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     CRECIENDO  
     
JUNTOS (C J)
                            GROWING  TOGETHER

Creciendo Juntos (CJ) Workshop, May 12, 2011:
Pathways to Higher Education for Latinos:
Opportunities, Strategies, and Limitations
There were 35 people in attendance at this workshop
Facilitator: Gloria Rockhold, member of CJ Executive Committee: grockhold@k12albemarle.org 
Introduction of panelists:
· Isabel Castillo is an advocate for the DREAM Act and graduate of Eastern Mennonite University in Harrisonburg, VA. 
· Johanna Martinez is a junior at VCU, on the executive board of Latino Student Association and the Hispanic College Fund University Chapter. 

· Bryant Centeno-Monroy is a VCU student from northern Virginia studying history and involved in the Hispanic College Fund University Chapter. 

· Paul Jones has over 11 years experience working with adolescents and has spent the last 5 years working as a Guidance Counselor at Monticello High School.
· Andrew Modlin is the Executive Director of Enrollment Management at Mary Baldwin College where he is responsible for the Admissions and Financial Aid offices. He has a BA in Economics from the University of Virginia and an MBA from UNC Chapel Hill.
Andrew Modlin:

Mary Baldwin is a private women’s institution. His message is to break through some of the stereo types, don’t operate on assumptions about what options are out there for you.  Mary Baldwin is about 40% women of color, and about 7% Latino. They offer over 50 majors. It’s expensive because it’s a private college, but there are many resources such as scholarships based on financial need and merit. They are aggressively trying to recruit those who cannot afford to pay full tuition. 

He’s encouraging anyone considering going to college to visit a number of campuses and explore some options that might not seem like obvious choices. 

Bryant and Johanna from Virginia Commonwealth University and the Hispanic College Fund:

Bryant is a junior at VCU. His mom is from Bogota, Colombia and his dad is from Managua, Nicaragua. Bryant has a deep love and passion for Hip Hop and spoken word and strives on making a difference in his community through these channels, teaching, and volunteering. Bryant participated in Hispanic Youth Symposium (now called the Hispanic Youth Institute) as both a high school student and a Resident Advisor as a college student. At VCU he participates in The Hispanic College Fund which aims to help Latino students through multiple programs: Hispanic Youth Institute, Hispanic Scholars Program, Motivating Undergraduate Students in Science and Technology, and others.
Bryant attended the Hispanic Youth Institute before his senior year of high school. One of his guidance counselors encouraged him to attend, and he wanted to go because a number of his friends were going. Before this his grades were not very good, his interest in school was low, and he did not really consider going to college to be in his future. The Hispanic Youth Symposium turned him around and made him want to continue school to get a higher degree. He received a scholarship for college through the symposium. He speaks very highly of the HYS and its influence on Latino youth. After last year’s Symposium at Virginia State University, the president of the University was so impressed with the program and the participants that he offered a FULL ride to everyone in attendance, both the high school students considering college and the college age volunteers coordinating the program. He also said they could work with undocumented students. 
Johanna is a Salvadoran and Cuban 3rd year student at VCU, and this year will be her 4th year involved with HYS (she participated as a student, Junior RA, and RA). Her first time as a student, Johanna received a $1500 scholarship from the Hispanic Scholarship Fund for a short essay she wrote during the symposium. At VCU the Hispanic College Fund helps prepare Latino college students for life after graduating. 
Paul Jones from Monticello High School has been working with adolescents for 11 years, and as a counselor at Monticello he works with at-risk youth. Education is not a priority for many students because of life situations, and he takes his role of making education a priority to the students very seriously. Once you understand what motivates an individual you can use that to help them see how education will get them where they want to be. 

Isabel Castillo is the founder of Dream Activist Virginia, she advocates for immigrant students like herself across the state and the country. She’s been living in Virginia for 20 years, came to the US with her parents when she was 6 and went through the public schools in Harrisonburg. Her parents worked in the poultry plant and always encouraged her to do well in school, go to college, and become a professional. In her high school years she realized she was different from her peers because she is undocumented and did not have the same opportunity to go on to college. She graduated from high school with a 4.0 GPA, but she could not apply for financial aid or scholarships because of her status, and her guidance counselor did not know how to help her. She worked at a restaurant seven days a week saving up money. Eventually she discovered that Eastern Mennonite University accepted undocumented students, so she applied, got in, and graduated in three and a half years. But now, even with a degree in hand, she cannot use her education because she is still undocumented. The DREAM act would provide a path for citizenship for young people brought to the US as children through attending college or joining the military. She got involved in supporting and advocating for the DREAM act, met other undocumented youth, and started working to organize people in Virginia to raise awareness and support for the Dream Act. The DREAM Act has been in congress for over 10 years now but has not been passed into law yet. 
Many people still do not know what the Dream Act is and how it could affect people. For undocumented youth in Virginia there are some universities you can attend, though you’ll have to pay out of state tuition. This is a big deterrent for many families, but there are scholarships, there is support, and there is still a chance for change in the immigration system. 

Questions from the Audience:

How important was support from your family during your growing up years and how did that compare to what your friends experienced?
Johanna: Family is as important as you make it. She has friends who supported them 100%, but they didn’t care about school and didn’t make it a priority. In her family she was expected to attend college, and she feels lucky to have that support. And it was important to her to have the encouragement and hear the message that she could succeed. 

Bryant: Family support means everything to him. He’s the oldest in his family, and when he got the scholarship from HYI he was so proud to show his family what he’d achieved. Before that he’d felt like a failure as he hadn’t done well in school, but after that he proved to himself that he could do it, and the support and enthusiasm he got from his family meant a lot. His dad often told him that he had to do better than he did, and this was very influential. Now, Bryant is encouraging his father to go back to school. His mom recently graduated from college and is now a nurse. He feels that with her example, he has no excuse not to succeed. He’s doing this for himself, but he’s also doing this for him family. He’s also setting the example for the rest of his family, his younger siblings, and cousins. 
What are you seeing in Albemarle County Schools? 

Paul: The population of each school is different, and at Monticello the largest population of ESL students is Latino. They’re coming from Columbia, Mexico, El Salvador, and other countries. Just from last year he can think of 5 or 6 Latino students who didn’t graduate because of life experiences: pregnancy, giving up school because they have to work to help pay rent, because other needs are more immediate. He learned from Gloria to ask students what their goal is –do they want a diploma, do they want to work, do they want to go on to college and realistically can they? Something that has changed over the years is that more undocumented students are interested in going to college. He has to explain that it will cost a lot. And a big question for these students is what will it take for people to become documented, to get citizenship so they can use a degree if they get one. Of the students he knows who have done this, it’s taken 6-10 years, and a lot of money. It’s tough. If students want to go on to college without documentation, it’s a difficult, intimidating process. 
It’s important for everyone to understand the level of fear and discomfort that families without documentation experience. I know children who hide under the bed when someone knocks on the door because they’re afraid it’s someone who will break up their family or take them or their parents away. Can you share some of your experiences? 
Isabel: She participated in a sit-in at Senator Reid’s office to raise awareness about the Dream Act. She was arrested, and she was open about being undocumented. This was a big risk and she and her friends could have been deported, but they were not. She believes this is the time not to be afraid, to tell your story, and to band together with others in the community who are undocumented and want to tell their stories. Their group Education Not Deportation, has been successful in preventing deportation for students who have been open about their undocumented status. 

How did your friends react when you shared that you are undocumented?

Isabel: She did not share this with her friends until she graduated from EMU. Now that she is very open about it, she has not heard any negative reactions from her friends. 

Andrew: At Mary Baldwin the only time it’s a factor at all is in the financial aid office. Undocumented students can’t qualify for federal financial aid, but the benefit of being a small, private institution is to be able to work with students individually and find solutions for everyone. They try to make up for what federal financial aid can’t provide. Many colleges are trying to assist their students, helping them succeed. Our community depends on a wide variety of students from all walks of life, and they want to welcome everyone. 

Johanna: She was born in the US so she is a citizen, but she does have family members who did not come to the US legally. She has a lot of friends at VCU who are undocumented, and she’s never felt any animosity towards them, that they’re taking a job from her. Their stories are inspiring, and she’s impressed that they’ve overcome the hurdles to make it happen. 
I work with a young woman who is undocumented who has worked very hard to put herself through college, paying for it by working, but now, graduating, she won’t be able to use it. This is very hard as a service provider to watch. 

Isabel: Having an education is empowering. No one can take away what you’ve learned. It’s not a waste because you’re furthering your life, and if the Dream act passes there will be more opportunities, so encourage people to pursue education. 


I’m an ESOL teacher and have so many students encountering issues with not being able to get a driver’s license. Any advice?

Isabel: Virginia laws are very tough, and it’s going to be difficult to change them. She knows people who have gone to other states to get a license. 

Paul: Students will do what they have to do regardless. The basic needs are survival, and if someone needs to drive to get to work, they will. Given this reality, encourage them to drive safely, follow the rules so they don’t get caught if they’re driving a car illegally.
The issue of high school graduation is a big concern. How much does being undocumented factor in, and what can we do to encourage students to stay in school?

Paul: Gloria took me around to houses to introduce me to families, then they started calling me, trusting me. And what you tell them once they trust you they will take to heart. Young people can read others very well, so it’s important to be genuine. If you take the time to help and give encouragement, it will make a difference. What students are hearing is that they won’t be able to work once they get a degree, so why should they bother. Explain that things will change, and they need to be prepared, educated, ready to work when things do change.

Johanna: The dropout rate at my high school was very high because of teen pregnancy, so education in this area is key. The reason some people are not in school is not because people want to be at home watching TV, it’s often because they need to work to help their family pay the bills. 

Comment from the Audience: Truancy rates are not just pertinent to the Latino population. There are much higher rates among blacks, the rates among whites are high, too, and this is a serious problem for our community overall. 

Comment from the Audience: Early Childhood literacy is such a key component. It’s not an issue of kids not wanting to be there but having bigger obstacles, like not being able to read. 

Comment from the Audience: There are a lot of people coming to our community from all over the world, not just from Latin America. What are we going to do to help these children understand our culture and to get them ready for kindergarten? In many ways we already have the tools we need to help these kids succeed, and we need to work together as service providers and use them.  
Bryant: Motivation from your family is key. When his dad would put him to bed as a kid he’d tell him stories about overcoming obstacles, and he remembers those stories. They motivated him to make the most of his life. He’s taken a mentor role with younger kids encouraging them to make the most of their lives, and this can make all the difference for someone. 

Will PVCC will allow any area high school graduate to enroll?

Yes, they have open enrollment, but undocumented students will have to pay out of state tuition.

Doug Ford: Other states offer in state tuition for undocumented students, and it’s possible that Virginia could change its position and allow this as well. The problem is the current political environment, but under the current law, it is possible for universities to decide to accept undocumented students and offer in-state tuition. 

Closing remarks and thank you to the panelists. 

Announcement: the next CJ workshop is our CJ Roundtable on Thursday, June 9. Please bring any Spanish language materials your organization has to distribute. 

[image: image2.jpg]




