Latina/o students. Student experiences can vary based on
a number of factors such as the institution they attend, the resources they have access to, and the social support they
receive. However, the information obtained from the six students in this study provides important insight to the lived
experiences of Latina/o undocumented students in higher education.
[*861] Lastly, this Article provided several recommendations for institutions to better support their Latina/o undocumented student populations that can provide a model of social justice for undocumented immigrant populations in
the U.S. The stories of these six students demonstrate the determination, strength, and resiliency they possess as they
navigate through the higher education pipeline despite the many obstacles that serve to divert them from achieving their
dreams. It is our hope that future research will continue to examine the experiences of this population of students and
find ways to improve their experiences throughout the educational pipeline.
Legal Topics:
For related research and practice materials, see the following legal topics:
Education LawAdministration & OperationStudent Financial AidEligibilityEducation LawAdministration & OperationTuitionResidency ClassificationsImmigration LawDuties & Rights of AliensEducation
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