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Sandra Bygrave Dogier'
raditionally, New York
City auracts Jarge

numbers of undocu-
mented  immigrants.
Sontag  (1993) rc-
ported the Cicy Plan-
ning  Department
estimates the number of undocumented im-
migrants in this City to be between 392,000
and 490,000, Despite the 1986 Immigtation
Reform and Control Act, which included
imposition of sanctions on employers who
hire the undocumented, projections are that
heavy immigration of these individuals will
continue (Steward, 1990; Skerry, 1989).

According to Bogen (1986) many of New

York’s undocumented arrive as tourists or stu-
dents, overstay their time, are from the Carib-
bean (although more recently; the data show
that illegals in New York Scate are more likely
to come from Europe; Sontag, 1993), include
more single individuals than married couples,
and tend to remain for long periods of time or

even permancntly,

|
|
|

Many undocumented immigrants arrive
in this country with hopes of achieving. Flores
(1984), in his paper on undocumented Mexi-
can immigrants, concluded that educational
opportunites and autonomy were the goals
and objectives of many of these individuals.
Yet, despite hopes of achieving, many undocu-
mented find themselves in the low-skilled,
low-paying, secondary job market (Fogel,
cited in Lewis et al, 1985).

However, as part of their preparation to

remain in the United States and their drive for
upward mobility, many of New Yorks un-
documented immigrants take advantage of
the higher educational opportunities that are
available to them. They find the community
colleges of the City University of New York
(CUNY) attractive for many reasons, One
compelling reason is cost. Many have limited
incomes, and the tuition ac CUNY is com-
paratively low. Similarly, undocumented im-
migrants who can prove New York City
residency for ar least one year are allowed to
pay the resident tuition,

Additionally, the immigration status of
these students docs not preclude acceptance
to the colleges. I have found that another
reason many undocumented students atiend
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UNDOCUMENTED
IMMIGRANT
STUDENTS
AT AN URBAN
COMMUNITY
COLLEGE:

A DEMOGRAPHIC
AND ACADEMIC
PROFILE

CUNY is the widely held, but often mistaken,
belief that upon entering the Universicy they
will be able to obtain the student visa, thereby
regularizing their status within the United
States. Consequently, there appeats to be an
increasing number of undocumented immi-
grant students attending CUNY.

Despite the large numbers of undocu-
mented students pursuing higher education,
a review of Psychological Abstracts and the
Educacional Records Information Center
(ERIC) datz base revealed no research data on
how these students are faring, This article
attempts to begin to fill this gap by presenting

a profile ofa sample of undocumented immi- .
grant students attending one of the commu-
nity colleges of CUNY. The present data
consist of a study of 146 students, their aca-
demic records were examined in the fall of
1993,

DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE

he sample consisted of 62% females

| and 38% males. The average age of
the sample was 24 years; 16% were

30 years or older. The overwhetming majority

(90%) were single.
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TABLE 1
. Countries of Origin of Undocumented Students
' ¢ Coribbean  n Europe  n Asic n  SouthAmericc n  NorhAmerica n  Afica  n  MiddleFast n
e . L
Tobago 21 Irelond 3 India 11 Peru 10 Conada 1 Bhuton 1 israel 3
United United Arob
{ ‘Jomaica 18 Kingdom 2 Pokiston 8 Guyana 7 Mexco 1 oryCoost 1 Republic 1
"~ Haif 17 Poland 2 Taiwan 4 Colombia 3 Tokl 2 Liberia 1 Tolal 4
Anfigua 1 Greece 1 Bangladesh 3 Ecvodor 2 Percenfoge 1 Nigena 1 Porcentage 3
! | Dominican .
i |Repub|ic 1 Total 8 Hong Kong 3 Surinam 2 Total 4 Unknown 5
Total 58 Percentage 5  Malaysia 3 Brozil 1 Percardoge 3 Percenfoge 3
‘ Percertage 40 Philppines 2 Chile 1 :
! China 1 Venezuelo 1
' North Korea 1 Tolal 27
Republic of
China i Percentoge 18
. Indonesia ]
- Tolal 38
! e Percenioge 26 e

As Table 1 shows, 36 countries of origin
were represented in this sample of undocu-
mented students. The majority (40%) were
from the Caribbean, followed by Asia with
26%, and South America with 18%, Not
surprisingly, just one of the students was from
Mexico. This finding is in keeping with data
showing that New York's undocumented
population is made up almost exclusively of
non-Mexicans. This is unlike states, such as
California and Texas, where Mexicans ac-
counted for as many as 55% of the illegals
{Passell and Woodrow, 1984).

Thirty-nine percent of the students re-
ported overstaying valid tourist visas, while
61% entered the United States through other
means,

ACADEMIC PROFILE

he overwhelming majority (94%) of

thissample entered the college as new

freshmen. The remaining 6% were
transfer students, Fifty-one percent attended
full time; the majority (84%) attended during
the day.

Thehigh school backgrounds revealed that
40% graduated from a U.S. high school, 25%
held the General Equivalency Diploma
(GED), 15% graduated from a foreign high
school, and 7% did not have a high school
diploma. High school information was not
available for 13% at the time the data were
collected.

All entering CUNY students take a standard

placement test of reading, writing, and mathe-

1995 VOL. XXIIl NOS. 1/2

matics, Based on their performance, students
are placed in remedial courses or are exempted
from them. The overwhelming majority
(97%) of this sample required a remedial
reading course, 70% needed a remedial writ-
ing course, while 77% required remediation
in mathematics. Furthermore, a small per-
centage (1.36%) required a basic English
course that was designed for students having
a limited ability to read, write, or speak Eng-
lish.

Students in this college have a choice of
career or transfer curricula. Sixty-two percent
of this sample of undocumented students
chose career programs, while 31% chose the
transfer programs; the remaining 7% were
nondegree students,

Furthermore, both males and females
(57% and G4%, respectively) were largely
interested in the career programs. Likewise,
both genders tended to select traditionally

Undocumented Students by Area of Origin

Unknown 3.4%
' MNorth America 1.4%

gender-oriented curricula. Thus, while 9 of
the 56 (16%) males chose pre-enginecring as
a curriculum, no female selected this. Simi-
farly, while 35 of the 90 (39%) females chose
nursing, just one male selected this as his
curriculum,

Predictably, the technologies were attrac-
tive to the males, 30% choosing these as their
curricula, as compared to 6% females. There
did not appear to be a differential trend with
respect to gender in the business programs;

thus, 27% of the malesand 23% of the females

selected business-related fields as their curric-
ula. Interestingly, the male undocumented
students {14%) were more likely to be non-
degree students than the females (3%).

GRADE POINT AVERAGE
(GPA) AND PROBATION

hese undocumented students had a

I mean GPA of 2.78. Thirty-three

percent had earned a GPA of 3.0 or
above. Only 12% of this sample had below a
2.0 GPA and were placed on academic
probation. Both genders were equally likely to
receive probation.

Interestingly, 61% of those on probation had
graduated from a U.S. high school and 229% had
entered with the GED. None of the undocu-
mented students holding a foreign high school

diploma was on academic probation,

MIGRATIONWORLD
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SUMMARY AND
CONCLUSIONS

undocumented immigrant students who
were attending a New York City
' community college. The data revealed that
i these students consisted mostly of single
females in their early to mid-twenties, who
were primarily from the Caribbean, followed
by Asia and South America.

The data showing the predominance of
females are in agreement with Passell and
Woodrow’s (1984) finding that New York's
undocumented population consists of more
fernales than males. That the majority of these

I examined the records of a sample of

M

students were enrolled in degree programs
suggests that they may be planning to remain
in the United States for at least two years, This
sample of undocumented students (with few
exceptions) appears to be a fair representation
of New Yorks undocumented population,
One exception is that a smaller percentage
(39%) reported overstaying valid tourist visas.
It may be that this younger sample take riskier
routes into the United States because it would
be difficult for many to obtain valid visas to
enter this country. Research shows thac un-
documented children in the elementary
through secondary schools often need com-
pensatory education and bilingual services in
subjects such as reading and writing, but not
in mathematics (Flores, 1984). A parallel
could be drawn with compensatory education
in the schools and the remedial education that
this college offers. The present data show that
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the finding of Flores, however, is partially true
of this sample of undocumented. The over-
whelming majority needed remediation in
reading, and a significant number necded
remediation in writing, Unlike Flores' (1984)
finding, however, a significant number also
needed remediation in mathematics.

The small number of students needing the
basic English as a Second Language course can
be artributed to the fact that, for many of these
undocumented students, English is their na-
tive language or was taughr in school. Addi-
tionally, for the nonnative speakers,
acceptance to 2 degree program is contingent
on their having a set score on the Test of
English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL),

With all the difficulties inherent in being
an undocumented immigrant, for example,
difficulty securing jobs, living in fear of being
deported, and so forth, one might predict that
these students’ academic performance would
be poor. As Sidney Weintraub (1984) stated,
living in a household in which membets lead
secret lives cannot be conducive to optimal
educational achievement. However, despite
the difficulties, the majority of this sample of
students are doing well. This is possible be-
cause many of these students are motivated to
succeed. That they risk the possibility of expo-
sure to deportation by enrolling in college is
oncattestation to the importanceof education
to them,

The finding that no undocumented stu-
dent holding a foreign high school diploma
was on academic probation suggests that they
areeither better prepared for college than their

U.S. high school graduate counterpart, or are
even more dedicated students. It would be
interesting to see if this finding holds true for

a larger and different sample of undocu-
mented students.

One may ask why an undocumented im-
migrant would attend college since it would
be difficult, at best, for such an individual o :
secure  employment. However, Chiswick’s
(1984) finding that earnings are higher even
among illegals with more education would !
reinforce college enrollment, Additionally, E
many undocumented individuals, in time, do
become permanent residents (Briggs, 1984).
Weintraub (1984) noted the favorable effect
that regularization of status has on an individ-
ual’s life. Having a career would enhance this
favorable effect.

Furthermore, the finding that the majority
of this sample gravitated toward the career
programs, especially nursing and the tech-
nologies, suggests that some of these students
are selecting programs that are useful ourside
of the United States in the event that they are
deported or decide to retum co their home
countries.

There are limitations to this study. Forone,
the sample consisted only of those students
who identified themselves as undocumented.
Moreover, one needs to be careful about gen-
eralizacion of these findings to other undocu-
mented students in areas, such as California, |
where language may play a more significant :
role in their academic achievement, !

That this is the first college experience for |
the majority of this sample reminds us of the !
important role the community colleges play
in the lives of these undocumented immigrant
students. This sample of students appears to '

l

be faring well academically. However, as the !
numbers increase, college personnel need to
be aware that these students present a chal-
lenge, not only because of their different cul-
tural experiences but, more saliently, because
of the different attitudes, behaviors, and issues
that they present as a function of their immi-
gration status. Part of the challenge may be o
find ways to sensitively and effectively serve this
segment of the student body who may avoid
much needed services for fear that their immi-
gration status may become an issue.  [207
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