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7
ACCESS POINTS TO THE AMERICAN DREAM

 Immigrant Students in Community Colleges

Kyle Southern, Teresita Wisell, and Jill Casner-Lotto

Nearly half of undergraduate students in the United States are 
enrolled in the nation’s community colleges (Century Founda-
tion, 2013). Among the community college population, an esti-

mated one in four students comes from an immigrant background (Horn 
& Nevill, 2006). The immigrant student population is far from monolithic, 
representing a variety of ethnicities and cultures and including individu-
als with limited English profi ciency and low levels of prior education in 
their native countries. This population also includes large numbers of highly 
skilled immigrants with advanced degrees and credentials earned outside the 
United States.

In this chapter, we discuss the vital and ongoing role of community 
colleges as facilitators of empowerment and advancement for students in 
American higher education and the workforce. In particular, we focus on 
immigrant students who study at community colleges, including students 
who lack documentation of their residency in the United States. Often 
referred to as “democracy’s colleges,” community colleges are inclusive insti-
tutions that provide the most accessible and affordable path to postsecond-
ary education and workforce training for all who desire to learn, regardless 
of wealth,  heritage, or previous academic experience (Boggs, 2010). Today, 
immigrants and their children are among those students who depend on 
community colleges as entry points to higher education.

We also present the work of a national consortium of community 
 colleges as an example of engaged scholarship from which professional 
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ACCESS POINTS TO THE AMERICAN DREAM  135

educators in the two-year sector can draw insights on how these institu-
tions may support the educational success of immigrant students. Trustees, 
presidents, chief academic offi cers, deans, faculty, student affairs adminis-
trators, and other representatives of consortium member institutions act to 
address the hurdles many undocumented immigrant students encounter 
in their pursuits of postsecondary credentials. Partnerships across insti-
tutional offi ces and with local businesses and nonprofi t organizations are 
essential. As educators work to lower barriers and facilitate partnerships 
that benefi t students’ educational efforts, their work refl ects a commit-
ment to the democratic ideas of the community college sector and the 
public good mission of postsecondary education. By sharing practices 
and experiences across institutions in different settings across the country, 
community colleges serving immigrant populations, including the undoc-
umented, also refl ect the kind of engaged scholarship required to best meet 
students’ needs.

The Community College Consortium for Immigrant Education 
(CCCIE) is a national network of institutions that share a commitment 
to serving this student population. Established in 2008, with major sup-
port from the J.M. Kaplan Fund and other private funders and hosted by 
Westchester Community College, in Valhalla, New York, CCCIE works to 
strengthen and expand college programs that increase educational and work-
force opportunities for immigrant students. CCCIE’s work is guided by a 
blue-ribbon panel that includes national associations, including the Ameri-
can Association of Community Colleges (AACC), and research institutions 
such as the Migration Policy Institute, an independent nonprofi t organiza-
tion that provides analysis, development, and evaluation of migration and 
refugee policies at local, national, and international levels.

The nearly 30 members of the panel bring CCCIE a variety of perspec-
tives, but they are united by a common mission: “to raise awareness of the 
important role community colleges play in delivering educational opportu-
nities to immigrants and to promote and expand the range and quality of 
programs and services for immigrant students among community colleges 
around the country” (CCCIE, 2014, para. 2). After discussing the develop-
ment of this network, its key initiatives, and the practices shared by member 
institutions, we propose areas for further research to provide insight and tools 
community college leaders need to best serve immigrant students and, in so 
doing, to meet the public good mission intrinsic to this sector of American 
higher education.

We hope the engaged scholarship practiced by CCCIE and its mem-
ber institutions may inform community college professionals and illuminate 
potential practices that can benefi t immigrant students nationwide. Scholars 
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136  ENGAGING THE INSTITUTIONAL LEVEL

may also identify questions for empirical investigation that can inform fur-
ther engagement with immigrant student communities in ways that enhance 
their educational experiences in the two-year sector.

Pursuing a Mission of Immigrant Student Support

Prior to the creation of CCCIE, no national voice or concerted initiative 
spoke to the role community colleges play in immigrant education or shared 
expertise and innovative strategies promoting that work. To fi ll this void, the 
consortium has adopted three primary goals and activities:

1. raising visibility and providing leadership through website resources, 
articles, and conference planning and presentations

2. encouraging innovation through action-based research, technical assis-
tance, and sharing promising practices that encourage replication of 
model programs

3. impacting policy changes and strengthening the fi eld through cross-
sector strategic partnerships (CCCIE, 2014)

To carry out these activities, CCCIE has mobilized the resources of its 
blue-ribbon panel. The panel includes member colleges from across the 
country—urban, suburban, and rural—from a dozen different states. 
Members come from areas as diverse as suburban Kansas City, Kansas; 
Miami-Dade County, Florida; south Texas; and Queens, New York. 
They share a commitment to CCCIE’s goals and overall mission. Serving 
 immigrant students is an important part of each institution’s identity and 
mission.

The panel includes prominent associations and institutions bringing 
expertise in policy research and advocacy. The AACC represents 1,200 insti-
tutions (AACC, 2014). AACC partners with CCCIE on issues of increased 
access and success for immigrant and undocumented students.

Each year approximately 65,000 undocumented students graduate from 
high schools in the United States, only to face uneven prospects for post-
secondary education due to legal, fi nancial, and other barriers tied to their 
immigration status. Despite an increased trend of state-level laws and policies 
offering in-state tuition and access to fi nancial aid for undocumented stu-
dents, the majority of states have not adopted tuition equity measures to help 
students continue their education. Addressing the needs of a student popula-
tion this large, in a country with approximately 11.2 million undocumented 
residents (Passel & Cohn, 2011), requires concerted effort by a group with 
CCCIE’s national reach.
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ACCESS POINTS TO THE AMERICAN DREAM  137

Immigrant Education as a National Imperative

As CCCIE member colleges and other community colleges continue to pro-
vide accessible educational options for immigrant and undocumented stu-
dents, they do so under the constraints of limited resources. According to a 
recent Century Foundation (2013) report, community colleges serve nearly 
half of this country’s undergraduate students of color, who disproportion-
ately come to college from lower socioeconomic backgrounds relative to the 
overall undergraduate population. As indicated in the report, “If our nation 
does not assist community colleges in better serving their students, it will be 
less economically competitive and poorer. The American Dream will remain 
out of reach for millions of our fellow citizens” (p. 11).

Undocumented students are not citizens, but removing the undocu-
mented population from the United States would be impractical from a 
logistical standpoint, indefensible from a moral one, and not in the nation’s 
economic interests. Undocumented immigrants represent nearly one-third 
of all immigrants residing in the United States and nearly 4% of the overall 
population (Passel & Cohn, 2011). Approximately 8 million undocumented 
immigrants participate in the workforce, comprising 10% of the total work-
force in Nevada, 9.7% in California, and 9% in Texas. The fact that 71.4% 
of undocumented residents participate in the workforce—compared with 
63% of the overall American population—indicates the disproportionate 
share who are of working age and motivated by work to risk life without 
documentation (Mui & Jayakumar, 2013; Passel & Cohn, 2011). Undocu-
mented residents paid an estimated $10.6 billion in state and local taxes in 
2010 (Institute on Taxation and Economic Policy, 2013). According to the 
Migration Policy Institute, unauthorized workers have contributed at least an 
estimated $50 billion in Social Security taxes (Papademetriou, 2013).

Many of the tax dollars of undocumented immigrants fi nance public 
schools, which many of their children attend. In a 5-to-4 majority 1982 
ruling, the Supreme Court affi rmed the right of all school-aged children to 
receive a K–12 education at the public expense, regardless of their immigra-
tion status. The court found a Texas district’s attempt to charge tuition for 
undocumented students unconstitutional on Fourteenth Amendment equal 
protection grounds. Writing for the majority in the case, Plyler v. Doe, Justice 
William Brennan noted, “Paradoxically, by depriving the children of any dis-
favored group of an education, we foreclose the means by which that group 
might raise the level of esteem in which it is held by the majority” (Plyler v. 
Doe, 1982, III A). Restricting access to education would, in Brennan’s esti-
mation, render a “permanent caste of undocumented resident aliens, encour-
aged by some to remain here as a source of cheap labor, but nevertheless 
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138  ENGAGING THE INSTITUTIONAL LEVEL

denied the benefi ts that our society makes available to citizens and lawful 
residents” (Plyler v. Doe, 1982, III A). Community colleges represent a fi rst 
line of defense against the perpetuation of a permanent caste of undocu-
mented, undereducated residents.

Increasing Access for Undocumented Students

States and higher education systems have attempted to address the educa-
tional needs of undocumented students, but the variety of approaches they 
have taken refl ects the failure of the federal government to take comprehen-
sive action to reform the country’s broken immigration system. First intro-
duced in Congress by Senators Richard Durbin (D-IL) and Orrin Hatch 
(R-UT) in 2001, the Development, Relief, and Education for Alien Minors 
(DREAM) Act would provide a path to citizenship for undocumented youth 
who pursue higher education or serve in the military. Congress has consid-
ered various versions of the DREAM Act numerous times since 2001 but has 
failed to pass any version. Although the House of Representatives passed the 
DREAM Act near the close of the congressional session in 2010, the Senate 
failed to overcome the necessary threshold to bring the bill up for a vote.

In the years since that failure, members of Congress have discussed and 
proposed a variety of measures to reform America’s immigration system. In 
2013, a bipartisan “Gang of Eight” senators introduced a comprehensive 
overhaul plan (SB 744). According to the Immigration Policy Center (2013), 
the bill “makes changes to the family and employment-based visa categories 
for immigrants, provides critical due-process protections, increases the avail-
ability of nonimmigrant workers to supplement all sectors of the workforce, 
and provides legal status to 11 million undocumented immigrants within the 
United States” (para. 3). After several rounds of amendments, senators passed 
it by a vote of 68 to 32. To date, the House has yet to take up a comparable 
approach to immigration reform.

As a temporary measure to encourage undocumented residents to regis-
ter, the Obama administration in June 2012 announced the Deferred Action 
for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program. An initiative of the Department 
of Homeland Security, DACA allows undocumented residents who were 
younger than 31 years old as of August 15, 2012, to defer deportation on a 
two-year, renewable basis and to apply for temporary work permits. DACA 
recipients must meet several requirements, including enrollment in or com-
pletion of an educational program or being active in or having received an 
honorary discharge from a branch of the armed forces. “DACAmented” 
students can be considered lawfully present for the purposes of receiving 
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ACCESS POINTS TO THE AMERICAN DREAM  139

educational benefi ts, although such a determination can still take place at 
the state or institutional level (Immigration Equality, n.d.).

States across the country have interpreted DACA differently regard-
ing availability of services and benefi ts for these students. Immigration, 
therefore, represents a dynamic national policy issue. As of this writing, 18 
states have adopted tuition equity laws, enabling undocumented students 
to obtain in-state residency tuition benefi ts (National Conference of State 
Legislators, 2014). At least four others—California, New Mexico, Texas, 
and Washington—have also opened public fi nancial aid programs to this 
student population, and Minnesota and Illinois have extended privately 
funded fi nancial aid to undocumented college students. Other states have 
adopted policies with more restrictive stances toward undocumented stu-
dents, either expressly disqualifying undocumented students from in-state 
tuition rates or banning their enrollment in public institutions altogether. 
A third group of states leaves approaches to undocumented students 
largely up to institutional decision makers.

Table 7.1 lists states according to their status of higher education 
 policies—inclusive, restrictive, and unstipulated—toward undocumented 
students. The growing trend of increasing tuition equity for undocumented 
students will likely lead to increasing rates of students pursuing postsecond-
ary education, heightening the need for institutions serving the needs of this 
student population to share practices.

The DACA program represents a temporary approach to providing 
lawful presence for young undocumented people. Upon President Obama’s 
announcement of DACA in 2012, Joseph Hankin, then president of New 
York’s Westchester Community College (WCC), noted in an op-ed  article 
published by Community College Daily that the new initiative offers oppor-
tunities for improving the educational and career prospects of undocu-
mented students and represents opportunities for community colleges as 
well. Hankin wrote, “Colleges can play a major role educating their current 
and prospective students about deferred action and getting them connected 
to the organizations and resources, including legal expertise, that can help” 
(Hankin, 2012, para. 7). CCCIE seeks to provide professional resources 
across an institutional network to enable community colleges to better 
meet the needs of undocumented students.

Opportunities and Challenges Serving Immigrant Students

In serving a high proportion of immigrant students, community colleges 
can empower people with the skills and knowledge they need to succeed and 
contribute to our country’s society, public life, and economy. Many such 

9781620364390_Overton_Engaged Research and Practice.indb   1399781620364390_Overton_Engaged Research and Practice.indb   139 10/21/2016   9:34:11 PM10/21/2016   9:34:11 PM

Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com



140  ENGAGING THE INSTITUTIONAL LEVEL

TABLE 7.1

Undocumented Student Inclusive, Restrictive, and Unstipulated States by 

Postsecondary Educational Access and Affordability

Inclusive States Restrictive States Unstipulated States

California
Colorado
Connecticut
Florida
Hawaii1

Illinois
Kansas
Kentucky
Maryland
Massachusetts
Michigan2

Minnesota
Nebraska
New Jersey
New Mexico
New York
Ohio3

Oklahoma
Oregon
Rhode Island4

Texas
Utah
Virginia5

Washington

Alabama*
Arizona^
Georgia^
Indiana^
New Hampshire!

North Carolina#

South Carolina*

Alaska
Arkansas
Delaware
Idaho
Iowa
Louisiana
Maine
Mississippi
Missouri
Montana
Nevada
North Dakota
Pennsylvania
South Dakota
Tennessee
Vermont
West Virginia
Wisconsin
Wyoming

1 University of Hawaii
2 University of Michigan, Wayne State University, and Western Michigan University
3 Ohio Board of Regents Policy only applies to students qualifying for DACA.
4 Rhode Island Board of Governors Policy
5 Virginia DACAmented students qualify for in-state tuition at public institutions.
* Ban enrollment of undocumented students in public institutions.
^ Ban in-state tuition for undocumented students.
! Students must sign affi davits (HB 1383) attesting they are U.S. citizens to qualify for in-state 
tuition rates.
# Undocumented students may attend community colleges but must pay out-of-state tuition rates.

Source. National Immigration Law Center, 2014.
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ACCESS POINTS TO THE AMERICAN DREAM  141

students—given their low-income backgrounds, limited English profi ciency, 
lack of familiarity with community college systems, and undocumented or 
mixed-status immigration households—are ill prepared for college, and CCCIE 
member institutions and community colleges must address myriad personal, 
educational, fi nancial, and employment needs of immigrant students.

The implementation of DACA and the increased national focus on com-
prehensive immigration reform allow for discussion about the role of edu-
cators in the linguistic, civic, and economic integration of new Americans 
in the workforce. Recognizing the restraints presented by limited resources, 
community colleges serving high proportions of immigrant students have a 
variety of opportunities, such as the following:

• Community colleges can provide a range of high-quality services sup-
porting educational attainment and career enhancement for this fast-
growing segment of the U.S. population, including certifi cates and 
two-year degrees, transfer to four-year colleges, career training and 
employer-recognized credentials, English as a Second Language (ESL) 
instruction, civics education, and citizenship preparation. These ser-
vices are best delivered through partnerships with community organi-
zations, employers, adult education systems, K–12 schools, four-year 
colleges, and workforce investment boards.

• Prominent political, business, nonprofi t, and philanthropic leaders 
are working on a national degree/certifi cation completion agenda that 
complements and strengthens community college initiatives.

• Immigrant students bring a diversity of cultures and perspectives and 
can be effective mentors and role models for peers. Colleges can support 
these experiences on campus and in the community. They can also 
work with immigrant youth-led networks such as United We Dream to 
facilitate immigrant students’ completion of postsecondary programs.

• Institutional leaders can collaborate with immigrant youth movements 
and other immigrant rights groups in advocating for in-state residency 
tuition and other educational benefi ts for undocumented students.

Institutional leaders play an essential role in identifying resources to serve 
immigrant students and ensuring that students can access available resources. 
They can also advocate for policies and practices designed to promote the 
educational and personal success of immigrant students, including undocu-
mented students.

Community colleges have limited resources and complex challenges. 
These challenges affect daily institutional practice, and efforts to overcome 
them require creative energy and sustained commitment by institutional 
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142  ENGAGING THE INSTITUTIONAL LEVEL

leaders. They include rapidly changing demographic trends, especially 
growth of the Latino/Hispanic population. More than 40 million immi-
grants live in the United States—more than 17 million of them are natives 
of Mexico, Central America, and South America. Among the undocumented 
population, approximately 1 million people are younger than 18, and an 
additional 4.5 million have at least one parent lacking documentation (Pew 
Hispanic Center, 2011). Politics concerning immigration and access to pub-
lic benefi ts are controversial, particularly in a time of increased focus on cost 
containment and performance measures. The changing economy also means 
community colleges must adapt to prepare students for the jobs of the future.

Community colleges are well positioned to serve a diverse immigrant 
population. However, the services required by immigrant students often 
go beyond the usual academic and fi nancial assistance. As a result of strict 
budget constraints, colleges may lack adequate resources to meet these needs 
in a time of increased demand for immigrant education. Immigrants and 
their children are expected to account for almost all of the nation’s future 
labor force growth. By 2030, nearly one out of fi ve workers will be an 
immigrant (Gelatt, Batalova, & Lowell, 2006). By 2050, fi rst- and second-
generation immigrants are predicted to make up a record 37% of the U.S. 
population (Pew Research Center, 2013). Much sooner than that, by 2018, 
almost two-thirds of all jobs will require at least some postsecondary educa-
tion ( Carnevale, Smith, & Strohl, 2010). Yet in 2011, half of the 40 million 
immigrants aged fi ve years and older had limited English profi ciency, and 
one-third of the 34 million immigrants aged 25 years and older lacked a high 
school diploma (Britz & Batalova, 2013). Immigrant college students are at 
higher risk of dropping out of college than their native-born peers ( Erisman 
& Looney, 2007; Teranishi, Suarez-Oroco, & Suarez-Oroco, 2011). Their 
 college completion rates remain distressingly low compared to the general 
population (Lumina Foundation, 2013).

The education and training immigrant college students receive must 
equip them to make fuller contributions to the economy and to society. By 
making strategic decisions when allocating resources, community colleges 
can establish support structures to facilitate the educational and personal 
success of these students.

Strategic Resource Development

Institutions are starting to designate full-time staffi ng or to create resource 
centers to serve their immigrant student population. In Lexington, Ken-
tucky, Bluegrass Community and Technical College (BCTC) has established 
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ACCESS POINTS TO THE AMERICAN DREAM  143

a holistic support model for Hispanic students that also provides support 
for undocumented students. Further, the college’s Offi ce of Latino Outreach 
and Services provides immigrant students with help in fi nancial aid, enroll-
ment, and academic support. Activities coordinated by that offi ce include 
the following:

• Help with the college application process
• Help with FAFSA application and personalized scholarship searches/

coaching 
• Personalized academic advising and coaching 
• Career counseling
• Educational access and immigration policy information and referrals to 

social services, legal services and leadership programs. (BCTC, 2014, 
para. 2)

Other institutions have adopted support models to fi t the needs of the 
students they serve. In its report Dreaming Big: What Community Colleges 
Can Do to Help Undocumented Immigrant Youth Achieve Their Potential 
( Casner-Lotto, 2012), CCCIE offers community colleges recommendations 
in fi ve critical areas: increasing college access, making college affordable, sup-
porting college readiness and success, offering alternatives for adult learners, 
and improving college retention. The practices that Miami Dade College 
(MDC), South Texas College (STC), and WCC use to support their undoc-
umented students are described in the following sections.

Miami Dade College

Over 174,000 students attend MDC, and approximately 35,000 are 
immigrants. The college estimates that nearly 500 of those students are 
undocumented. When President Obama fi rst announced DACA, MDC 
launched a campaign to educate its student body, faculty, and staff about 
that federal initiative. The college collaborates with student organizations 
such as Students Working for Equal Rights, immigrant advocacy groups, 
and trusted immigration attorneys to conduct DACA information sessions 
for students and their families. Along with these partners, MDC also pro-
vides assistance to eligible students in applying for deferred action and 
work permits.

MDC’s collaboration with its local K–12 school district ensures that 
administrators, counselors, teachers, and students are aware that the college 
welcomes undocumented students and is committed to helping them suc-
ceed. In June 2014, Republican Governor Rick Scott signed legislation ena-
bling undocumented students who have attended at least three years of high 
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144  ENGAGING THE INSTITUTIONAL LEVEL

school in the state to qualify for in-state tuition rates at public postsecondary 
institutions. At MDC, the out-of-state tuition rate for 12 credits per term is 
more than three times the in-state rate of $1,346. MDC has complied with 
the state laws and regulations regarding Florida residency for tuition pur-
poses and has also granted reduced tuition rates to DACA-approved students 
on a case-by-case basis.

In addition, MDC was one of 12 colleges selected to participate in the 
fi rst round of awards under the The Dream.US initiative, a new $25 mil-
lion private scholarship fund that provides fi nancial assistance to undocu-
mented students unable to access Pell Grants or other fi nancial aid. MDC 
met the program’s rigorous selection criteria: a focus on college completion 
and a demonstrated record of serving low-income students by helping them 
to graduate with career-ready degrees and fi nd employment; providing aca-
demic and social support services to underresourced students; designating a 
student adviser to help undocumented students develop and manage educa-
tion plans; and offering associate or bachelor’s career-ready degrees for less 
than $12,500 and $25,000, respectively, for tuition and fees (TheDream.
US, 2014).

South Texas College

Located in the Rio Grande Valley along the Mexican border, STC also 
participates in the TheDream.US initiative. The college has equipped its 
counseling staff with tools and resources needed to address the immigration 
status of students, including referrals to legal services and assistance in fi nd-
ing fi nancial aid and scholarship resources, as well as guidance in navigat-
ing educational and career pathways. The Offi ce of Admissions and Records 
provides training workshops for outreach and admissions counselors, and the 
college has increased the number of counselors equipped to assist undocu-
mented students.

Dual enrollment programs are particularly important for undocumented 
high school students as both college preparation and cost-saving measures. 
These courses enable students to begin college-credit courses for free or at 
discounted prices while still in high school. STC’s Achieve Early College 
High School Initiative introduces eligible high school students to the rigors 
of a college curriculum and encourages college completion. The program 
is open and free to all students, irrespective of immigration status. Hidalgo 
Early College High School serves as a statewide model in preparing students 
for college or career and technology education. The program grants prefer-
ence to applicants who are from low-income families, are the fi rst member 
of their family to attend college, or are English language learners (Nodine, 
2010).
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ACCESS POINTS TO THE AMERICAN DREAM  145

Another initiative at STC, the Broadband Technology Opportunity 
program, bridges the digital divide by increasing computer literacy among 
low-income and out-of-school adults, including a growing population of 
adults from immigrant and language minority communities. STC is one 
of 63 organizations in 6 national sites participating in the online Learner 
Web Partnership. The program, funded by the U.S. Department of Com-
merce, operates through the Continuing Education Department and is 
open to all immigrants, regardless of their status. The Learner Web system 
is a blended model, combining online learning with face-to-face support 
by trained tutors and computer assistants (Learner Web, 2010). Although 
ESL  instruction is not the primary objective, participants acquire English 
 language skills through the program. The program also has attracted people 
to the college who otherwise might not have ventured onto the campus, and 
they are enrolling in ESL or GED programs (Learner Web, 2010).

Westchester Community College

Despite its location in a county popularly known for its affl uence, WCC 
serves a broadly diverse population. With one in four Westchester  residents 
born outside the United States, the college’s Gateway Center provides  targeted 
programs for immigrant and international students, as well as  U.S.-born 
 students. Gateway houses a welcome center that helps new students  navigate 
the campus; the English Language Institute, which serves about 5,000 ESL 
students annually; business and modern language programs; a  professional 
development center that provides workforce training (including ESL courses) 
to local companies and their employees; and centers for fi nancial literacy 
and entrepreneurial studies that offer targeted curricula for English language 
learners.

Studies have indicated that undocumented students can serve as pow-
erful role models and mentors for other students by sharing their personal 
stories, showing how they overcame barriers, and emphasizing the impor-
tance of staying in school (Pérez, Cortés, Ramos, & Coronado, 2010). The 
Mi Hermana Mayor (My Older Sister) mentoring and community service 
program is a partnership among El Centro Hispano, WCC, Manhattanville 
College, and the White Plains school district in Westchester County. The 
program pairs Latina middle school students with Latina bilingual and bicul-
tural “sisters,” or mentors in college, who provide academic tutoring and 
serve as successful role models for the younger girls, encouraging them to 
continue with their own education.

Many of the mentors and mentees are undocumented students, and pair-
ing older, academically successful students with younger students makes a 
signifi cant difference. The program improves mentees’ grades, their attitudes 
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toward school and their future education, and their work habits by providing 
intensive tutoring, one-on-one mentoring, academic support, and weekly 
motivational sessions with successful professionals. Mentors also benefi t as 
they learn the value of helping others succeed, gain tutoring skills, and earn 
stipends for their community service.

Directions for Future Research

The practices described in the previous sections of this chapter represent 
only a sample of the many efforts community college leaders have under-
taken to address the educational needs of immigrant students, particularly 
those from the undocumented and DACAmented populations. They also 
refl ect the commitment of community colleges to serve as access points to 
this country’s system of postsecondary education and economic opportunity. 
Engaged scholarship facilitates an ongoing conversation among practition-
ers and scholars of higher education, and helping undocumented students 
achieve postsecondary success requires sharing effective strategies. Empirical 
study of these practices can help leaders implement their own strategies for 
addressing these needs of this underserved community. Engaged scholarship 
can thereby help empower undocumented immigrant students to overcome 
barriers to educational opportunities beyond high school.

Beyond case studies such as those from MDC, STC, and WCC more 
comprehensive research—both quantitative and qualitative—is needed to 
better understand the experiences and outcomes of a diverse immigrant 
student population and the critical role community colleges can play in 
improving their educational and workforce opportunities. Such research 
could also deepen understanding of the state and federal policies that can 
affect students’ academic and career pathways. Both longitudinal studies that 
track the transitions of students across educational and workforce systems 
and best practice research efforts are needed to better inform practitioners 
and policymakers in their quest to improve immigrant students’ college and 
career readiness. Three areas for further research may deepen the connection 
between research and practice: enhanced data collection, redesigned remedial 
education, and cross-sector partnerships.

Enhanced Data Collection

One area for further investigation is to examine how data can be used to 
better understand the needs and strengths of various immigrant subgroup 
populations in order to track student progress and outcomes, properly allo-
cate resources, and set policy priorities.
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Questions to explore might include: What types of data collection systems 
could track the progress of English language learners from the noncredit ESL to 
the credit ESL and academic departments at community colleges? How can the 
data be best used to support or drive practices and policies at the institutional, 
programmatic, state, and federal levels, including educational reforms to increase 
college degree and certifi cate completion rates? What types of data are needed, and 
at what points can they be collected? For example, community college informa-
tion systems do not generally ask about immigrant students’ prior educa-
tional experiences or credentials earned in their native countries—valuable 
data for addressing the needs of foreign-educated, highly skilled immigrants.

Redesigned Remedial Education

Research and practice over the past few years have begun to transform the 
way faculty, colleges, and state systems deliver remedial education, based on 
conclusive evidence “that remedial education as commonly designed and 
implemented—that is, sequences of several semester-long courses that stu-
dents must complete before gaining access to college-level gateway courses—
does not work” (Charles A. Dana Center, 2012, p. 1). Many ESL students are 
assigned to remedial or developmental education programs, usually spending 
several years there before ever reaching college-level work or, all too often, 
dropping out.

Innovations in the fi eld can benefi t all underprepared and underresourced 
students, such as accelerated and contextualized pathways that integrate basic 
skills instruction with academic programs or with job skills training (e.g., 
I-BEST models, bridge programs, stackable credentials, vocational ESL, and 
dual enrollments). However, more attention is needed to understand the ESL 
immigrant student experience, outcomes in these initiatives, and the targeted 
interventions that may be required to meet student needs. Among the issues 
to be explored are developing more comprehensive assessment measures that 
use diverse approaches to measure profi ciency, addressing cultural differ-
ences, and capturing the full picture of immigrant students’ unique needs 
and strengths (Casner-Lotto, 2011).

Cross-Sector Partnerships

Community colleges alone cannot adequately provide the comprehensive 
menu of services that immigrant students require to succeed in college. Col-
leges are increasingly developing partnerships with a variety of key stake-
holders, including K–12 schools, four-year colleges, adult education systems, 
community-based organizations, employers, and workforce investment 
boards. These cross-sector partnerships increase immigrant students’ oppor-
tunities for further education, training, and job placement.
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Further research is needed to better understand the key elements con-
tributing to partnerships that promote smooth student transitions. Finally, 
we recommend further work on how to leverage public and private funding 
streams as a way to sustain partnerships, incentivize employers as partners in 
developing ESL and job skills training at work, and successfully replicate and 
scale partnerships.

Conclusion

Leaders across government, industry, and philanthropy have recognized the 
importance of broadening college access and completion. The current college 
completion agenda addresses economic realities, but it also enables a larger 
proportion of the population to participate in the social and political life of 
the United States. Community colleges represent a common point of entry 
to postsecondary education for immigrant and undocumented students, 
along with millions of other potential degree completers. These institutions 
prepare graduates for further college work or for joining the workforce and 
also serve as foundations for personal opportunity.

Member institutions of the CCCIE and many other postsecondary 
 institutions serving high proportions of immigrant and undocumented 
 students are reservoirs of expertise on addressing education issues  particular to 
those student communities. This expertise and the opportunities for engaged 
scholarship it opens have much to offer broader national reform  initiatives 
supporting a degree and certifi cate completion agenda. By  leveraging this 
expertise, community colleges can offer a historically underserved student 
population the opportunity to make their American dreams a reality.
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