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Before I used to be more private[about my status] because I was embarrassed, but now I 

can speak to anyone about it …. I feel free to speak out and not be embarrassed 
⎯Teresa, a freshman at SFSU enrolled in Dreamer's English  

Introduction 
 

Dreamer's English is a university-based, cross-departmental endeavor working to 
ensure the retention and academic success of our AB540 student population at San 
Francisco State University.  We are collaboration between MATESOL and English 
graduate students, the English Tutoring Center at SFSU, the SFSU Financial Aid Office, 
and the non-profit organization Educators for Fair Consideration (E4FC).   

The United States represents only 5% of the world's population, and yet contains  
20% of the world's undocumented population. Undocumented children make up 7% of 
the school age population, with 1 million currently in the elementary education system 
(NCES, 2006).  In 20006, more than 65,000 undocumented students graduated from high 
school in the United States.  Approximately 40% of these students reside in California, 
and an estimated 3,500 to 5,000 are enrolled in universities in the state.  There is a 
misperception that the issue of access to higher education for undocumented students is a 
Latina/o issue;  in fact, the data available on the ethnic distribution of California’s AB540 
undocumented student population shows that the ethnic distribution of undocumented 
students across the United States mirrors national trends, where a majority of the 
unauthorized immigrant are from the North American region (Mexico, Canada, Central 
America, and the Carribean), followed by Asia (with China, India, South Korea, and the 
Philipines as the top sending countries) (Hoefer et al., 2009).   

We can expect the number of AB540 undocumented students enrolled at San 
Francisco State University to continue to increase as a growing number of immigrant 
youth in the Bay Area region come of age and attempt to pursue a higher education.  The 
number of potentially undocumented students, students who file for an AB540 tuition 
exemption is growing steadily at SFSU with a jump from 206 in the Fall of 2010 to 264 
in the Fall of 2011.1  While we still don’t have solid data available on the number of 
undocumented students at SFSU, their ethnic distribution, or gender, our own work with 
undocumented students and reports from university staff working closely with this 
student population indicates that Latina/os are the largest group, followed by Filipino and 
other Asian groups.  

The exact number of students currently attending SFSU is unknown and the 
unofficial estimates above are most likely well below the actual number of students 
enrolled or about to enroll, since many undocumented students do not disclose their 
immigration status.  In fact, obtaining up to date  and accurate data remains one of the 
most prominent challenges in our own work and the work of others around the issue of 
access to higher education for undocumented students. None of the three California 
public higher education systems, CSU, UC or CCC have a real sense of just how many 

                                                
1 These numbers indicate students who have filed the AB540 exception and can include 
documented students (for example, out-of-state students who meet the AB540 eligibility 
requirements)  
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undocumented students are currently in college or how many they should expect in the 
near future. 

At this time, AB540 undocumented students are barred from receiving any kind 
of federal financial aid by the 1996 Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA), 
which prohibits any university from providing federal benefits to undocumented students, 
including financial aid.  This means that even though a large portion of their tuition 
money is going into a CSU community pot of financial aid funds, by law, undocumented 
students are unable to access any of it.  Fortunately, Governor Jerry Brown signed the 
California Dream Act (AB130 and AB131) in June and October of 2011.  The passing of 
the California Dream Act means that starting in 2013 undocumented students who meet 
certain eligibility criteria will have access to Cal Grants and other state funds.  

For AB 540 undocumented students enrolled at SFSU now, the only form of 
financial assistance available is private scholarships, which are awarded through a 
competitive application process.  When polled, Dreamer’s English participants indicated 
that the primary reasons they don’t apply for scholarships are a lack of information about 
the scholarship application process and the confidence necessary to pursue these sources 
of funding.  Through conversations with university staff working most closely with 
AB540 undocumented students and the students themselves we know that, as a result, 
many AB 540 undocumented students will attempt to cover the cost of their education 
with their own financial resources by working full-time while attending classes part time, 
a pattern which is correlated with lower levels of degree attainment (Suárez-Orozco et al, 
2011).  

Our interactions with undocumented students and current research show that one 
of the most significant factors determining college participation and retention for 
undocumented students is knowledge of, access to, and use of financial aid (Suárez-
Orozco et al, 2011).  In response to an assessment needs questionnaire conducted in the 
Fall of 2011, when we started the Dreamer’s English workshop, participants responded 
that they need more knowledge about where to find scholarships and also information 
about the resources available on campus that can help them succeed at SFSU.  There was 
also awareness among responders that they needed to improve their writing for the essays 
required in their scholarship applications.  “I need help on writing good essays for my 
applications,” wrote one student, while others wrote “I need help with my personal 
statement” and “I need help in the structure of my writing essays.”  In response to the 
question “What do you expect to get from this workshop?” one participant responded 
“What I expect to get out of this workshop is to be able to write good essays and also to 
be able to get as many scholarships as I can to help my parents pay [for] my school.”   

 
Goals and Objectives 
 

Our long term vision is to create an institutionally replicable network of support 
for AB540 undocumented students at SFSU and at the same time raise awareness about 
undocumented students and their needs among our campus community.  We want to 
create a university climate in which faculty, staff, administrators, and undocumented 
students collaborate to create an environment that supports the academic success, 
retention, and graduation of AB540 students.  A guiding question of our long-term goal 
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is: What would it take to provide an environment that would enable AB540 students to 
have the same university experience as any other SFSU student? 

Our objective for the Spring 2012 semester is to offer the Dreamer’s English 
Scholarship Tutoring Workshop for a second time to undocumented students.  Since the 
scholarship application process peaks in the early spring, with the largest number of 
scholarship applications due between February and April, it makes sense to continue to 
offer the Dreamer’s English weekly workshop in the Spring.  Another primary objective 
is to begin organizing a campus task force of faculty, staff, administrators, and 
undocumented students.  In the process of designing and implementing Dreamer’s 
English in the Fall of 2011, our first semester, we discovered that there are already 
faculty, staff, and administrators working independently to support AB540 
undocumented students, and that the proposed task force would simply provide a space to 
bring all of these individuals together to begin to raise awareness about this student 
population and answer the guiding question above.   
 
Significance 
 

This project is significant because it is an integral part of a broader system that 
will support SFSU’s undocumented student population.  One of the primary challenges 
AB540 undocumented students face as they begin their studies at SFSU is securing 
enough private scholarship money to cover tuition costs for their first year.  The large 
majority of AB540 undocumented students have not applied for, or been able to secure 
scholarships to pay for, their first year of tuition when they arrive on our campus.  
Dreamer’s English provides a proactive intervention by targeting this population of 
incoming students during their first semester. SFSU’s Office of Student Financial Aid 
(OSFA) has sought to increase awareness of scholarship opportunities and provide 
support to AB 540 undocumented students in the application process, yet more needs to 
be done.   

As tuition continues to increase, AB540 undocumented students are faced with a 
disproportionate financial burden, which forces them to work extensively while they are 
attending school. This affects their grades and ability to attend full-time.  This burden 
forces many students to interrupt their schooling in order to save funds for their tuition, 
which adversely affects the university’s retention rate.  In order to avoid academic 
interruption and institutionalize the retention of AB540 undocumented students, 
Dreamer’s English provides additional support by integrating the scholarship application 
process as part of the university course load.  

At the same time, because most AB540 undocumented students are students from 
immigrant families who are English Language Learners, their other primary need as they 
enter SFSU is to improve their English composition skills and proficiency for university 
course work.  Dreamer’s English responds to the urgent need to support AB540 
undocumented students in the process of applying for outside funding in the form of 
scholarships and the equally important need to ensure that they become confident 
academic writers.  Institutionally, Dreamer’s English enables SFSU to fulfill its mission 
to provide broadly accessible higher education for residents of the region.  More 294 Lab� 12/7/11 12:49 PM
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specifically, Dreamer’s English enables SFSU to attract, retain, and graduate a highly 
diverse student body.2 
 
Background: Risk Factors for Undocumented Students 
 
Developmental Disparities 

 Research over the past ten years has demonstrated that undocumented 
students face specific risk factors which lower their chances of academic success. 
Immigrant students in general are very often placed in racially and linguistically isolated 
schools, in which the issues of crowding, inadequate resources, low teacher expectations, 
poor achievement test outcomes, high dropout rates, and limited social capital (Gándara 
and Contreras, 2009) conspire to limit their chances of academic success. Undocumented 
immigrant students face heightened risks within this environment as a result of higher 
levels of economic hardship, psychological distress, a lower availability of social support, 
and lower levels of information about community and public resources (Suárez-Orozco et 
al, 2011).  Analysis of the emergent math and reading skills of documented and 
undocumented children within the same immigrant community revealed that children 
from the undocumented group fared worse on assessments at school entry than those 
from the documented group, even when socioeconomic factors were controlled for 
(Crosnoe, 2006; Han, 2006); disturbingly, developmental differences are observable well 
before school age, with skill disparities detectable at as early as 24 months (Yoshikawa, 
2011).  

 
The Financial Effects of Isolation 

 These disparities in performance stem from undocumented parents' 
inability to access social networks and school resources because of the stigma and danger 
associated with their status.  Because of their unwillingness to reveal their status, 
undocumented parents were unable to access center-based childcare subsidies of the type 
that make participation in academic readiness programs such as Head Start possible for 
low-income families (Suárez-Orozco et al, 2011).  This need to 'go it alone' for fear of 
revealing oneself to the authorities effects undocumented students throughout their 
academic careers; undocumented high school students are more likely to be tasked with 
providing childcare for younger siblings, and to begin working at a young age in order to 
supplement the family income (Perez, Espinoza, Ramos, and Cortez, 2009). In their study 
of the academic performance of undocumented high school students, Perez et. al 
considered employment  an academic risk factor if the students were working at least 20 
hours a week.  Out of the 110 research participants involved in the project, 40% were 
working more than 20 hours a week, with 11% of participants working more than 30 
hours. The effects of this financial burden becomes even more stark in the context of 
higher education: undocumented  students are more likely to lack information about 
financing college,  are less likely to apply for financial aid, and generally borrow less 
than other students and cover more of their college costs through their own financial 
contributions (NCES, 2006.)  Consequently, undocumented students are more likely to 
attend college part time while working part time or full time, an attendance pattern which 

                                                
2 SFSU mission statement: http://www.sfsu.edu/~puboff/mission.html 
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is correlated with lower levels of academic persistence and degree attainment (Suárez-
Orozco et al, 2011).  

 
Liminality and Student Identity 
 Less concrete but just as damaging as the financial burden placed on 
undocumented students is the psychological burden they must bear, a burden which often 
becomes heavier during adolescence. As children from undocumented backgrounds 
mature during high school, they find their ability to engage in the cultural ‘rites of 
passage,’ such as obtaining a drivers’ license, limited because of their status. Students 
who have been socialized and assimilated in the American school system suddenly hit a 
brick wall with the realization that, despite their identification with American culture and 
American values, they are still considered outsiders because of their lack of paperwork. 
Alienated from the culture of their birth country, but unable to fully participate in the 
culture of their adopted country, these students are caught in a no-man's land between 
multiple spheres of belonging.  Suarez-Orozco refers to this predicament as a state of 
‘interminable liminality,’ in which actors are trapped in a perpetual state of transition:  
Their claim, “I am an American by virtue of a shared fate because I speak the language, 
share values, ideals, and worldview,” is met with a symbolic slap in the face: “You are an 
illegal and cannot belong” (Suarez-Orozco, Suarez-Orozco, Yoshikawa, & Teranishi, 
2011, pp.443-444).   
 
Sources of Academic Resilience 
 

Despite this bleak picture, it is still possible for undocumented students to 
experience academic success and self-fulfillment, and to pursue college degrees. In their 
2009 study, Perez, Ramos, Espinoza, and Cortes conceptualized this ability to succeed as 
the result of academic resilience: “the process of overcoming the negative effects of risk 
exposure, coping successfully with traumatic experiences, and avoiding the negative 
trajectories associated with these risks” (p.4).  

 
Institutional Agents and Networks 

Work by Contreras (2009) and by Perez, Cortes, Ramos, and Coronado (2010) 
has also sought to identify factors leading to academic success for undocumented 
students in a college setting. One key finding, shared by both studies, was the role played 
by institutional agents. Contreras' determined that interactions with school officials 
played a pivotal role in encouraging student retention. Students participating in his study 
in Washington State repeatedly named the same set of advisors in the school's Office of 
Diversity as sources of support, describing this group of staff members as people they felt 
they could trust, and who had taken extra care in walking them through the enrollment 
process and offered advice and support during their first year. The Office of Diversity 
was cited over and over, in general, as an administrative branch with a reputation for 
having a “welcoming environment” for undocumented students, and this enclave of 
support was credited with counter acting negative and discriminatory interactions with 
other staff members. 
 Perez, Cortes, Ramos, and Coronado reach an even broader conclusion in their 
study of the socio-emotional and academic experiences of undocumented students in the 
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California university system. In addition to citing faculty members and college instructors 
as “validating agents” for their research subjects, they mention the role played by campus 
support programs, which participants described as being “instrumental in fostering their 
sense of mattering and empowerment” and of peer support networks formed among 
students within the undocumented community. They conclude that successful 
undocumented students were able to use external social networks to buffer stressors 
related to their status.  
 
Innovative Methods 
 

As an institutional partnership, Dreamer’s English provides an innovative model 
for how a higher education institution can build a network of support to increase the 
retention and academic success of AB540 undocumented students.3  As a collaboration 
between staff members, faculty, and students, Dreamer's English shows how by working 
across the university’s structural divides⎯ between students, the faculty, and the 
staff/student affairs offices⎯we can create a social support network to increase the 
retention, academic success and graduation rates of AB540 undocumented students.  
Students are referred to the workshop through the Office of Student Financial Aid, thus 
reinforcing the message that that the university in general welcomes and supports the 
region’s undocumented students. Once enrolled in the program, participants are able to 
make connections with other students who share their status, lessening their sense of 
isolation. As one current participant stated “I figured out that I wasn't the only one... I 
feel more comfortable, [because] I know that there are many other students here that are 
going through the same thing that I'm going through.”   

Our program is also innovative in the way it engages AB540 undocumented 
students to achieve several overlapping and equally important objectives:  To provide a 
safe place that encourages student self-awareness and critical reflection of themselves as 
immigrant AB540 students in the university; to improve their academic writing skills; 
and to help them develop the skills they need to become strong scholarship applicants. 

  In practice, Dreamer’s English is a 3-unit scholarship writing tutoring workshop, 
sponsored by a faculty member in English or TESOL Department.  In the Fall of 2011, 
Professor Mark Roberge from the English Composition Program was the sponsoring 
faculty member.  The daily instruction and coordination of the workshop was done by 
Nancy Jodaitis, Scholarship/AB540 Specialist with the OSFA and Yolanda Venegas, 
graduate student in the SFSU English Composition Program.  Students in the course 
enrolled for independent study credit through the English Tutoring Center.  The class is 
limited to ten to fifteen students with the “highest financial need,” meaning SFSU 
students who have high financial need, have not obtained funding through the university, 
and have not secured sufficient funding to cover tuition costs through private 
scholarships.   

Students enrolled in the class met each week for one hour. The workshop 
coordinators (graduate students in English or TESOL) acted as instructors of the class 
when the week’s topic was within their area of expertise. They also coordinated 
presentations from English faculty, English Composition and MATESOL graduate 

                                                
3 A visual of the institutional collaboration is included in Appendix A 
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students, relevant SFSU staff, members of Educators for Fair Consideration, and IDEAS, 
the AB540 student-advocacy group on our campus.  In addition to attending class one 
day a week, students also met with a writing tutor who is a graduate student in English or 
TESOL for one hour and fifteen minutes for individual writing instruction and to develop 
their scholarship application essays.  The number of graduate student tutors the program 
needs depends on how many students enroll in the workshop.  In the Fall of 2011, since 
ten students needed one hour and fifteen minutes of one-on-one writing tutoring every 
week, the program required the participation of five English composition and/or TESOL 
graduate students to tutor two students per week.   
The role of graduate-level tutors is key, as these tutors often act as mentors and role 
models for the students they work with.  This relationship is two sided, as working with 
undocumented students makes their tutors more aware of the issues they face. It is our 
hope that expanding recruitment within the English and TESOL departments, as well as 
in other relevant departments, will raise the level of awareness about the special issues 
facing AB540 students on the campus as a whole, and will in turn increase awareness and 
support of the program among faculty members and instructors in these departments, 
increasing San Francisco State's reputation as a campus which provides a welcoming 
environment for undocumented students.  
Outcomes 
  
In the short run, we expect to see a development of academic voice and a deeper 
awareness of academic resources among student participants, an increase in the amount 
and accuracy of information about the AB540 population among university officials, and 
an increase in exposure to community-based pedagogy among tutors.  We hope that these 
factors will in turn lead to the development of a sustainable, institutional structure for the 
workshop through the creation of a paid Graduate TA position to act as a program 
organizer, and academic integration and empowerment of AB540 students, as measured 
by word of mouth about the workshop program. At the end of this semester’s workshop, 
we are planning on asking the students if they would recommend the workshop to a 
friend—since one of the goals of the program is to combat the stigma associated with 
undocumented status, students’ willingness to disclose their involvement in the workshop 
may serve as a measure of whether or not they perceive this stigma as being reduced on 
campus. Over the long term, our success will be measured by an increase in retention 
rates among AB540 students, which will prove that higher numbers of undocumented 
students have the funding access and academic confidence to persevere with their 
education We know from our experience in the Fall of 2011, that participation in 
Dreamer’s English helps AB540 undocumented students by giving them a sense of 
belonging, a safe space where they can express and share their experiences as 
undocumented students in the University.  Our hope is that by providing this scholarship 
workshop we can increase access to SFSU for undocumented students in the region.  We 
see the Dreamer’s English workshop as part of a larger project that includes the 
development of a campus-wide task force to raise awareness throughout campus about 
the existence and needs of AB540 undocumented students and at the same time work to 
develop a network of support that insures their retention, academic success and 
graduation.  In developing this program, we will help current AB540 students who are in 
most immediate need and at the same time, send a clear message to incoming 
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undocumented students and undocumented students now in Bay Area high schools that 
San Francisco State University is also their University.   
 More broadly, the issue of how to insure access to higher education for all 
residents in the region, including undocumented students, in an issue that all universities, 
and especially those in regions with a high immigrant population are struggling with.  
The urgency of this issue is sure to grow as all available demographic data shows our 
immigrant populations are steadily growing.  If public education is to fulfill its historical 
mission, then our universities need to be ready for a growing number of undocumented 
students and students from immigrant families.  As such, this program provides a model 
of how as an institution, we can collaborate across the usual structural divisions within to 
insure that all residents in our region⎯documented or not⎯have access to a high quality 
education.  
   
 


