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Constructing a 
Counternarrative: 

Students 
Informing Now 

(S.I.N.) Reframes 
Immigration and 
Education in the 

United States
Neidi Dominguez 

 Yazmin Duarte 
 Pedro Joel Espinosa 

 Luis Martinez 
 Kysa Nygreen 
 Renato Perez  

Izel Ramirez 
 Mariella Saba

Neidi: So, you’re an AB 540 student?

Pedro:  Yeah, that’s why I’m living off campus with Lupe, she doesn’t 
charge me rent.

Josefina 
(pseudonym):  I’m an AB 540 student too. I had to work two jobs this summer 

to save up since we don’t qualify for financial aid.

Luis: I can’t apply to most scholarships either.

Renato: I understand, I had to find a sponsor for my books.

Linda 
(pseudonym):  Yeah, I don’t qualify for work study, and it’s hard to find a job 

without a social security number.

Everyone: I’m an AB 540 student!

The preceding text is an excerpt from Voces S.I.N. Vergüenza (Shameless Voices), 
a theatrical show produced in April 2008 by Students Informing Now (S.I.N.), a 
student group at the University of California, Santa Cruz (UCSC). It is possible 
to say that S.I.N. made history by fearlessly claiming they were undocumented 
in front of an audience of peers, family, administration, and mostly strangers. 
It was not an act or a performance; it was personal and political truth on stage 
with lights shining on the faces of these citizens of the world who decided to no 
longer stay in the darkness of silence.

What is S.I.N.?
S.I.N. emerged from the lived experiences and struggles of its founding members, 
UCSC undergraduates who were confronted with the fact that their campus was 
doing little to facilitate the entry and retention of undocumented students like 
themselves, known as “AB 540 students” in California. The AB 540 law was 
passed in 2001 in California. It allows any student, including undocumented 
immigrants, to be exempt from paying nonresident tuition at public colleges and 
universities in California if they have attended a high school in California for at 
least three years and graduated, or obtained a GED. Not all AB 540 students are 
undocumented; approximately two thirds of AB 540 students are U.S. citizens.

Although AB 540 students are eligible for in-state tuition rates, undocu-
mented immigrants cannot apply for government-sponsored financial aid or 
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I get bothered when the media and politicians say that 
my parents are criminals. I do not accept that, even as 
a method toward getting support for undocumented 
students. Our parents aren’t criminals, and there are 
other higher powers that have led them to migrate to 
the U.S. I am betraying my parents if I support that 
ideology.

Research that uses frame analysis helps us decon-
struct and problematize dominant frames, like the 
“illegal” frame for immigration. However, research 
rarely shows us how to construct a new frame or a 
counternarrative that can successfully challenge and 
transform dominant media frames. This is because 
living counternarratives—those that take shape in the 
real world—cannot be constructed and sustained only 
by scholars working in theory, but rather in practice 
by grassroots action and collectives of people whose 
work is driven primarily by lived experience and ne-
cessity. S.I.N. members did not sit down one day and 
say, “We need a counternarrative, let’s build one.” 
Instead, S.I.N.’s counternarrative emerged organically 
from the necessity to survive, heal, and reclaim their 
humanity.

Constructing a Counternarrative
The S.I.N. show, Voces S.I.N. Vergüenza, notably ex-
emplifies how S.I.N. constructs counternarratives 
that challenge dominant frames on immigration and 
education. One S.I.N. member wrote:

It was from a personal juncture of social consciousness 
and a necessity to heal that we put together a theatrical 
show where we were the protagonists and the stories 
shared were our own. On stage we became more hu-
man than ever to others by baring naked memories of 
pain, rejection, love, and hope with a bit of humor. 
Creating this show was challenging—society had suc-
cessfully kept us silent; conditioned us to believe that 
we had nothing important to say in the U.S. American 
eye. We were scared and challenged to perform our 
life experiences in front of an audience for the first 
time in our lives. What would our parents say? We 
even thought about the possibility that someone in 
the audience could contact Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement and report us.

We knew that this show was going to revolutionize 
the way our administration, faculty, friends, and fami-
lies perceived us. This show challenged well-digested 
ideas and beliefs held about undocumented people in 

loans. Many students, staff, and faculty were unaware 
of the AB 540 law and did not know that undocu-
mented students were among them in their classrooms. 
Therefore, in late 2005, a group of first-year students 
decided to become their own leaders and build S.I.N., 
a nonhierarchical organization dedicated to educa-
tional justice and immigrant rights. They created a 
mission and vision statement, and even a slogan—
S.I.N. Vergüenza (without shame)—that became a part 
of many of the members’ identities. Although not all 
members are AB 540 students, everyone is person-
ally committed to the struggle for educational equal-
ity for all students. Every member is also connected 
to the immigrant experience, and their different legal 
statuses are not an obstacle to working together but 
rather a strengthening factor.

Within S.I.N., members come together to dis-
cuss and critically analyze the social world as it shapes 
their lives, a process that fosters critical consciousness 
(for more detail, see The S.I.N. Collective, 2007). As 
such, S.I.N. members read the world and the word 
(Freire, 2000). They also write against the world as 
they read it, producing new texts that challenge dom-
inant narratives about immigration. Some of S.I.N.’s 
textual products include an audio segment for ra-
dio, a video documentary, an academic article (The 
S.I.N. Collective, 2007), and the show Voces S.I.N. 
Vergüenza. In this column, we discuss S.I.N.’s work 
as an example of a counternarrative that reframes the 
debate about undocumented students. We argue that 
S.I.N.’s diverse activities and textual products chal-
lenge dominant frames of education and immigration 
while constructing new, alternative ones.

As the two previous policy columns in this journal 
have discussed, dominant media frames often contain 
unexamined assumptions and implicit value judg-
ments; restrict what can be said, thought, or practiced 
with regard to a particular issue; and may shape or 
legitimize particular policies. In the immigration de-
bate, the “illegal” frame prevails (Lakoff & Ferguson, 
2006). This frame defines the issue of immigration as 
one of law enforcement and criminality—it positions 
immigrants as criminals, “illegal aliens,” and even 
“terrorists” in a post-9/11 world. In this frame, im-
migrants are viewed as a problem. As one member of 
S.I.N. testified:
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the United States. It testified that we were complex 
humans who deal with more than our “illegality.” We 
deal with the fact that we are students of color in a 
university from poor working class families; we deal 
with our bodies, our sexuality, and memories.

The S.I.N. show reframes the debate on immi-
gration by constructing a new frame of humanity, 
global migration, oppression, survival, and collective 
interdependence. The following monologue from the 
show is just one of many examples:

Go ahead. Paint a picture of me.
Give me a big mustache, a huge sombrero,
And make me sit next to a cactus...
But one thing is certain: I won’t stay quiet.
I speak because I live.
Because every word comes from the heart.
Today I need to speak loud,
Because if you can’t hear me, it’s as if I never lived.

Today I speak as an immigrant.
Not as an alien.
I don’t come from Mars, as your government makes 
you believe.
As a matter of fact, the land you are now stepping on 
belonged to my ancestors.

I speak with an accent that once in terror kept me 
quiet.
And when I speak in my tongue I can see your faces 
frown.
—¿Por que te da miedo no entender lo que digo? ¿Por 
que crees que cada que hablo en español estoy hablan-
do mal de ti?
Tengo cosas más importantes que hacer.

Today I speak as a man.
I’m reconstructing my macho self.
I don’t need to use violence, and yeah I like pink, pur-
ple, and f lowers!
Today I speak as a gay man.
Learning to love my self, my surroundings, and other 
men.
I am more complex than you thought...

This monologue testifies to the fact that immigrants 
are complex humans who deserve to be treated with 
dignity and that only they can validate who they truly 
are, not the media.

S.I.N. also counters the mainstream belief that 
anyone who works hard enough can succeed in the 
United States. The media and theories that promote 

meritocracy fail to mention how immigrant commu-
nities are faced with institutionalized racism that makes 
it almost impossible to achieve the so called “American 
dream.” Immigrant children face many struggles in 
the U.S. school system. A member of S.I.N. recalled 
her high school experience:

When I was in high school, I had a very hard time 
in math and science. I had a verbally abusive algebra 
teacher who said there was no way I would ever be 
able to reach a university. I felt like a failure and was 
deeply affected. Applying for college was one of the 
most depressing times in my life as I realized most 
doors were closed to me as an undocumented student. 
I resented myself for not being the exceptional un-
documented student.

There are some cases of valedictorian undocumented 
high school students who are offered a full scholar-
ship to a distinguished university based on their aca-
demic achievement, but this is not the case for many 
undocumented high school students. However, even 
AB 540 advocates imply that it is those valedictorian 
undocumented students who deserve sympathy and 
rewards for their achievements, but they ignore the 
miseducation, hopelessness, discrimination, and pov-
erty that affect students’ access to higher education.

S.I.N. exists because all students deserve access 
to an education regardless of their immigration sta-
tus. In its fourth year, S.I.N. continues to challenge 
racist ideologies that shape education and immigra-
tion issues. By producing community texts like the 
show Voces S.I.N. Vergüenza, S.I.N. members not 
only read the world and the word (Freire, 2000), but 
actively read and write against some of those texts to 
build a counternarrative about immigration and edu-
cation. One of the things that the system has not been 
successful at is stripping these students completely of 
their cultural roots and memories. For this, S.I.N. 
thanks their families, their desires, and their love for 
humanity. As one S.I.N. member explained in his 
monologue, 

Yes I am an immigrant.
But I want to make you an invitation...
Forget the stereotypes and recognize yourself as a fel-
low human being,
Recognize the immigrant within you.
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2008, from www.rockridgeinstitute.org/research/rockridge/ 
immigration.html

The S.I.N. Collective. (2007, Winter/Spring). Students Informing 
Now (S.I.N.) challenge the racial state in California with-
out shame...SIN vergüenza! Educational Foundations, 21(1-2), 
71–90.

Dominguez, Duarte, Espinosa, Martinez, Perez, 
Ramirez, and Saba are members of Students 
Informing Now at the University of California, Santa 
Cruz, USA. Nygreen teaches at the University of 
California, Santa Cruz; e-mail knygreen@ucsc.edu.

The department editor welcomes reader comments. Lisa Patel 
Stevens teaches at Boston College, Massachusetts, USA;  
e-mail lps@bc.edu.
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