News on the DREAM Campaign
TX: Bill would open college doors
By Hernán Rozemberg

San Antonio Express-News (TX), August 24, 2004

CITRUS CITY — A bitter sigh emanated from the living room of the stilt-sustained Gutiérrez home, one of several humble dwellings along a dirt road in this sprawling colonia in the central Rio Grande Valley. 

A way out
A proposed federal law, called the DREAM Act, would give legal residency to undocumented youngsters interested in going to college. To qualify, they must: 

Have entered the country at 16 or younger. 

Have been here at least five years before the law is passed. 

Finish high school and complete at least two years of college or military training. 

Not have a criminal record. 

Ulises was daydreaming again about being in college, studying business administration. Next to him was younger sister Songey, whose shy smile and tranquil voice concealed her anguish over losing hope of becoming a social worker. 

Money's a problem, but they couldn't go for their degrees even if they were millionaires — they're in the country illegally. 

"I want to keep studying. I want to be somebody," said Ulises, 22, whose family is from Reynosa, Mexico. "But I always knew that without papers, I wouldn't be able to do anything." 

They are among an estimated 1.1 million undocumented school-age youths in the United States, most of whom identify first with their adopted country. About 65,000 graduate from high school every year, according to the Urban Institute, a nonpartisan think tank. 

Just like their U.S.-born counterparts, they see higher education as a necessary step to success. 

But many of them readily drop the idea as a quixotic aspiration, since even if they get accepted and could afford college, their immigration status — they can't even get a government-issued Social Security number — would bar them from legally being hired. 

Others persevere, hoping that someday the impasse will be broken. Some of them have even heard about a proposed federal law, still lingering in Congress, that would do so. 

Introduced two years in a row without success, the Development, Relief and Education for Alien Minors Act, dubbed the DREAM Act, would give permanent residency to undocumented youngsters who came here at 16 or younger. 

They must have been living here for at least five years prior to the law's enactment, without a criminal record. 

"We're talking about bright kids with desire to get an education and who want to give back to the community," said Hortencia Armendáriz, a community organizer with La Unión del Pueblo Entero, a migrant assistance and advocacy group with several Valley offices. 

"The DREAM Act would have a huge impact in our area," Armendáriz said. "Many kids drop out, since they can't go to college and can't get a job. The law would welcome them back into the community." 

The Urban Institute estimated that about 15,000 undocumented high school students drop out yearly. 

Sen. Orrin Hatch, R-Utah, who introduced the bill, said it would give students a chance to reach their dreams and would also benefit the economy because college graduates earn more money. 

He has tried to deflect strong criticism that the law would reward illegal immigration. Opponents have been able to keep it from floor debate on the Senate after it cleared the Senate Judiciary Committee, and have kept a similar bill in the House bottled up at the subcommittee level. 

Efforts to quash the bill have been led by influential groups like the Federation for American Immigration Reform. The law is nothing more than a veiled general amnesty, and more ominously, it would take away educational opportunities for U.S.-born students, the group said. 

U.S. Sen. John Cornyn, R-Texas, voted for the bill in committee but still has some reservations — he won't support proposed amendments that would strip restrictions and turn the bill into a quasi-amnesty scheme, said spokesman Don Stewart. 

In fact, due to such concerns, this year's version of the bill removed a provision allowing youngsters to earn permanent residency through community service instead of college or military service. 

Another added requirement would make DREAM Act students register with the government's foreign student tracking system. They could still seek loans and work-study jobs but not federal grants. 

Even a watered-down version would suffice for undocumented students who say all they're asking for is one chance to prove the controversial idea is a worthy one. 

Ulises and Songey Gutiérrez — she just graduated from high school, while he finished three years ago — wait tables to help cover family costs. 

Lluvia Sotres helps her mother sell clothes at Los Portales Flea Market in Mission. 

Sotres, 18, a high school graduate this year, said she and her mom make about $200 to $250 a week. She didn't mind the job during high school, but she has loftier goals for the future. 

The DREAM Act would allow her to go to college, so she can become a math teacher, she said. 

As with other youngsters in her predicament, she has pondered returning to where she was born — in her case, Ciudad Mante, Mexico. 

But she knows nothing about that city. She hasn't been there since her mother brought her across the border when she was 5 months old. She quickly dismissed the notion. 

"I see myself as a U.S. citizen. I've always lived here, gone to school, never got into any trouble," Sotres said. "Why should a piece of paper with a number keep me from reaching my dreams?" 

Imagine thousands of heads nodding at once in agreement. 

César Ibarra may have been born on the Mexican side of the border, but if he can help it, he'll remain on the U.S. side for a long time. 

In fact, his dream is to represent the U.S. government by joining the Navy. He even had a cousin introduce him to a recruiter who said he'd sign him up right away — as soon as he could provide a Social Security number. 

Ibarra also has entertained the idea of attending college, to study art. On days off he goes back to Mission High School, where he graduated three years ago, to work on projects with his former art teacher. 

While many students shed tears of joy on graduation day, his were of sorrow. 

"I was really depressed that day, because I knew it was my last day in school," he recalled. "I wanted to flunk just to be able to go to class again." 

Until that day comes, he'll continue rising early every morning, helping his father build houses.

