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ABSTRACT
CONCIENCIA BILINGUE: THE MULTILINGUAL AND ACADEMIC WRITING
PRACTICES OF UNDOCUMENTED IMMIGRANT ACTIVISTS
Sara del Pilar Alvarez
May 12, 2018
This qualitative research and community-based engagement focuses on the
critical examination of the texts that 12 U.S. Southern and New York City undocumented
young adults have produced in relation to immigrant rights advocacy. Adapting Lillis and
Curry’s 2010 text-oriented ethnography methods and drawing on a collective framework
informed by Garcia and Wei’s (2014) theorization of dynamic bilingual practices,
translingual theories of language difference in academic writing (Horner et. al, 2011; Lu
& Horner, 2016), and Flores’s and Rosa’s (2015) call for raciolinguistics as a way to
interrogate academic writing, this study examines the bilingual stances that these
immigrant activists bring to their language and literacy practices, and their production of
these texts. The study centers on the perspectives and lived experiences of racialized
bilinguals to build on scholarship looking to the writing practices of students broadly
characterized as local multilinguals (Canagarajah, 2010; Flores, Kleyn, & Menken,
2015); I argue that the dynamic and embodied language and writing practices of
undocumented immigrant activists challenge monolingual assumptions about linguistic
legitimacy and citizenship and should be examined in the contexts of their undocumented

and immigrant lived experiences. This research offers insight on how minoritized and
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racialized young adults can—and do—develop their bilingual potential with and through
their scholarly and professional experiences as well as their political activism. In doing
this, I propose “conciencia bilingiie” as a working term for understanding the dynamic
and ongoing self-reflective language practices of racialized bilinguals. These practices
include rhetorical selections of linguistic and cultural features to signal difference in
writing, translocal movements between languages and modalities to produce distinctively

bilingual texts, and dissociating language from nationhood and belonging.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

BILINGUALISM FROM THE IMMIGRANT AND LOCAL PERSPECTIVE

“If my daughter had wanted to go to the moon, she would have found a way to do it.”

—Irene Perez, 2012 from “My fearless daughter”

On May 18 of 2007, Tam Ngoc Tran did the inconceivable as an undocumented
young adult: Tran “outed” her undocumented status by testifying in front of a U.S.
Congressional Immigration Subcommittee. Tran had been born in Germany to
Vietnamese refugee parents who had left Vietnam after the fall of Saigon. When Tran
was six years-old and under a political asylum petition—which would be denied after
many years of waiting—her family had immigrated to the U.S. to reunite with other
family members. In the U.S., Tran was undocumented and stateless (Wong & Ramos,
2011). Tran believed in the power of stories, and the power of telling her own story. She
believed that if the American people would learn about how complex and broken the
immigration system was, they would (re)consider immigration reform. But telling her
story in Congress posed a great risk to Tran and her undocumented family, and as Wong
and Ramos (2012) describe below, her fears were not unfounded:

Given [Tam’s] own undocumented status, [testifying] was an act of considerable

personal courage. Three days later, ICE (Immigration and Customs Enforcement)



agents staged a predawn raid on her family’s home in Orange County and took

her parents and brother into custody. Tam reached out to members of Congress

and immigration attorneys and succeeded in getting her family released and

stopping their deportation. (p. 5)

Tam Ngoc Tran and Cynthia Felix, whose mother, Irene Perez, is quoted in the epigraph
above, were fierce, strategic, and innovative undocumented immigrant activists and
leaders in the struggle for immigration reform and the (re)introduction of the
Development, Relief, and Education for Alien Minors (DREAM) Act, which has failed to
pass for 17 years now since 2001 (Alcindor & Stolberg, 2017). Tran and Felix were close
friends, who had—against all odds—become graduate students at elite universities in the
Northeast. They “were killed in a car accident. Their tragic passing has galvanized the
movement they left behind” (Wong & Ramos, 2012, p. 3).

There is no doubt that the immigration advocacy movement has only continued to
grow, as the number of “self-outed” undocumented young adults and their communities
has increased, become more diversified, and their methods for self-advocacy have
become more tactical and aware of the planned and implemented extreme national
measures that work to criminalize and profit from racialized bodies (Gonzales, 2016;
Muiioz, 2015; Truax, 2015). As Felix accurately put it in 2007 in a short documentary she
and Tran developed on the undocumented experience of travelling from southern
California to Seattle to obtain a driver’s license titled Seattle Underground Railroad,
“The state wants your money so they let you buy the car, get the tags, register the car,
buy insurance, but when it comes to giving you a license, they don’t want to give you

one” (Arellano & Ramos, 2010). Undocumented young adults and their allies have



become the voices for contesting, challenging, and shifting many of the debates on
citizenship and social justice in the U.S.

In any given week, undocumented young adults “in the movement”! are
conducting workshops for immigrant communities in various languages, preparing
presentations for university officials and faculty members, visiting college classrooms to
create awareness about the immigrant experience in the U.S., or occupying legislators’,
governors’, and senators’ offices across the nation. Undocumented young adults are
engaging multilingualism and academic and professional writing practices on an
everyday basis, but how have they learned and engaged these practices? For example,
how did Tam Tran navigate national legal boundaries and “documents” in order to have
her parents and brother released from deportation proceedings? What might we make of
the ways in which students like Felix and Tran “documented” and wrote their
undocumented lived experiences?

This qualitative research and community-based engagement study focuses on the
critical examination of the texts that 12 U.S. Southern and New York City undocumented
(or DACAmented?) young adults have produced in relation to immigrant rights advocacy,
and who have built on the work of Tran and Felix. Adapting Lillis and Curry’s 2010 text-
oriented ethnography methods and drawing on a collective framework informed by
Garcia and Wei’s (2014) theorization of dynamic bilingual practices, translingual theories

of language difference in academic writing (Horner et al., 2011; Lu & Horner, 2016), and

! This term emerges from my research as a self-reference that undocumented young adults use in their
activist discourse to refer to their immigration advocacy work.

2 DACAmented refers to the youths who have been granted Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals
(DACA). The USCIS states that DACA is a relief granted as of June 15, 2012 to “certain people who came
to the United States as children and meet several guidelines [and] may request consideration of deferred
action for a period of two years, subject to renewal.” (USCIS). It is important to note that DACA is not a
status, it is a relief—so the youths who are granted this relief remain undocumented.

3



Flores’s and Rosa’s (2015) call for raciolinguistics as a way to interrogate academic
writing, this study examines the bilingual® stances that these immigrant activists bring to
their language and literacy practices, and their production of these texts. The study
centers on the perspectives and lived experiences of racialized bilinguals to build on
scholarship looking to the writing practices of students broadly characterized as local
multilinguals (Canagarajah, 2010; Flores, Kleyn, & Menken, 2015); I argue that the
dynamic and embodied language and writing practices of undocumented immigrant
activists challenge monolingual assumptions about linguistic legitimacy and citizenship
and should be examined in the contexts of their undocumented and immigrant lived
experiences. This research offers insight on how minoritized and racialized young adults
can—and do—develop their bilingual potential with and through their scholarly and
professional experiences as well as their political activism. In doing this, I propose
“conciencia bilingiie™* as a working term for understanding the dynamic and ongoing
bilingual self-reflective practices of racialized people. These practices include rhetorical
selections of linguistic and cultural features to signal difference in writing, translocal
movements between languages and modalities to produce distinctively bilingual texts,
and dissociating language from nationhood and belonging. Undocumented young adults
engage in diverse and embodied language and academic practices that require a careful

understanding of the complexities and lived experiences of their undocumentation and

3 In using the term “bilingual,” I am aligning with the stance that bilingualism is about the bicultural and
embodied ways of knowing that people bring into their everyday lives. In this way, “bilingual” carries a
political weight that understands the histories and struggles of communities which have tried to attain and
sustain bilingualism in heavily monolingualist contexts (see for example Garcia, 2013).

41 introduce and develop this term in Chapter 3.



U.S.-based schooling. This research pursues these complexities and diverse language and
literacy connections by posing the following guiding questions:

e What language media are used in undocumented youths’ writing on immigrants’
rights issues and in what ways (translanguaging, transmodality, translocality)?

e How do these writers understand the rhetorical value and effects of their ways of
deploying various languages in their writing on immigrants’ rights issues,
including what confuses or troubles or excites them about which language(s) to
use, and how, in such writing?

e More broadly, what might their language practices in such writing, and their
understandings and views on their practices, contribute to current scholars’
understanding of the politics of language practices in writing?

e How has the immigrant rights advocacy activism that these young adults
participate in influenced their becoming bicultural writers? How has their
activism cultivated their bilingualism?°

The answers to the questions have implications for how writing studies scholars
understand the educational effects of globalization, and how they participate in the
discourse on U.S. and global immigration in which undocumented and immigrant
communities constantly face the threat of deportation, family separation, and exclusion
from higher education and upward mobility.

A study of the plural language and literacy practices of undocumented immigrant
activists in two demographically different urban settings in the U.S. South and Northeast
helps educators and scholars invested in social justice to better understand and draw
connections between the politics and “rhetorical education” (Alexander & Jarratt, 2014)
of transnational and immigrant students and their bilingual stances and activism in

relatively distinct linguistic landscapes. This ethnographic engagement then forwards a

close look into the diverse manifestations of linguistic difference in writing and calls for

5 Here, I emphasize that bilingual is to be understood as a dynamic practice that moves beyond language to
consider the political positioning of a speaker and their ethnic/ethnicized identity.
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more careful attention to matters of race, ethnicity, embodiment, geolocation, and
immigration status in studies of multilingualism. The project takes up Keith Gilyard’s
call for multilingual language theories to examine the ways in which “not all
[multilingual] writers are stigmatized in the same manner” (2016, p. 286), and it does this
from the perspectives of ethnic or ethnicized writers themselves (Alvarez et al., 2017),
who are legally and nationally positioned at the margins.

To examine the complexity and politicized language and literacy practices of
minoritized and racialized college eligible® students who are at the national margins
requires a close understanding of their positioning as undocumented immigrants and as
local multilinguals. This chapter, first, discusses how undocumented young adults are a
part of the 1.5-generation in the U.S. and how this positions them as an in-between
cultural and linguistic immigrant generation. Within this context of U.S. transnationalism
and identity formation based on practice and lived experience, the chapter then turns its
attention to how these young adults are part of the educational local multilingual
categorization. Through this discussion, I draw distinctions on how conversations on
multilingualism and multilingual students have emerged and grown differently in the
intersecting fields of English education and composition and rhetoric. These distinctions
also draw a trajectory and set of connections to how language ideology and practice have
been theorized and covered in the literature. Finally, I offer a brief review of what each

chapter in this research project offers.

6 All participants in this study are high school graduates, making them college eligible. Some participants
in this study have already obtained undergraduate college degrees, making them college eligible for
graduate school. I choose this term consciously as a reminder that undocumented young adults are eligible
for college, but it is because of extreme national or state legislation that many cannot pursue their goals,
which include obtaining a college degree.



Undocumented Young Adults: An Immigrant and American Generation

Recent estimates indicate that of the approximately 11.5 million undocumented
immigrants residing in the U.S., 2.1 million arrived as children, and one million are now
adults (Gonzales, 2011). A large portion of this growing linguistically diverse population
has attained higher education—despite the multiple obstacles they face—and are
politically conscious about immigrants’ rights and socio-economic and educational
injustices amongst minoritized populations (Abrego, 2011; Gonzales, 2016; Patel, 2013).

Scholars focusing on studies of migration and social movements have paid
attention to undocumented youth’ (Abrego, 2011; Nicholls, 2013; Gonzales, 2008), but
the scope of their studies has not considered the languages and literacy practices these
youths enact and produce, especially as a linguistically diverse and minoritized group.
These migration scholars have focused on the obstacles that first-generation immigrant
children and second-generation children of immigrants face in reaching higher education
in the U.S. and have then offered us insight into these youths’ lives as part of what has
become identified as the 1.5-generation.

The 1.5-generation of immigrants arrived in the U.S. as minors and have lived
most of their lives in the U.S. (Gonzales, 2011; Gonzales & Chavez, 2012). Because of
Plyer v. Doe, they have attended U.S. schools and acquired U.S.-based cultural and
linguistic practices (Abrego, 2011; Gonzales, 2011; Nicholls, 2013). Although the 1.5
generation faces greater adversity in the U.S. in comparison to the second generation

(Suarez-Orozco & Sudrez-Orozco, 2001), they usually do not have to face an

7 Most scholars have even come to term this group as DREAMers (ages range from 16 to 25). The term
DREAMers emerges from the DREAM Act, which as mentioned in the opening of this chapter has failed to
pass since 2001. This act would have provided some of these youths a pathway to citizenship. However,
most of the young adults in this study rejected this term for reasons I discuss in Chapter 4.
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unauthorized status until they reach their teenage years (Abrego, 2011; Gonzales &
Chavez, 2012). Moreover, because of the implementation of DACA, legal restrictions on
teen-to-young adult rites of passage, like getting a photo ID or obtaining a part-time job,
have lessened these youths marking as undocumented, and for many it has allowed them
to pursue higher education (Gonzales, Terriquez, & Ruszczyk, 2014). However, DACA
has also marked particular state distinctions in its implementation, by which certain states
have blocked or made it difficult for undocumented young adults to access the rights
granted via DACA (Rodriguez & Monreal, 2017). In this way, the 1.5-generation of
undocumented young adults are still at the peripheries of citizenship and state-sanctioned
belonging. As U.S. locals and students but not citizens or permanent residents, and as
transnational persons who have strong cultural and family ties outside of the U.S. and
have a close insight into American life, the 1. 5-generation appears to do better than the
second generation regarding both language sustainability and their secondary and tertiary
educational achievement (Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 2001). Thus, undocumented
young adults participating in immigrant rights’ advocacy offer a strong representation of
the potential of bilingual and minoritized college eligible students in U.S. writing courses
and public discourse.

Moreover, the community spaces and organizations in which these immigrant
young adults participate also offer great insight on the educational and bilingual potential
of spaces outside of school furthering language and literacy practices (Alvarez &
Alvarez, 2016). These spaces and organizations tend to be immigrant-driven, community-
based, staffed by volunteers, and supported with community funds. In other words, while

these young adults have busy and difficult lives, in which they often work two jobs or



more jobs and attend school at least part-time, they participate and work with and for®
immigrant and community-driven efforts because of their own desire to learn more about
their situation and advocate for their immigrant communities. By participating in these
immigrant community-based organizations, these undocumented young adults can meet
other students in their same situation, learn more about how to navigate their
undocumentation, and sustain their bilingual language and literacy practices.

In the process of demanding immigration reform, undocumented young adults
constantly negotiate the monolingual ideologies of language in writing of legislation and
education with a bent toward social justice. For instance, Miguel, who I introduce in
Chapter 3, learned to rely on his lived experience with Spanish-English bilingualism in
the U.S. context—that ties particular accents and languages to citizenship and
undocumentation—in order to infiltrate Broward Transitional Center in 2012 (The
Nation, 2013; Santa Ana, 2002). Miguel’s infiltration is an example of such rhetorical
maneuvering, but so are the kinds of press releases, organizing documents, cross-cultural
exchanges, and bilingual protest chants that he and his peers generate, revise, translate,
and critique daily.

Given their political positioning as representative of the 1.5-generation,” a group
of young adult activists, and the growing bilingual student body in the U.S.,

undocumented young adults’ language and literacy practices suggest the need for

>

8 “Work with and for” is a phrase that emerges in much of the advocacy literature, but also my participants
vocabulary on how people in the movement should be a part of these efforts.

% Suarez-Orozco and Suérez-Orozco (2001), along with Todorova (2008) have written extensively on the
schooling experiences of immigrant children, also known as the 1.5 generation, and children of
immigration, the second and on generations. Gonzales and Chavez (2012) and Gonzales (2016) have also
written about the implications for the 1.5 immigrant generation when undocumented. Furthermore,
Rodriguez and Monreal (2017) have examined the experiences of undocumented youths in the South, and
Trivette and English (2017) have looked that the ways in which these youths have responded to extreme
measures of exclusion from higher education in the South.
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consideration and analysis. Moreover, in a U.S. national climate in which immigrants and
minoritized groups have been publicly, legally, and politically demonized—and
undocumented migrants have been deported in record numbers (Campbell, 2011; Chavez,
2008; Gonzales-Barrera & Krogstad, 2014), even prior to the 45" president openly
calling for extreme deportation measures and ailing the voices of Neo-Nazi nationalist
groups (Hankes & Amend, 2017), undocumented immigrant activists’ texts deserve our

attention.

Review of Relevant Literature

The Global and Multirhetorical Turns

Brian Ray and Connie Kendall Theado’s (2016) introduction to the special issue
of Composition Studies titled “Composition’s ‘Global Turn’” asserts that the “turn
[towards multilingual/translingual and transnational dimensions of higher education]
seems inevitable for us to engage” (p. 10). As mobilities/immobility, and the advent of
modern technologies occupy and transform our everyday language and literacy practices
(Mufwene & Vigouroux, 2012), writing and rhetoric scholars are also shifting their
attention to what these changes mean to our work—and such work is receiving
prodigious consideration (Banks, 2015; Horner, Selfe, & Lockridge, 2015; Ridolfo, 2013;
Vieira, 2016; You, 2016). For instance, in the last fifteen years, the Conference on
College Composition and Communication (CCCC) has presented the Richard Braddock

Award to a significant number of articles focused on matters of language plurality,
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policy, and its teaching,'® and in 2016 the journal College English, much like
Composition Studies, awarded a special issue to the theme of “Translingual Work.”

In light of this seemingly recent “global turn,” several terms, stances, and
dispositions have emerged as a way to respond to an increasingly diverse and bilingual
student body (Garcia & Wei, 2016; Horner et al., 2011; Paris & Alim, 2014). Among
these terms and ideologies, translingualism and translanguaging have gained particular
momentum in the fields of English Education and Language Studies (Canagarajah, 2013;
Horner & Kopelson, 2014; Wei, 2010; Martinez, 2010). Works immersed in this
constellation of cultural and rhetorical traditions are also on the rise as they stimulate and
push ideological and epistemological boundaries (Banks, 2011; Cushman, 2016; Mao,
2013; McKittrick, 2006; Mignolo, 2005; Olson & De los Santos, 2015). However, this
sudden turn to matters of language plurality has also invigorated questions, tensions, and,
perhaps, some conflation regarding the work and trajectory of translingualism and other
works aiming to defy monolingualist views.!! In addition, these tensions have become
more visible now that indigenous epistemologies point to the great extent at which these

theoretical debates have not considered ethnic and ethnicized peoples’ perspectives on

10 As of the year 2000 five articles—speaking directly—to matters of language plurality, policy, and its
teaching have received this award: 1) Bruce Horner and John Trimbur, “English Only and U.S. College
Composition”; 2) Min-Zhan Lu, “An Essay on the Work of Composition: Composing English against the
Order of Fast Capitalism”; 3) A. Suresh Canagarajah, “The Place of World Englishes in Composition:
Pluralization Continued”; 4) Anne-Marie Pedersen, “Negotiating Cultural Identities through Language:
Academic English in Jordan”; 5) Lisa R. Arnold, “The Worst Part of the Dead Past': Language Attitudes,
Policies, and Pedagogies at Syrian Protestant College, 1866—1902” (NCTE, 2016).

" Such questions have been unveiled in the form of open-source discussions on platforms like the
Transnational Writing blog—a website hosted by the Transnational Composition Standing Group at the
CCCC (Mihut et al., 2016), the Second Language Writing (SLW) Interest Group and their open letter
published in the journal of College English, titled, “Clarifying the Relationship between L2 Writing and
Translingual Writing” (Atkinson et al., 2015), and scholarly publications, such as Canagarajah’s (2015)
article “Clarifying the Relationship between Translingual Practice and L2 Writing.”

11



their own languages and literacy practices, and their experiences navigating and
confronting monolingualist ideologies. In other words, translingualism, as Cushman
(2016) and Gilyard (2016) have argued, must closely examine and concern itself with the
social justice aspect of languaging in education, which takes into consideration all voices
and the disparities they face in confronting monolingualist views. For instance, while the
translingual orientation has focused on either theorizing a view of language difference or
conceiving how to teach from this perspective, it has not attended to the role a
translingual orientation might play in academic and professional writing directed at social
justice. More attention is then needed in attending to what I theorize in Chapter 4 as
translingual orientation with an activist end. This orientation and practice of
translingualism or translinguality as explicitly politicized (or recognizably so) and with a
social justice purpose is then more consciously aware of both embodiment and unequal
differences in specific social contexts and linguistic landscapes. For example, in the
linguistic landscape of New York City, seeing multiple languages in writing is rather
common, but this does not mean that English—as monolithically imagined and
imposed—does not exert the dominant power it has in most U.S. contexts. In this way,
undocumented young adults navigating the linguistic landscapes of New York City and in
the context of immigration advocacy are still in many ways having to navigate these

monolingualist and English-Only contexts, legal documents, and texts.

Translingualism and Translanguaging
In composition and rhetoric, the term “translingual” is often traced to Horner, Lu,

Royster, and Trimbur’s 2011 article, “Language Difference in Writing: Toward a

12



Translingual Approach.” In this pedagogical “call” the authors make the case for a
translingual orientation in the teaching of writing. They write:

a translingual approach argues for (1) honoring the power of all language

users to shape language to specific ends; (2) recognizing the linguistic

heterogeneity of all users of language both within the United States and globally;

and (3) directly confronting English monolingualist expectations by researching
and teaching how writers can work with and against, not simply within, those

expectations. (p. 305)

In addition, translingualism (the doing of translingual work or translinguality) has
been identified within the perimeters of what A. Suresh Canagarajah has identified as
“translingual practice,” a perspective on translingualism that focuses on the doing and
“rhetorical positioning” of language plurality (Canagarajah, 2013, p. 5-6). Therefore,
translingualism can be understood as a range of rhetorical literacy practices,'? and a
disposition towards what scholars like Lu and Horner (2016) have referred to as
“language difference.” Through this ideological positioning, translingualism draws from
and problematizes our field’s long history of language-related struggles and findings, as
well as interdisciplinary areas of research, like linguistic anthropology.

In Students’ Rights to Their Own Language (SRTOL), a “thirty-two-page
publication that appeared in the fall of 1974 as a special issue of College Composition
and Communication,” which Perryman-Clark, Kirkland, Jackson recently and rightly
argued is a resolution and critical source worth reflecting on and reprinting, the CCCC

Executive Committee stated:

12 These can be seen (and exemplified) in Paris’s (2012) works looking at the “linguistic and cultural
dexterity” of minoritized youth, in which rhetoric functions as strategy awareness).
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We affirm the students’ right to their own patterns and varieties of language—the
dialects of their nurture or whatever dialects in which they find their own identity
and style...We affirm strongly that teachers must have experiences and training
that will enable them to respect diversity and uphold the right of students to their
own language. (p. 19)
The introduction of SRTOL forced the field to recognize the existence of language
varieties and their legitimacy in students’ lives.!> And as Kynard (2007) argues in her
analysis on the potential of SRTOL, critically examining the Black Caucus’s work in
forwarding this resolution is both a way to reassert the legitimacy of blackness in our
field and call out its monolingualized whiteness (p. 229-231). Yet, it is important to
recognize that while translingualism and SRTOL are crucial parts of the social justice
project of education, the language ideologies behind them are not interchangeable. As
noted in Horner’s 2001 article, “‘Students’ Right,” English Only, and Re-imagining the
Politics of Language,” SRTOL unfortunately has not worked against English-Only
ideology and legislation (p. 741-742). While SRTOL began a conversation on linguistic
variety, it remains oriented by or conceptualized as “a” singular language, tied to a set of
specific “skills” or “codes.”'* Moreover, because SRTOL was written as an ideology of
“respectability” and inclusion, it cannot capture the symbolic and economic capital that
language awareness generates in our time—whether for good or bad reasons. !’

The conflation noted above—between the language ideologies behind

13 This recognition is in conversation with a more recent iteration in Matsuda’s (2010) The Myth of
Linguistic Homogeneity.

14 See Young and Martinez (2011) on codemeshing, for example.

15 See Flores (2013) for his apt caution about the neoliberal pull of multilingualism, and Heller’s (2003)
close qualitative study on the commodification of language varieties.
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translingualism and SRTOL—seems to be furthered through translanguaging, the
language plurality term in applied linguistics and urban education studies. The concept of
translanguaging, however, has its own trajectory. It has largely arisen in the works of
urban educators in New York City, Los Angeles, and London. Garcia and Wei (2014)
argue that “languaging” was initially brought forth in the early 1970s works by “Chilean
biologists Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela” in their cognitive theory of
autopoeisis.'® Garcia and Wei also add that their use of the prefix “trans” is influenced by
works like those of “the Cuban anthropologist Fernando Ortiz’s” 1940s conceptualization
of transculturacion and the Argentine semiotician Walter D. Mignolo’s “bilanguaging
love” (qtd. Garcia and Wei, 2014, p. 21; 41). In this way, translanguaging is traced as a
decolonial epistemology that moves beyond the U.S. context of polyvocality and is tied
to “bilinguals’ perspectives” and experiences of their own language practices. This
conceptualization also works to unveil how coloniality!” continues to operate in our
transnational knowledge formation—and may work to suppress the participation and
language practices of minoritized groups, such as Latinxs,'® a gender-neutral term to
describe people of Latin American descent in the U.S. Because this project is framed by
translingualism as ideology and practice, but also understands the influence and
importance of the decolonial bilingual stance advanced by the translanguaging view, the

study adopts a framework of translingualism that is cognizant of translanguaging as a

16 This theory argues that humans “cannot separate [their] biological and social history of actions from the
ways in which [they] perceive the world” (qtd. in Garcia & Wei, 2014, p. 7).

17 “the logic of domination in the modern/colonial world” (Mignolo, 2005, p. 7).

'8 New York-based journalist, Ed Morales (2018) argues that the term Latinx “best described as a gender-
neutral term to describe US residents of Latin American descent” has come to be because of the perceived
“inadequacies” of U.S. government-imposing or non-gendered neutral terms like Hispanic and Latino,
correspondingly. I use this term throughout my research to refer to participants born in the Americas and of
Latin American descent. However, when relaying the experiences of women of this descent I specify their
preferred term to mark distinctions about their own gendered experiences as Latinas.
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way to examine bilingualism and “bilinguals’” perspectives on their own practices,
especially as part of the composition of texts for public discourse. Such adaptation of this
translingual framework and translanguaging bilingual stance is important because it
recognizes that language and literacy related studies benefit from interdisciplinarity and
can together advance a view of language plurality and its effect in our transnational
world.

In thinking about how plural approaches to language have been studied and
theorized, Yildiz (2012) offers an important cautionary argument about how the
monolingual paradigm continues to operate amidst the growth of multilingualism. Yildiz
writes that “recognizing the workings of the monolingual paradigm, I suggest requires a
fundamental reconceptualization of European and European-inflected thinking about
language, identity, and modernity” (p. 2). In this manner, Yildiz, like Mignolo (2007),
calls for the process of “delinking”!® from European models of language in which
languages are seen as separate monolithic systems that reinsert the functions of the
nation-state and gender formation (p. 6-11). To exemplify this argument, Yildiz poses
that “writing ‘beyond the mother tongue’ does not simply mean writing in a nonnative
language or in multiple languages. Rather, it means writing beyond the concept of the
mother tongue” (14). Yildiz’s cautionary argument is crucial to understanding how
undocumented young adults in the U.S. develop texts that may often be read as

monolingual Englishes, Koreans, Spanishes; I discuss this more closely in Chapter 4, as I

1 From Mignolo’s (2007) “Delinking” or desprendimiento (undoing and untying) from coloniality.
Coloniality, Mignolo (2005) argues, is the reinsertion of power hierarchies in the modern world, which
operate through the “colonial wound”: “a consequence of racism, the hegemonic discourse that questions
the humanity of all of those who do not belong to the locus of enunciation (and the geopolitics of
knowledge)” (p. 8).
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look to how the manifestations of bilingualism in writing for racialized youths are often
misread as monolingually English or a different language. Yet looking at these texts from
these young adults’ perspectives and lived experiences as bilinguals reveals the texts’
multilingual production. More importantly, showing this languages and literacies
trajectories shows how these young adults accomplish their language and cultural

sustainability desires and goals.

Multilingual Students

Today’s global and digital contexts demand that individuals negotiate a variety of
possible and competing repertoires. It is for this reason that students are now at the center
of these contending and growing scholarly language-related discussions about what they
can and should learn. In the last ten years, the term, “multilingual students” has gathered
significant traction in our field. Such a shift is not only noticeable in scholarship, but also
in the everyday discourse referencing particular student populations. In her chapter on
“Multilingual/ism” in Keyword in Writing Studies, Tardy (2015) argues that, although the
ideology of labeling students as “multilingual” could be noted in scholarship as early as
the 1990s, it was not until the mid-2000s that the term became widely employed (p. 114-
115). Tardy also notes that it was works like Ruth Spack’s 1997 article,?® “The Rhetorical
Construction of Multilingual Students,” and Canagarajah’s 2002 Critical Academic
Writing and Multilingual Students that fostered the significant shift (p. 115). In addition,

articles like Gail Schuck’s 2006 “Combating Monolingualism: A Novice Administrator’s

20 Spack’s (1997) article examined how student labels like English as a Second Language (ESL) and
English Language Learner (ELL) emerge out of deficiency models of education. This examination into
labels and student identities has been extended in Flores, Kleyn, and Menken’s 2015 “Looking Holistically
in a Climate of Partiality: Identities of Students Labeled Long-Term English Language Learners.”
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Challenge” asked writing program administrators, in particular, to consider the possibility
that an increasingly diverse student population was an opportunity to confront our
English-Only model at the college level. In this way, both scholarship working to defy
monolingualist views and works trying to better understand what changing population
demographics mean to the university became enmeshed in what Garcia and Kleifgen
(2010) identify as an additive model of bilingualism (p. 43). This is how students
bureaucratically, educationally and broadly categorized as “multilingual” become the
most implicated in the discourse of translingualism.

Even though Horner et al.’s 2011 piece argues for “honoring the power of all
language users to shape language to specific ends” (p. 305), scholars seem to have
understood this to be addressing only the student population they view or racialized as
“multilingual”—that is, students that through systematic and nationalistic educational
bureaucracies become codified as “ESL,” “International,” and/or “ELL” (Flores, Kleyn,
& Menken, 2015; Friedrich, 2006; Schuck, 2006), thus, reinserting the native-non-native
or L1 and L2, all-encompassing binaries, which are inconsistent with how bilingualism
has been shown to work, and the ways in which all individuals can and do “shuttle”
between linguistic repertoires (Canagarajah, 2010, 2013; Garcia & Wei, 2014). Such a
misguided understanding of translingualism as a pedagogical turn that only applies to
students codified as “multilingual” not only results in the reinserting of monolingualist
views but also erases the emergent bilingual and minoritized?! student population. In
contrast to the monolingualist orientation described above, this project aims to examine

the potential diversity of ethnic/ethnicized bilingual writers from a translingual

2! For instance, the racially diverse groups of students described in Ana Celia Zentella’s (1997) study of
Spanish Harlem—in Growing up Bilingual: Puerto Rican Children in New York.
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perspective that views bilingualism as a dynamic model (Garcia, 2009). Undocumented
young adults’ perspectives on their own language and literacy practices, especially as
displayed in the context of immigrant rights’ advocacy, can be a telling point about how
such dynamicity takes place and intersects with social justice. In addition, because U.S.
undocumented young adult immigrants’ texts are predominantly misread/seen/interpreted
as “Standard English,” their texts’ trajectories and histories can function as a telling case
of how language norming in each time-space erases the pluralicity of their bilingual
production (Peters, 2013). That is, the texts—standing alone without their human
relationships, trajectories, intersecting cultures and histories—can produce the erasure of
a diversity of languages and what is often read as “standard” English and a desired for
monolingualism. In this way, cultural rhetorics become central to how we view
translingual practices, since cultural and language practices have as much to do with
language as they must do with the stances and meaning-making practices of the ethnic

groups that generate them.

Dynamic Bilingualism in Languages and Academic Literacies
In his closing statement to Reading Chinese Fortune Cookie: The Making of
Chinese American Rhetoric, LuMing Mao (2006) writes, “The future belongs to us
border residents straddling two or more cultures, to those of us who learn to cultivate and
speak out our in-between subject positions, and who learn to practice the discourse of
hybridity through the making of Chinese American rhetoric and/or other ethnic rhetorics”
(p. 150). Similarly, in her 2011 “CCCC Chair’s Address,” Gwendolyn Pough, too, calls

on us to challenge the borders with and around us. Pough argues that we must contest
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“those borders that surround our individual spaces and carved-out niches right now” (p.
311). But she also reminds us that: “We do language. We have that critical thing in the
bag. So, [we must] take it out. Use it” (p. 311). During my participation in and with
immigrant rights advocacy and participant interviews, undocumented young adults, too,
have expressed a sense of in-betweenness in respect to their ethnic and ethnicized
identities, however, not quite like one Gloria Anzaldta (1995) would advance. For
undocumented young adults, their identities, language and literacy practices—and
concerns over human rights and social justice—stretch beyond cultural and ideological
ties to more than one nation; they also pertain to matters of legality and “legally” denied
services and rights.

In this manner, undocumented young adults express a certain level of distance
from their second-generation immigrant peers. They feel as though they “are speaking
out from a place of risk” as undocumented, and in their very speaking on this, they are
shifting and remapping the positioning and voice(s) of Americanness. This is why Mao’s
(2006) and Pough’s (2011) arguments become so pertinent here. These authors promote
positions of border residency with a stance toward responsivity. Pough says that we must
learn to use language and make it do its work, and Mao argues for identifying how hybrid
positions must learn to speak to know themselves and to speak about and for their plural
practices. But understanding these hybrid-marginal positionings, such as the one the
undocumented young adults face on an every-day basis, is also about remaining critical
about ways in which global, multilingual, and transnational turns are invoked. For
instance, cultural rhetorics are cognizant of coloniality and the ways in which the “global

turn” operates to reinsert new forms of the same old forms of power. And this of course is
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very relevant in thinking about language in literacy practices of minoritized youth in
urban settings.

Conciencia Bilingle: The Multilingual and Academic Writing Practices of
Undocumented Immigrant Activists provides the intersecting fields of English Education
and rhetoric and composition with insight on how minoritized and marginalized young
adults can and do develop their multilingual potential with and through their scholarly
and professional experiences as well as their political activism. In this chapter, Chapter 1,
I have offered a brief review of the literatures of undocumented youth migration and how
bilingual and multilingual language ideology and practice have been theorized in the
fields of Composition and Rhetoric, Urban Education, and Critical Applied Linguistics.
My aim in doing so has been to draw out connections about the ways in which
undocumented immigrant activists offer invaluable insight into multilingualism from the
perspective of racialized people. Chapter 2, which follows, offers readers a closer look
into the methodology and methods that informed this project, and how these were
adapted in the data collection and analysis. This chapter is also concerned with drawing
out the literature and context of undocumentation in New York City and the South.
Chapter 3 focuses on the study participants and the political and bilingual perspectives
they bring to the study. It looks at participants from a holistic perspective that looks to
both the macro and micro aspects that affect their lives and language practices on an
everyday basis. This chapter works to reveal the ways in which study participants all
identified as undocumented but had different approaches and ways of assuming their
roles as community leaders. Chapter 4, which emerges out of coded themes from the data

analysis, examines the text production and histories of the bilingual texts produced by
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participants in this study. This chapter works to show how manifestations of
multilingualism and a translingual orientation—with an activist end—take on different
forms in writing that may initially appear as monolingual. Finally, Chapter 5, discusses
the implications of this research work, specifically as it connects to literature in academic
and professional and technical writing practices. This chapter also concerns itself with
how this research can be extended and further taken up by other scholars in the field

looking to learn more from multilingual writing in the context of the transnational turn.
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CHAPTER 1II
METHODS FOR COMMUNITY-BASED ENGANGEMENT WITH

IMMIGRANT COMMUNITIES

While we believe literacy research is strengthened by the inclusion of diverse
perspectives by and about young people, we also believe that researchers have a
responsibility to listen—closely and carefully—to what young people are saying,
and how and for what reasons they are saying it. (Kinloch & San Pedro, p. 26;

emphasis original)

Advocating for immigrant rights in a world in which Neo-Nazi nationalist groups
and hate crimes against immigrant people have risen drastically in the U.S. alone (Hankes
& Amend, 2017) can often prove a daunting and exhausting struggle; however, following
in the footsteps of the immigrant youths and communities that lead this activist work is
an ever humbling and inspiring research journey. This journey, as I highlight below,
requires an understanding of participants’ diverse lived experiences as undocumented,
and the ways in which they navigate this status in their specific contexts. In this chapter, I
hold myself responsible to the careful and close listening that Valerie Kinloch and
Timothy San Pedro advise for in the opening to this chapter. I first present the
methodology and methods that informed my research work and how I positioned myself

as a Latina immigrant conducting this project. I discuss how I collected data and analyzed
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it based on my framework, and researcher stance. I then describe how participants in this
study spoke to and represented diverse perspectives on and about undocumented young
adults lived experiences, and how their ethnic and racial identities connected to specific
migration trends. Finally, I relate the contexts and differences in and for immigrant
activism in the U.S. South and Northeast. I discuss how policies and immigrant
population demographics in these different geolocations mattered greatly in advocacy and

worked to map specific stereotyped narratives on the national spectrum of immigration.

Theoretical Framework

To observe and analyze the academic and multilingual writing practices of
undocumented young adults requires careful attention to the intersectionality of lived
experience of these youths. As related in the introduction, Chapter 1, undocumented
young adults are part of an in-between immigrant generation group, generation 1.5. And
to a great extent, their schooling and socialization experiences resemble more of those of
the second generation, at least before college. In addition, this group of youths are adults
who represent college-age students from minoritized and often historically
underrepresented groups in higher education. Moreover, as noted earlier in this chapter,
undocumented young adults are a diverse group of people who have experienced the
multiple ways in which racialization manifests itself in the U.S. and in academic settings
specifically, and not in the same manner.

Conscious of the intersecting and dynamic factors that influence and transform
the writing and language practices of undocumented immigrant activists, this study drew

on a theoretical framework that could account for these aspects of cultural and linguistic
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diversity and lived experience. Adapting Lillis and Curry’s 2010 text-oriented
ethnography methods, which I describe further in the data analysis, this study drew on a
collective framework informed by Garcia and Wei’s (2014) theorization of dynamic
bilingual practices, translingual theories of language difference in academic writing
(Horner et al., 2011; Lu & Horner, 2016), and Flores’s and Rosa’s (2015) call for
raciolinguistics as a way to interrogate academic writing. The discussion that follows
shows why this collective framework was necessary for this text-ethnography adaptation.
Forwarded in Garcia’s and Wei’s (2014) urban and bilingual education book
Translanguaging: Language, Bilingualism and Education, translanguaging views
multilingualism through a transglossic lens in which individuals compose complex
literacy and language performances depending on the terrain, context, or positionality at a
given time and space. Translanguaging shifts away from the legitimizing of “a” language
to the recognition of how language functions in practice and how it may actually be
sustained in spaces in which it is constantly under threat. More specifically,
translanguaging as a practice of language-minoritized bilinguals aims to “captur[e] the
expanded complex practices of speakers who could not avoid having had languages
inscribed in their body, and yet live between different societal and semiotic contexts as
they interact with a complex array of speakers” (Garcia & Wei, 2014, p. 18).
Translanguaging recognizes the linguistic negotiations and transnational and local
movements that language-minoritized communities face in sustaining bilingual language
practices, especially in nations that imagine themselves as monolingual and
monocultural. However, while translanguaging as language theory recognizes these

power differentials and the crucial aspect of embodied lived experience, scholarship in
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this area has not yet explicitly addressed how these matters of language pluralism play
out in academic writing, specifically as they pertain to writing curricula and assessment
of academic and professional writing practices in and out of academic settings.

In composition and writing studies, translingualism, on the other hand, has closely
interrogated what these writing and communicative differences mean to college writing
classroom settings. In fact, translingualism, as posed by Horner, Lu, Royster, and
Trimbur (2011) and Lu and Horner (2016), argues that language difference in writing??
should be seen as an opportunity to interrogate what these differences mean to our ways
of thinking and argumentation. This orientation insists that difference in language is
unavoidable and bound to occur in every utterance and reiteration of practice.
Additionally, a translingual orientation calls attention to the high demand and rich
linguistic and multimodal contexts of the college writing classroom because of forced and
voluntary migrations (Canagarajah, 2010, 2011; Horner, Selfe, & Lockridge, 2015; You,
2016). More recently, translingualism has also turned its attention to how writing
instructors’ design and assessment of works can sustain students’ rich language practices
while they also encourage their academic literacies, and how educators should be
conscious of their own embodied difference and positionality when evaluating students’
writing (Inoue, 2015; Kynard, 2018; Guerra, 2016). Within this conversation several
interdisciplinary discussions, including the works of critical applied linguists, have called
attention to how not all difference is the same difference and how structural inequities in

schooling and societal practices affect students differently.

22 Often also referred to as translingual practice (Canagarajah, 2013).
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Keith Gilyard (2016), for instance, has keenly critiqued how the discourse of
translingualism can extend and produce an erasure of inequity and structural difference
by treating all language difference as if it were the same form of difference or could
receive the same form of assessment. It is for this reason that this study answers to
Gilyard’s caution and looks to Nelson Flores’s and Jonathan Rosa’s (2015) framework
for raciolinguistics. Flores and Rosa argue for raciolinguistics as a way to critique
language ideologies linking standardization and academic writing with racializations of
whiteness. They note that “raciolinguistic ideologies produce racialized speaking subjects
who are constructed as linguistically deviant even when engaging in linguistic practices
positioned as normative or innovative when produced by privileged white subjects” (p.
150). In this way, Flores and Rosa unsettle ideologies of linguistic and written
“appropriateness” by explicitly addressing how the white gaze is extended in the
discourse of communication. Flores and Rosa then further translingualism’s goal to
interrogate manifestations of language difference, as they call for a critical view on how
societal structures of power—tied to the white gaze—prescribe particular links of
academic value based on embodied language practice. As Flores and Rosa (2015) write:

a raciolinguistic perspective seeks to understand how the white gaze is attached

both to a speaking subject who engages in the idealized linguistic practices of

whiteness and to a listening subject who hears and interprets the linguistic
practices of language-minoritized populations as deviant based on their racial
positioning in society as opposed to any objective characteristics of their language

use. As with the white gaze, the white speaking and listening subject should be
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understood not as a biographical individual but as an ideological position and

mode of perception that shapes our racialized society. (p. 151)
Flores and Rosa offer a clarification on how the white gaze—as an ideological
positionality—functions as a mode of racialized perception towards the design and
assessment of writing identified as academic, and/or pertaining to academia: That is,
writing that serves specific rhetorical purposes while forwarding an argument and
blending into a somewhat identifiable genre. A raciolinguistics framework then informs
how the practices of language-minoritized youths, such as those of the participants in this
study, ought to be studied in the context of their everyday racialized lives. However, it is
important to pay attention to how the white gaze looks to citizenship, something that
Flores and Rosa do not articulate in their work. This is central to the lived experiences of
undocumented young adults, and immigrant youths growing up in mixed status families.
In addition, in the context of schooling, thinking about citizenship and its assumed norm
is crucial to understanding how “standard” languages are defined or invoked and how

anti-immigrant ideology is developed through nationalistic language norming in writing.

Data Collection

In order to understand how undocumented college-age immigrant activists
practiced and enacted their multilingualism and academic and professional writing, I
carried out semi-structured qualitative interviews with participants over the course of two
years. The first set of interviews focused on getting to know the participants’
backgrounds and language and writing interests. Follow-up interviews focused on writing

samples participants provided and discussions about language and writing that
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participants brought up during initial interviews. Because the study was based on
ethnographic fieldwork, it included observations and action research conducted during
immigration-related meetings and national and local rallies and interviews of 12 youths
and two authorized representatives of immigrant advocacy organizations. Over the course
of this research, I collected over 450 pages of field notes and interview transcripts from
nearly 30 hours of audio recordings and five hours of video footage, 200 photographs of
the spaces in which these youths participated and how they positioned themselves to
write, and 60 different multimodal and alphabetic-writing texts that youths in this study
produced in relation to immigrant rights advocacy. Given that the main method of text
analysis in this ethnography was an adaptation of text-ethnography (see data analysis
below), cyclical conversations via text message and email about the youths’ writing were

also added to the data.

Data Analysis
As a text-oriented ethnography, following a collective language, literacies, and
racialization theory, this study relied on ethnographic pieces of data as well as texts
designed and produced by participants in the study, “to explore the production of texts in
their contexts” (Lillis & Curry, 2010, p. 2). This form of ethnography relies on text
histories as a methodological tool for examining professional scholarly writing, and
involves the following elements:
e Face-to-face interviews with the main author or authors, including
discussions of the history of a text, such as who was involved, target

publication, specific issues/concerns;

29



e The collection of as many drafts as available;

e The collection of correspondence between authors and brokers, including
post-submission broker comments, such as reviews and email
correspondence;

e Email correspondence and informal discussion with authors. (Lillis &
Curry, 2010, p. 4)

However, it is important to highlight that this tool was adapted to the participant
population of this study and their production context. For instance, while examining
drafts of the texts collected could have proved relevant to this study, in many ways it was
a futile effort. Per its translanguaging framework, this study centers on the perspectives
of bilingual young adults regarding their own language and writing practices, so
consulting outside perspectives for additional feedback on the young adults’ writing was
insightful from the perspectives of educators, but it did not yield much information or
specifics regarding the young adults’ lived experiences. In addition, this study proved that
press releases, posts, and comments on a public social platform like Facebook were more
typical of the texts young adults produced in their professional contexts, and these forms
of text rarely went through several drafts.?® In fact, these types of writing demanded
immediacy. In this way, this data analysis drew heavily on Lillis and Curry’s
methodological tool of “talk around texts.” This is a method of analysis that “involves

cyclical dialogue between the researcher and the [writer] over a period of time, involving

2 It is also important to note that in this study, the term “texts” is used to encompass a broad range of forms
of communication, not limited to only traditional alphabetic writing, but including the rhetorical
composition of arguments in, for example, a video composed for a campaign and chants during rallies and
marches.
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face-to-face discussions as well as ongoing communication via email” (p. 43). And, in
this study’s case, via text message and messenger as well.

Given this study’s aim to offer more race- and citizenship-conscious discussions
of how languaging and translanguaging can take place, I offer my research positionality: I
am a Latina, a bicultural woman who is part of a language-minoritized and historically
underrepresented population in the U.S. I am a student and educator who has experienced
the advantages of multilingualism at the personal and academic levels but has also
confronted and contested the demands of a monolingualist orientation (Alvarez et al.,
2017; Zentella, 1997). More importantly, I bring the perspective of being an immigrant
and naturalized U.S. citizen who has personally experienced the boundaries of seeking
U.S. citizenship and now its privileges. As participants in this study relate in Chapter 3,
and as Vieira (2016), Gonzales (2016), and other scholars and writers, like Danticat
(2007) have related in their non-fiction books, the U.S. immigration system is extremely
complex, bureaucratic, and unjust. And while citizenship does not remove racialization or
the discomfort of being questioned about one’s nationality as part of an ethnic group, it
certainly grants state rights that move beyond a matter of belonging. For example, as a
naturalized citizen, I no longer have to worry about how long I travel or engage in a work
project outside of the country. I do not have to worry about recalling specific dates (and
keeping receipts) for when I re-enter and exit the country. Perhaps more importantly, I
am not in a constant state of risk of deportation because of some possible minor
infraction like not making a stop at a stop sign, which is the case for green-card holders.
This fear of state regulations that criminalize bodies, and the struggles and ties I share

with immigrant communities, inform both my approach and analysis of this research.
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They humble and humanize my vision as a researcher. And as it happens for Diaz-Strong,
Luna-Duarte, Gobmez, and Meiners (2014) in their participatory action research project
with former and current undocumented Latinxs young adults, researcher emotions are
also triggered in the process. As the authors accurately relate this:
Driving away from a meeting on immigration mobilization or a conversation with
a young person, we could cry. We found ourselves angry during our planning and
writing meetings; upset, depressed, and sad while trying to think and write. Our
anger was associated with legislative and institutional failures, our anxiety and
fear linked to the political realities of people whose presents and futures we cared
about deeply. (p. 5)
Nonetheless, I should clarify that in my research analysis I was mainly driven by
moments of joy and a “tickling” in my brain that often asked, how do participants in my
study figure out ways to navigate these complex and highly constrained boundaries?
This study, then, unveils articulations of patterned codes that emerged out of the
research (Saldafia, 2016) and which speak to the methodology adapted for this study.
However, one clarification to offer of this research in adapting Lillis’s and Curry’s (2010)
text-ethnography methods is that the body of analysis, in this case, was not just the
physical texts provided by youths themselves but also “the text” as manifested in the
discourse of lived experiences of these young adults’ activism. Furthermore, the
translingual orientation I adopted for this study also challenged me to adopt tools in
methods that were not stipulated in text-ethnography but were necessary for
understanding how multilingualism is sustained differently and under diverse activist

conditions. I coded for moments in which language ideology and language practice were
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discussed in participant’s discourse and noted every time that these discourses were
brought up in discussion. I initially coded these moments as lived experience and
multilingual practices of rhetorical attunement (Lorimer Leonard, 2014). However, I soon
realized that these coded patterns were not sufficient in discussing racialization (per my
raciolinguistics guiding framework) and lived experience. This is how the code for
conciencia bilingiie, which I theorize further in the following chapter emerged. This code
accounted for embodied discourse of language and lived experience in the lives of local
multilinguals and immigrant youths. I then analyzed how this discourse manifested itself
differently, and in which contexts of these youth’s lives. I also coded for the terms that
emerged out of participants translation practices, and how these terms offered similar and
different iterations of translingual practice with a sonic orientation. I discuss this more in
length in Chapter 5.

Furthermore, as a way to bring the dynamicity and expertise of participants’ lived
experiences into their own writing practices, I checked in with participants about specific
writing pieces and their thoughts on these pieces. This allowed me to place these “written
thoughts” with their languaging thoughts and how they had discussed these pieces during
the length of the study. In some ways, this (re)created the cyclical tool that Lillis and
Curry (2010) offer in their methods, but also added an extra and necessary layer of
individuals’ perspectives on their own writing practices and their languaging about these
pieces. Moreover, throughout the three years of this ethnographic engagement, research
fieldnotes, self-memos (in the forms of text messages to myself), videos of activist
engagements, and conversations with participants (in person, via text, and over email)

helped me make sense of the writing and contexts of writing for these participants.
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Finally, one important code that also emerged out the discourse of lived experience, and
which I discuss in Chapter 4, is activist writing. This code came to be because of Garcia
and Wei’s (2014) reminder that translanguaging is, indeed, part of a political and
carefully situated act. In Chapter 4, I discuss how one noticeable aspect of interviewing
undocumented college-age adults as a PhD student and writing instructor was the desire
participants had to let me know that I should know their evaluation of college writing.
While my research questions were designed to prompt participants to think about their
feelings of writing as a practice and how they positioned themselves as multilingual
writers, | did not ask about their experiences in college writing courses. However, all
participants discussed their thoughts on these courses with me. This I took to be part of
their critique of how they were structurally positioned at the margins of the university and
“academia,” but also as their way of challenging me to think about academic and
professional writing in more profound, engaged, and—yet—flexible ways.

These codes (Saldafia, 2016) guided how I approached the organization of this
project, so that participants’ profiles could be at the center of the discussion of their
writing practices. They also allowed me to have a better grasp of how undocumented
young adults’ experiences in the U.S. South and Northeast were similar and yet different
and how even participants with similar ethnic and national backgrounds engaged their
bilingual practices differently. I discuss this participant diversity in the section that

follows.
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Research Participant Diversity

The dynamicity, diverse lived experiences, and rich practices of the
undocumented immigrant activists I worked with in the past three years are discernable in
every one of the interviews I conducted. I interviewed undocumented young adults in the
early hours of the morning while they planned and staged local and national rallies, often
having to step in and out of their offices to direct and consult with fellow activists,
immigration lawyers, and organizers, and while people shouted—in multiple languages—
how long before their buses would wait outside for them to go march. I interviewed
participants while they had dinner in their cars and got ready for their graveyard shifts, in
their homes before they headed out for school, and between classes at university libraries
and glocal cafes, like Café Bene.>* 1 also followed up with participants at their families’
local restaurants, as they worked their shifts and generously shared meals with me, and at
my own place when participants wanted a chance to talk in a space they deemed as
private® and safe. Transcribing these interviews reminded me of the constraints of
alphabetic-based writing, which cannot capture the vibrancy of these immigrant activists’
lives.

In listening to the recorded interviews, I was reminded that these activist leaders
rarely worked on their own or away from their families and communities, as I could “see”

this aspect of their lives manifesting itself most clearly in the audio. In an interview

24 International corporations established and selling foods affiliated with specific national and ethnic groups
and presenting themselves in a European fashion to appeal to the metropolitan context of cities like New
York. Thus, they represent the growth of ethnic-oriented global corporations with a localized vision of what
can do well in specific metropolitan settings (Trieu, 2014).

25 Immigrant activists deeming my place as “private” was an important reminder of my growing privilege,
and how I could extend this privilege to participants in this study when they needed “a space” to talk, study,
or eat a meal without having to hear and/or deal with the commotion of tight and shared spaces, sibling
noises, fellow activists’ discussions, and family and community life in general—a context which I am
closely familiar with from my own upbringing, as a Latina and immigrant daughter myself.
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recorded at a participant’s family and immigrant-owned restaurant, for instance, one
could hear the cooks and family members in the kitchen speaking Spanish and Mixteco,
while the young activist entertained questions in English about his professional writing as
he wrote down food orders in Spanish. In addition, when I interviewed activists in their
offices, the visuals and posters that surrounded the spaces spoke volumes about their
work and literacies. For example, at a participant’s desk at an immigration advocacy
office there were several images he had designed and hung together to speak to his
advocacy position as a person of Mexican descent, believer in the Virgin of Guadalupe,
advocate for Black Lives Matter, and in solidarity with Standing Rock. This participant’s
images in combination with his colleagues’ posters, pictures, and designs made the room
an energetic and lively place, speaking to the overt-awareness these young advocates had
formed about the various socio-political and infrastructural issues tied to American
history and our time and their desire to sustain their cultural practices.

The undocumented college-age activists I had the privilege of learning from are a
diverse group of people who in many ways represent the multifaceted aspects of
undocumented immigrant experiences. They come from a variety of national, ethnic,
family, class, college-access backgrounds and upbringings and ways of becoming
undocumented in the U.S. In fact, their diverse experiences as undocumented in many
ways confirmed what Suérez-Orozco and Suéarez-Orozco (2001) have argued are part of
the complex and misunderstood ways in which “undocumentation” takes place in the
U.S. and works to traumatize young immigrants who “feel a great sense of injustice when

they first discover that they cannot go beyond high school” (p. 35). At the same time,
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participants in this study also demonstrated how DACA?® could shift and improve their
employment and schooling prospects, allowing them to pursue jobs for which they had
attained college degrees, or giving them the liberty to choose slightly better paid jobs to
assist their families and improve their communities financially (Pérez, 2014). That is,
participants held various forms of employment ranging from blue-collar to white-collar
jobs. And, sometimes, they even held several wide-ranging jobs at the same time. For
instance, during weekdays, one participant worked at a lawyer’s office in bookkeeping
and attended school part-time, and during weekends she worked as a restaurant server.
Most participants, however, continued to identify with and live in working-class
immigrant communities.

Despite this shared feeling of identification as undocumented and working-class,
disparities between participants were at times most visible in how their transnational ties
manifested themselves in their U.S. geographical settings and how this could work to
extend the sociopolitical and racial dynamics of these places and their immigrant
communities. For example, in the racial dynamics of the South, participants of Mexican
descent with darker phenotypes often felt that they were met halfway by the white
majority of the population. They reported being seen as hard workers, but not American
enough to claim their rights or their families’ rights. At the same time, they also reported
feeling welcomed and a few times unwelcomed by the black communities of the South.
This seemed to be tied with black communities empathizing with another minoritized

community, but also feeling threatened by the black and white racial dynamics and labor

26 Qut of the 12 participants in this study, only one did not hold DACA. He unfortunately did not meet the
five-year (K-12) schooling period requirement. Not having DACA certainly marked a disparity in his
schooling prospects, and his family’s financial struggles.
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disparities in the South. In the Northeast, participants of Korean descent, for example,
often noted that they could claim their Korean background as well as their Americanness,
but had a harder time discussing identifications that did not meet the
evangelical/Protestant views of Korean immigrants in New York City, thus, offering
complex commentary on how cities that had long histories of immigration advocacy
could also be immersed in networks that suppressed people’s plurality.?’ Simultaneously,
undocumented young adults with Mexican backgrounds in New York related how
difficult it was to escape the Latinx national and ethnic social stratifications of the city,
which viewed undocumented Mexican laborers and families at the bottom of the Latinx
community at large.

Additionally, this study also demonstrates what Gonzales, Terriquez, and
Ruszczyk (2014) present as a manifestation of DACAmented®® disparities, in which
undocumented young adults who had immigrant families with greater access to resources,
financial stability, and higher educational levels were able to benefit the most from
obtaining DACA. As the authors illustrate in their study of 2,381 DACAmented
beneficiaries:

Young people from higher socioeconomic statuses were more likely to access

some benefits when compared to peers who grew up with fewer socioeconomic

resources. Specifically, having a parent with a bachelor’s degree was positively

27 Menjivar, Abrego, and Schmalzbauer (2016) aptly note how community organizations and NGOs play
crucial roles in guiding documented and undocumented immigrants in accessing resources to which they
have rights. The authors also explain that specific metropolitan contexts—which have longer trajectories as
immigrant settings—seem to have more organizations, including faith-based organizations, that can bridge
immigrant needs with resources, rights, and educational options (p.153). This study then works to
complicate how these networks can also at times extend exclusive practices that leave out young
immigrants who do not adhere to these specific beliefs.

28 This terms generally refers to undocumented DACA beneficiaries.

38



associated with obtaining an internship. Perhaps, college-educated parents,
understanding the value of an internship and not dependent on their children’s
earnings may have encouraged their young children to obtain such a position,
even if unpaid. Meanwhile, with the exception of obtaining a new job, those from
low-income backgrounds were notably less likely than their peers from
middle/higher income backgrounds to access all other resources. As such, this
finding suggests that family economic disadvantage hampered young people’s
ability to use DACA for their own benefit in the short term. (Gonzales, Terriquez,
& Ruszezyk, 2014, p. 1865)
Their study findings also concur with research by Suarez-Orozco and Suéarez-Orozco
(2001) that claims higher educational levels for immigrant parents means more access to
middle-class and upper-middle-class expectations and resources. Conversely,
“individuals and families of middle-and lower-class backgrounds [who are immigrants]
are likely to face more adverse circumstances, to settle into less desirable neighborhoods,
and to enroll their children in school with fewer resources” (p. 83). In this way,
participants in this study not only demonstrated great diversity in undocumented and
DACAmented immigrant experiences, but also the nuances and complexities of what
could be seen as singular and unifying aspects of their experiences in regard to class and
educational access. In fact, this study hints to the importance of looking closer to
transnational immigrant ties and racialized experiences in the U.S., and how these aspects
of identity also shape undocumentation.
For this research, I was informed by my long-term work with non-profit

organizations, public libraries, and coalitions in New York City and the South which
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serve first-and second-generation immigrants. Participants in the larger study were
purposely selected from these community’s ties, which in and of itself functioned on the
principles of a snowball sampling method but heavily relied on the trust that had been
built with communities over a duration of time (Alvarez, 2017a, 2017b). Involvement in
immigration advocacy as an undocumented college-age adult—representing a range of
racial, ethnic, and birth place backgrounds—was the primary criterion that drove
sampling, creating a participant pool that was ethnically and racially diverse. However, I
did not set out to have a wide range of class and educational access undocumented
experiences. These just happened to be the variations in this participant pool. Participants
also demonstrated a wide range of language practices and nationally-identified languages.
As a group, the 12 participants were U.S. undocumented activists from five
countries, speaking 18 languages among them. More specifically, six participants were
born in the continent of Asia, and six in the Americas. Yet, six participants identified as
Asian, four as Latinx, with two singular individuals identifying as Indigenous Latinx and
Asian and Filipino.? This statistic alone demonstrates how important it is for studies of
immigrant communities to examine the specifics of ethnic and regional identities since
race (as conceptualized in the U.S.) cannot do justice to these important markers of
difference. Of the 12 participants, ten immigrated at or before the age of 12, and two at
the age of 15, meaning that in their majority, participants received their primary and
secondary schooling in the U.S. Furthermore, while all participants reported the desire for
a college education, only five had been able to attain a college degree; five were enrolled

at two-year or four-year colleges and taking one to three courses each semester in the

2 A participant offering this specific identification hinted at racial, ethnic, and regional differences between
Asian communities, and perhaps their stratification and labor access in metropolitan cities like New York.
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span of three years. During the length of data collection, only one individual reported
having a full scholarship at a competitive four-year school in New York City. Yet, two
New York City individuals had received full and partial scholarships to attend elite
schools in the southern Midwest and the South, correspondingly. Both individuals had
graduated at the time this study began and had returned to the New York metropolitan
area. In this way, three individuals had attended elite institutions of higher education, six
had attended or were enrolled in four-year public universities, and five were enrolled or
had attended a two-year institution.

Participants’ access to four-year schools was certainly contingent on their
geolocation in the U.S, their age, and DACA eligibility, and their potential path to a work
permit. Five of 12 participants resided in a Southern state and viewed the South as their
U.S. home, the remaining seven resided in New York City and viewed specific boroughs
and neighborhoods in the city as their home. Of the five participants in the South, all had
received DACA, but only two had been able to access four-year schools, with one
individual first having to enroll at a two-year school for three-and-a-half years. In New
York City, five participants had received DACA, and six had accessed four-year
institutions of higher education with four participants accessing public universities. The
overall participant sample showed that the two individuals who had lived as
undocumented for most of their early twenties when DACA was not an option, and the
individual who did not have DACA, seemed the most affected in making their higher
education dreams become a reality. For one of these participants, schooling had stopped
for a period longer than four years. Three participants continuously struggled to remain

connected and enrolled in higher education institutions, and for two participants the main
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indicator for this statistic was their age and how long they had lived as undocumented
before DACA, meaning that after a certain period of struggle, they felt “excluded” from
their university education and had to focus their efforts on financial stability.

Although—in many ways—the undocumented young adults in this study
represented a great range of diversity in undocumented experiences, this participant pool
could not fully capture the wide range of racial and ethnic groups that represent the
undocumented experience, as no self-identified black, Middle Eastern, West Indian, or
white European undocumented young adults participated in this study. To offer some
mitigation for the need of perspective about the experiences and struggles of U.S. black
undocumented college-age young adults, a national non-profit organization working with
this population was consulted.*° Participants’ shared racial backgrounds in New York
City were greatly due to the community-trust-ties snowball sampling method, since
community organizations representing particular ethnic immigrant communities were
more common in this setting. However, the shared Latinx ethnic background of Mexican
nationality in the South was due to Mexican migration trends in this region of the U.S. (in
the past three decades) and the somewhat “neutral” place that some of these states played
in the growing criminalization of undocumented families (Alvarez & Alvarez, 2016;
Marrow, 2011; Rich & Miranda, 2005). I discuss this more in-length in looking at the
sites of study below.

While this research cannot speak to the full racial diversity of undocumented

immigrant experiences, it certainly indicates the need for and importance of more race-

30 For more information on this network of former and present undocumented black communities in the
U.S., and around the world, see the UndocuBlack network, http://undocublack.org/
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conscious studies in undocumentation. Looking at this lived experience from the
perspective of 12 undocumented immigrant activists demonstrates that discussions of
race, ethnicity, and nationality are vital to understanding undocumentation and shows
how multilingual writing students’ language and write about these experiences. To this
extent, discussions on multilingualism (from the perspective of self-identified bilinguals)
then are also situated in the rhetoric of “absent-presence” that Catherine Prendergast
(1998) identifies in her argument about how race is not explicitly talked about in studies
of writing.

Looking at participants’ experiences as undocumented and multilingual, this study
also highlights the need for attention to setting, time, and migration histories and trends.
The migration patterns and timelines that participants in this study related in their
undocumented experiences cohered with research looking at population demographics for
undocumented people in the U.S. in the past 30 years. Thus, this study confirms rising
trends in undocumentation in Asian communities in large metropolitan cities like New
York (Ramakrishnan & Shah, 2017; MPI, 2015) and the importance of discussing
undocumentation from these polyvocal perspectives. It also shows the need for discussing
citizenship from a more historical perspective that can work to debunk the discourse of
undocumented and immigrant as conflated with Latinidad and Mexicanidad (Ribero,
2016), demonstrating how racial and ethnic groups that do not identify as Latinx,
specifically Asian American and African American communities, have been part of the
long history and struggle for citizenship in the U.S. Within this racial shift in population
demographics of undocumented communities, this study also signals the need for

additional research on citizenship and undocumentation that examines the relationship
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between the migration trends of high-skilled immigrants becoming undocumented and
what that means for youths in these immigrant families. As Lorimer Leonard (2017)
discusses in her review of migration trends and literacies in the U.S. and in specific
metropolitan sites in the Midwest, “although the migrant population in this midsize metro
area is small, it is highly skilled” (p. 22). Being highly-skilled immigrants and working at
lower-skilled jobs in the U.S. is something that resonated with most East and South Asian
participants’ parents’ histories of migration in this study. However, the ways in which
this study unveiled how high-skilled immigrants’ prospects of work>! and their families
can become undocumented or rely on undocumented labor*? (working off the books)
because family members cannot work in the country (to aid the family’s financial needs)
requires more attention. This, in fact, occurred to two participants—two brothers—in this
study. The participants’ father lost his work permit leading their family to become
undocumented.

Participants in this study all identified as multilingual and identified their
hometowns to be in a U.S. locale, even though they felt culturally tied to their places of
birth. Half of the participants held professional positions with immigrant rights advocacy
organizations or institutions, while the remaining half volunteered to lead a number of

activities in immigrant-oriented organizations. All participants reported that they

3! This is related to, though slightly different from Vieira’s (2016) argument about undocumented
immigrant workers taking on lower-skilled or prestige jobs because of their undocumented status. In this
case, some of my participants’ parents entered the country with work permits but through immigration
bureaucracies and lack of familiarity with a complex and broken immigration system they lost these
permits. Additionally, even when they had these permits their income was not sufficient to sustain their
family, pushing family members to work off the books.

32 Here, I note that undocumented labor usually refers to a person working off the books (in cash), but not
necessarily not documenting and paying their fair share (or more) of taxes. As much research looking into
social security funds has demonstrated, it is because undocumented communities pay taxes and do not
receive money back, or retirement funds, that this system remains afloat (Campbell, 2016; Sevak &
Schmidt, 2014).
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participated in the immigrant rights movement out of their own need to learn how to
advocate for themselves and their communities. Lastly, it is important to note that a large
percentage of participants expressed strong feelings about not being disguised in this
study, as they felt that this was a rhetoric that reiterated fear and shame about their
positionality. Participants also felt that anonymity could be an act of erasure of their
accomplishments since they wanted recognition of their authorship of their written works,
and, most important, their knowledge about their own experiences. For this reason,
participants’ names in this study appear per the authors’ choices and reflect their need or
desire for anonymity at different times. While at one point some participants were
comfortable speaking to cameras on local and national news outlets about their

undocumented status, this could have changed before or during the length of this study.

The U.S. South and Northeast Immigration Advocacy Contexts

Languages, migration, and an incessant desire to explore their own embodied
experiences as undocumented in their respective regions in the U.S. ties the young adults
in this project, but to some extent also marks their distinct experiences in living and
facing “undocumented” status. Scholars studying migration, specifically the lived
experiences of young adults in particular U.S. states and regions, have noted that the U.S.
South can prove the most challenging area for many undocumented young adults to attain
higher education (Trivette & English, 2017; Mufioz, 2015).

This project certainly confirms this research, although it also offers an insightful
view into how literacies and language practices can sometimes be more likely to be fluid

in spaces of high constraint and limited ethnic diversity. The study demonstrates that

45



when undocumented young adults from linguistically, racially, and ethnically diverse
backgrounds come together to advocate for their human rights as immigrants, they have
more opportunities to collide, challenge, and help each other grow as advocates.
Concurrently, the study reaffirms the great necessity for spaces that sustain ethnic
affiliations and learning. And it offers an additional layer to our understanding of how
undocumented young adults who have received DACA have learned to navigate their
own specific Southern contexts and ID requirements to make their everyday lives slightly

more manageable.

Setting and Time

The South: “The New Latino South” and UndocuActivism

As the works of scholars and journalists like Kochhar, Suro, and Tafoya (2005),
Rich and Miranda (2005), Gordon (2006), and Rodriguez and Monreal (2017) have richly
documented, the South has generally viewed and treated undocumented immigration as
interchangeable with the growing Latinx population, specifically Mexican men, the labor
involved in the farming and (re)construction industries, and the growing tensions of
difference between black and white communities in the South, in particular regarding
income and work disparity. Additionally, Latinx in the South have seemed almost
synonymous with Mexican immigration, which in and of itself is problematic given that

the growing New Latino South*? is also a product of refugee and transnational

33 Refer to Alvarez & Alvarez (2016) for the history and coining of this term to depict the dramatic increase
of Latinx communities in the U.S. South.
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communities like those from Cuba.** This conflation and difference in immigration
narratives adds to what has become common knowledge within the U.S. Latinx
community regarding how immigrant statuses, nationality, and regional differences mark
lack of unity for Latinx and immigrant groups. These factors—as well as long-established
dehumanizing metaphors that not only portray immigrants as “animals,” but specifically
target and racialize undocumentation as solely tied to a Mexican Latinx background
(Santa Ana, 2002, p. 85-88)—set much of the stage for how many activists’
conversations took place. However, the rich history of black-led liberation-driven
activism also shaped the conversation for many undocumented young adults in the
immigrant rights movement in the South. For instance, the (re)opening of the Freedom
School in the state of Georgia resulted from a careful and critical historical understanding
of how oppression results from racist legislation that deters marginalized groups from
entering educational systems (Trivette & English, 2017). And leaders of Advocating for
Immigrant Rights and Social Justice (AIRS) in the South were well-aware of this history
and the existence of this school.

Based on my three-year engagement and participation with immigrant groups in
one specific state of the U.S. South and my close discussions with participants in this
study who were part of various immigrant advocacy groups in the South, several aspects
of how this immigrant advocacy took shape became salient. First, immigration advocacy
led by undocumented young adults was purposefully centered on matters related to
immigration and immigrant discourse. So, while ethnicity and race were important to and

transformative of how advocacy took shape, for undocumented young adults their main

3 Krogstad (2017).
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goals included coming together with their immigrant communities and allies to discuss
how undocumentation was an issue that should interest everyone in their state, and how
undocumented immigrants were neighbors and friends who have human rights. Second,
given the immigrant population demographics, many of the cultural intersections shaping
advocacy often centered on Spanish-speaking immigrant communities and Spanish
languages as part of the immigration debate. University administrators often added to this
rhetoric by using Latinx or Spanish-centered platforms to center immigration work;
though in their defense, at times these were the only platforms available to promote this
advocacy. This, of course, contributed to the problematic assumption that Latinx was
equivalent to immigrant, undocumented, and Mexican, and greatly affected
undocumented communities that did not identify with these ethnic or national groups.
However, because organizations like AIRS were specifically focused on immigration
work—on the ground—Ilanguages, ideas, and different lived experiences seemed to
collide more often, leading to impactful transformation and approaches for their work.*>
Third, the U.S. history of racism, specifically anti-blackness, and desire to create more
inclusive conversations often permeated these young adult’s meetings. Participants in the
South—though generally more institutionally excluded from spaces of higher education
(and at times younger in age)—were more aware of how racism functioned institutionally
and seemed more mindful about how specific local policies could mean life-changing
alterations to their immigrant communities, and how their use of specific 