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Steve Sofronas:
Falmari Rojas-Barrios, thank you so much for joining us on Highest Aspirations.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
Thank you so much for having me here. It's a pleasure.

Steve Sofronas:
It's a pleasure for us to have you. Thank you so much. And when we last talked, we had a great
conversation that I kind of wish we recorded, because I just so enjoyed speaking with you, as
we were just saying. But we're recording now, and I want to kind of talk a little bit about that
conversation that we had, because one of the things that you said was that you had a lot of
trouble sort of connecting to your identity as a Mexican person living in the United States, and
then as an American living in Mexico. You've had both of those experiences. So I want to start
by kind of talking a little bit about how that might have affected the educational experience you
had growing up, and then how it's kind of influencing the choices you're making about your
future. I think that'll kind of kick us off and we can get into specifics later.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
Yeah. Yeah. Like we had in the other ... We spoke about last time, being here in the States, I
was always told, "Don't tell anybody that your mom doesn't speak English or your mom doesn't
have papers. Don't tell nobody your family's status." So that made me into a really shy person.
Didn't form relationships with my classmates or with my teachers. I was very shy. And then once
I was in Mexico, same thing. "Don't tell people you're American. Try to speak Spanish the best
you can. You can't speak English. In school, don't you dare tell anybody that you're not from
Mexico, that you're from the States, because then they're going to try to kidnap you and try to
get money." So it was always hiding half of my identity in school.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
So I didn't know. My mom always said, "We're going to go back to Mexico. You're going to have
a life in Mexico," when I was here in the United States, but I was really young, so I always was
really excited to live in Mexico, but I always knew there was going to be like, "Oh, you can't."
Because when I do go visit in Mexico, I'm not allowed to ... Even though English was easier for
me to speak back in the day, my mom always said, "Don't you dare speak English." So in
school, I always felt like, "Where am I going to go? Am I always going to have to hide a part of
me in school?" It was always really, really, really confusing being in school, and not being able to
actually be comfortable in a classroom ever growing up. I think it wasn't until college that I was
able to be a lot more comfortable in a classroom.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
And when I was in Mexico, I actually wanted to stay and do my university in Mexico, finish high
school, but because of economic reasons, I always knew that I was going to have to come back



to the United States for college, because public schools here, loans and all that stuff, made it a
lot easier for me to go to school. So even though I felt a lot more comfortable in Mexico, hiding
my American identity, I always knew I would have to come to this side of the border and learn
how to identify myself here in the United States.

Steve Sofronas:
It sounds ... I don't know another word to explain it. It sounds exhausting, especially for a young
person trying to ... And I think we talk a lot about, in education, we talk about this kind of search
for identity, and we mostly are looking at it from the perspective of a student who's come from
another country, or doesn't even come from another country, but has parents who are
immigrants, and then trying to figure out what their identity is like at home in the United States,
and what their identity is like at school, which is hard enough. But what you're talking about is
having to switch not only school and home in the United States, but school and home in Mexico.
And then that must ... I can't even imagine the toll that it must have taken on you as a young
person.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
Yeah. I've always lived really ... And I have extreme anxiety. For as long as I can remember, I
remember my mom telling me to just breathe, to just live in the moment, and stop thinking 10
years ahead. Because that was me. Since I knew my mom was getting deported at 13, I was
like, "Okay, I'm leaving to Mexico right now, but I have to start planning for one, and 10 years,
and five years, when I have to go to college and stuff like that." So it is really exhausting. I've
had trouble sleeping forever, since ever, and I have to look good for my mom, because I had to
hide that part of my anxiety, that part of also me, because if I showed her I was so stressed out,
and that I was so unhappy, it was just going to cause a bigger toll on her. Something that I
always wanted to avoid.

Steve Sofronas:
It's almost like a role reversal, right? And we hear about that with a lot of students that we talk
to, and that kind of leads me to my next question, which is about family dynamics. And one of
the things that happened, I think, during the pandemic is teachers and educators in general
started to pay more attention to family engagement. In other words, making sure that they were
connecting with the families of the students that they worked with. And that was a really great
thing, and it happened for all students, including students like you, who are learning English,
and who had parents who maybe didn't speak English.

Steve Sofronas:
But the challenge that you're talking about with family dynamics is really far greater, I think. And
those challenges often manifest themselves, as you're talking about, in students' lives. You're
talking about anxiety, very serious issues that are probably a result of a lot of the experiences
that you had. And you talked about your mom being deported at 13, and having to plan ahead,
having to think about things that most kids that age just aren't really thinking about, and they are
living in the moment, as you said.



Steve Sofronas:
So I guess the core of my question is, as the oldest child, growing up with an undocumented
mother from Mexico, what were specifically some of those challenges that you had to come
overcome? And you talked about how they affected you, but if you can think of specific things
that you had to do that maybe others didn't have to, just to kind of give listeners a perspective of
the kinds of things that you needed to do as a child really, to support your family.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
Yeah. I'm actually a twin. So I have a twin sister, the same age, and we're the only ... So I had
her a lot throughout this whole experience, but I think my biggest challenge was the language
barrier. At one point, I couldn't even communicate with my mom. I didn't start speaking-

Steve Sofronas:
Wait, tell me more about that. When you say you couldn't communicate with your mom, how did
that-

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
Yeah. So I have a language ... I didn't start speaking until ... My mom says it took me a while to
speak, so I got speech therapy for a couple years, but only my sister and I understood each
other, in school, at home. So they gave us speech therapy. And with my mom, it was always
like, I didn't know how to express anything to her. I didn't have the words in Spanish nor in
English. And the school just made it seem like I was dumb, so I got held back a year, and that
even caused me to stop talking even more, and stop trying.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
It's definitely, the language has been really hard, and my mom is an amazing mother. She did
the best she could, but she was overemotional sometimes, and I felt it, even though she tried to
hide it. So that's another thing that I also had to overcome, how to put my emotions aside,
because I know if I would show her all of my discomfort, she was going to break down even
more. So learning how to regulate my emotions, something that I am really bad at, I had to learn
with my mom, because she's not that well-trained, I guess, to regulate her emotions.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
Drug addiction is strong in my family, so that's another barrier I had to overcome. I never wanted
to be like my mom because of that, because of ... So I always saw her like, "I'm the adult. You're
my child." And that's another thing, having to deal with the responsibility of my parents'
depression, my parents' drug addiction, before and after being deported, I couldn't be a
teenager. I should be coming home drunk and getting yelled at, but instead it was my mom. So
that's maybe the top three that I have struggled with, with having my mom like this.

Steve Sofronas:
Yeah. First of all, and I'll continue to say this throughout the conversation, thank you for being so
open with us and vulnerable. I think those are important stories to tell, and oftentimes with these
situations come the sort of social-emotional, and substance abuse, and all these issues that are



prevalent in families like yours, that often can't get the help that they need. And so for students,
a lot of times, and I'm not saying this is the case for you, I want to get your response about it,
but for a lot of students, school is a safe place, and it's a place where hopefully they have a
teacher or two who knows about the challenges that the student's experiencing and maybe can
help them in some way. So I want to ask you about that. Number one, did your teachers or any
of your teachers kind of know about the challenges that you were facing?

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
They didn't know up until we were going to be taken out of school for my mom's deportation.
Once they found out, it was really amazing. It was shocking. Three of my teachers actually
offered to adopt my sister and I, so we wouldn't have to leave, and that allowed me to trust
higher authority, like staff members at school, because I didn't trust them ever. I was told I can't
trust anybody who works in the government. So once they found out, when I was 13, it was
really nice. It warmed my heart to know that there would be people who are willing to go against
... The goal is to get as many of us gone from this country, so it was really nice that they were
going against and trying to keep my sister and I here, even though my mom was getting
removed.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
So yeah, some professors, some teachers did know, but it was also really embarrassing
because they would throw parties. They threw a party for my sister and I at school, and
everybody asked me, "Why are you leaving? Why are you leaving?" And I didn't want ... I was
still conditioned to not say, "My mom is undocumented. That's why I'm moving." And I was
always embarrassed to say that my mom was undocumented, and I don't know why I was
embarrassed. I was just embarrassed.

Steve Sofronas:
Well, you're a child, and you're in a situation that's different from others. And what keeps coming
up to me, between this conversation and the last one is, and something I'd like to get into a little
bit is, until that moment came, it seems you didn't have any trust of anyone who was associated
with the government, or even anybody, it sounds like, who was at school, and who was
teaching, because you were so afraid, and because it sounds like you were conditioned to just
not trust, which I'm sure was a way to try to protect you and your family. But as happens in
many of these cases, it can backfire. What was it like when ... Well, I guess, did that moment
have a profound influence on you, or impact on you when teachers offered to adopt you? I
mean, was that the moment where you said, "Maybe I can trust some people"? Then you were
on your way to Mexico, right? So you-

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
Yeah. So I remember taking the bus home that day, my sister and I just crying in the back seat,
saying, "This is our last bus ride." And we were really sad, because if we would have known
sooner, we would have enjoyed more experience in school. And it was like, my mom was kind of
wrong. It was like a slap in the face, being told, "No, you can't tell anybody. They're going to call



ICE on us," and stuff like that, and then telling them, and they're being welcoming and
understanding, was really ...

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
It did affect me drastically. Because when I went to Mexico, I was able to talk to my school
teachers a little more. And that's when I started speaking more, a little bit more of my emotions,
and about the situation. Because going into the school system in Mexico, they all found out that
we weren't naturalized Mexicans at the time, because we only had our American nationality, and
we had to get our Mexican nationality. So it was easier to go about the situation with my
teachers way easier than in the United States. Because I had already broken that wall a little bit.

Steve Sofronas:
Sure.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
Like, "Don't talk to nobody," and stuff like that. So it did give me a little more hope on people
who won't try to affect me, because my mom even told me, "You don't have a best friend. You
don't make best friends at school. You already have your best friend, and that's your twin sister.
You don't need anybody else. You have me and your sister. You need someone to talk to you,
talk to your sister. You don't talk to, not your friend in school. Not your teacher. It's me and your
sister. That's it." Being able to trust other people, not giving so much pressure on my sister, on
myself for my sister to be able to form connections outside of me, with also really relieving.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
Yeah. I think it was just really important, that event, knowing that other people had my back, and
it wasn't just the mission of getting me out. Because I felt like was really accelerated, and they
just wanted us out by tomorrow or something, and it was going too fast. And having that
breather, and being like, "Wait, we'll take you in with your pets even," so that was even more
heartwarming to me, because one of my teachers was like, "We'll take you in with all your pets."
And it was really ... Because I had a lot of pets. It was really nice.

Steve Sofronas:
Yeah. It sounds like this sort of secrecy and this lack of trust in others came from fear, right?
More than anything else. And fear has a way of, if not dealt with properly, has a way of really
kind of ruining things, and that fear was logical, because you're seeing what's in your mom,
seeing what's going on in the world. So trying to protect you, but it just clearly has led to some
major challenges for you.

Steve Sofronas:
And I want to talk, if you're comfortable talking about it, I want to talk a little bit more about how
your mother's immigration status affected you growing up, and more specifically, you have
talked to me about some of the work that you've had to do on behalf of your mom at a very
young age, to help with immigration lawyers and things like that. Again, we kind of talked a little
bit about this earlier, but tell us a little bit about some of the things that you had to do at such a



young age, and again, how that impacted you. You talked about some of the anxiety you were
experiencing. I wonder how much that has to do with it.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
Yeah. So my mom's lawyer, when I was ... Because apparently my mom said that she's had the
deportation order for really long, even before we got the official letter. She knew for a really long
time that she was going to get deported. And so throughout the years, we were writing letters to
the court, showing up at court, pleading for my mom not to be deported, advocating for her that
she's a good mother, going with her to her AA meetings, so just to prove that she's a good
mother.

Steve Sofronas:
And is before you were this before you were 13, right?

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
Yes.

Steve Sofronas:
Yeah.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
And I re-read some of the letters recently, like a year ago, that I wrote when I was 10 or 11.

Steve Sofronas:
Wow.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
And it really breaks my heart, because I don't remember too much of that time period. I don't
remember writing those letters, but it's my handwriting. So I have a really bad memory, so I think
it's just a response from all the stuff I've had to do. So reopening those letters, it gave me a
flashback of how I used to feel when I was writing them. I used to ask myself, "Why do I have to
plead for my mom to stay? She's a good mother. There's real criminals out there."

Steve Sofronas:
There's real criminals out there. Yeah. That's 100% true.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
Yeah. And I think I just ... So one of the reasons why my mom got deported, one of the crimes
she was accused of was domestic violence against my father, and my father pressed charges.
But it made me hate my father and men in general even more. And yeah. I'm sorry. I just lost my
train of thought.

Steve Sofronas:
That's okay. Take your time.



Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
But yeah, the anxiety, doing all that stuff when I was younger, and me knowing I don't know how
to write very well. I read them and I'm like, "Why didn't anybody check these letters before they
took them to court? Why didn't I have any grammar?" And it just reminded me of how hard it
was for me to even communicate to people, and I'm over here advocating for my mom, and I
don't even know how to communicate yet, or I was just now learning. But that caused even
more anxiety, because when people don't understand me today, if I talk too quick or they don't
catch what I said, it gives me a rage. It just like boils my blood. It's something unbearable that I
don't understand, even though it's not that person's fault. Maybe I am speaking too quick.
Maybe I did stutter or I did say something wrong. I feel like it's just a response of communicating
to them, writing to the judge, to the lawyer, and them still not hearing me, and then them still
getting deported.

Steve Sofronas:
I mean, I'm no therapist or psychologist or anything like that, but that makes total sense. I mean,
there's such a connection there, right? That's really, really thought provoking, the idea that you
were trying to communicate something to a judge. You had power, and you were the one who
had the power to do the writing, even though your skills weren't even there yet, and so you did
it. And so you're thinking, "Why doesn't this person hear me?" And now later in life, it's no
surprise that that's manifesting itself that way. I mean, that's trauma. It really is. I mean, there's
no doubt about it.

Steve Sofronas:
And I think one of the reasons that we're trying to tell these stories is to understand that it's not
just about a student coming to our country, or living in our country, and being born in our
country, and having to learn English. There's a lot more that goes into this, which kind of leading
to my next topic here. I mean, I was connected to you through professor Joanna Dreby, who we
had a wonderful conversation with on the podcast, and she's clearly done some great work, and
she connected, and I said, "Boy, I'd love to chat with some of the students that you're talking
about." And I know you've, you've done a lot of work with her. So for those people who have
listened to that episode, you know what she does, but I'd love it if you could just give a little
overview of the work that you did with her, and how it's impacted you. Because clearly you're on
the right path now. You've overcome a lot of challenges.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
Thank you. Dr. Joanna Dreby has been, I feel like, a life saver for me, because I was in an ... It
was my first Latin American [inaudible 00:22:03] class I ever took, and it was called International
Migration and Transnationalism, so I [crosstalk 00:22:10]-

Steve Sofronas:
Perfect for you.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:



Perfect for me. Exactly.

Steve Sofronas:
Looking back. Yeah.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
Yeah. It was perfect. And I'm sitting in the class, and the professor, Dr. Mathias, he was working
with Dr. Dreby on this project, and he asked us for a reflection paper, and he got to know a little
bit of my story through classes, and he reached out to me, and I reached out to him even at first,
because I was reading a bunch of material, and I'm like, "Wait, I lived through this. There's terms
to what I lived through. I'm not the only one. People are writing about it. People are studying it.
Wow." So I reached out to him.

Steve Sofronas:
What you're saying right now, I'm sorry to interrupt, but this is so important. You start to read
research, right, that people are doing, and you made a connection. You said, "This is me, and
there are other people like me." And there's such a divide at times between this research that
these amazing people are doing, and the people that they're actually researching, right? So
bridging that gap, and I just think it's so special. I think you were clearly in the right place at the
right time to kind of get on this path, and we just need more of that to be happening more
frequently. But anyway, I apologize for interrupting.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
No. I completely agree. I wish it would've happened sooner, because it was my senior year of
college, and I graduated with a bio degree, and now [crosstalk 00:23:27]-

Steve Sofronas:
Congratulations, by the way.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
Thank you. Thank you. And but now, since that class, literally since that class, I have decided to
apply to a PhD program in Spanish with a concentration of Latin American and Caribbean
studies.

Steve Sofronas:
Amazing.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
Thank you. So it was a complete turning point. I feel like I belong here. I am a
Mexican-American. There's many people like me, and I have a title. I have an identity. I'm not
only the daughter of an immigrant. I'm not just an American in Mexico who, even though I am
Mexican, from the way I speak, they call me "pocha," or they call me ... That I'm American, I'm
not Mexican enough.



Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
So finding Dr. Dreby, and she encouraged me a lot to write my experiences, and she always
made sure to make me feel like the center of attention. When she was doing her work, she said
that she was only facilitating my voice to be heard, and I think that was amazing. I think she
worked with me really perfectly, and gave me that comfort that I'm not just being sold as another
case, another sad case to the public, and a trauma experience. Talking about it in politics. Like,
"Oh my goodness. Look at these little immigrant children. They don't even know how to
socialize." No, I didn't feel like that.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
She gave me so much power, so much validation. And I do think it's really important for ...
Because I feel like a lot of people research us with the white gaze, instead of really trying to
understand us, really trying to look at all the circumstances that influence why we act the way
we act, or why we're not developing at the same rate as students who have documented
parents. Instead, we're just told Mexicans are not smart, or they're just lazy, or they're ... And of
course this goes on with a bunch of other ethnicities and stuff like that.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
But specifically for me, it was always like, "We're not smart enough, because we're scoring less
on standardized testing. We're dropping out of high schools at bigger rates, or larger rates." So
Dr. Joanna Dreby was like, "You have a beautiful speech. You write beautifully. You just need a
little bit more training, which is normal. You're young." And she honestly encouraged me a lot to
speak and to write about myself, and something that I never did in bio. I didn't know how to write
an email. Up until senior year of college, I didn't even know how to write an email. I didn't know
how to leave a voicemail. I didn't know anything.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
And Dr. Joanna Dreby, she gave me books to read, she gave me articles to read, and she really
facilitated my growth and finding my identity. It was actually in this class, in my immigration
class, where I finally identified myself as a Chicana. Before I was like, "Chicanas are like
Cholos. Chicanos are like Cholos. I'm not a Cholo." But I am a Chicana, and it's really nice that I
can finally know what I am.

Steve Sofronas:
Yeah. And we go back to the beginning of our conversation about identity, and how important
that is, and how it can be hard to be proud of an identity that people throw mud on it. They don't
think about it, and you don't even know growing up where you are, where you come from,
because there's so many secrets, and so much that you have to bear. And I'm also thankful for
the work that Dr. Dreby has done, because it's clearly made an impact on you, and a lot of the
other students that we spoke with, or that we're going to speak with about this topic.

Steve Sofronas:
And it's hard to believe that in your senior year, you didn't know how to write an email or leave a
voicemail, because the conversation that I'm having with you right now does not reflect that at



all. I mean, it's profound, and you clearly have found your voice, which you've always had. It's
just you needed somebody, as you said, to facilitate it, which is great. A great way to put it, and I
love that.

Steve Sofronas:
So you found that in your senior year of college, which is late, but not too late, very clearly, and
you have your path forward. And I want to talk a little bit more about your plans for the future in
a little while, but this, before I ask that, this might be the most important question of all of the
questions I've asked. You have an audience here of people who are listening. Most people who
are to this podcast are teachers, or they're administrators, or specialists who are working with
multilingual learners. And of course, that's not a homogeneous group. That's a group made up
of lots of different people from lots of different places, with lots of different circumstances. But
there are certainly people like you who these students are working with.

Steve Sofronas:
So number one, what would you like them to know about those students, and students who
have experienced things that you have? And what can they do to help ensure that those
students reach their highest potential, and get what they need as soon as possible?

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
So I would definitely like to say, personally for me, I was told that I was always floating. I was
always out of it. I was always in the cloud. I was never on earth. That's what I would hear from
my family, from the teachers [crosstalk 00:29:21].

Steve Sofronas:
You were disengaged. Yeah.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
Yeah. I was very disengaged, and I would say don't give up on us. Yeah, we're disengaged.
We're forced to because the pain is too much, the stress is too much that we mentally
disengage. And it doesn't mean that we're slow or that we don't have aspirations, or that we
don't know what we want. It just means, personally for me, and I can imagine for many others, I
didn't know if I was able to think like that. If I was able to ever think I can be a doctor, be a
lawyer. I didn't know if that was in my plans set for me, because seeing my family, they're all ...
My mom didn't even finish middle school.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
So it's just that personally, I wasn't stimulated enough to ... My mom, yes, she always told me,
"You have to go to school. You have to go to school." But she was never able to put more of an
input or guide me a little bit more. So it was more like, even though I was thinking ahead of time,
I think that's even what disassociated me even more from living in the moment. But we do know
what we want, at least a little bit, and we are quiet most of the time. I am quiet, really quiet when
I'm in a new setting. So it's also like, we have trust issues.



Steve Sofronas:
Yeah.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
We're told not to trust people. And I would just like for people to ... Or educators, just to
understand us a little bit more, and to not give up on us. To have patience. To teach us our
culture and our history. I think that's really, really important. I think we all have the right to know
where we came from and how we got to where we got. It doesn't matter how painful our history
is, but I think we all have the right to know. Because I feel like I disassociated myself from
school so much because I remember just closing my text, my history textbook, my social studies
textbook, and hating when it was my turn to read or something. I hated it because I'm like, "They
don't look like me."

Steve Sofronas:
Yeah. Yeah.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
"None of these people look like me. Why? Where am I from?" I know I'm from the other side, but
why is my history not here? So I think just teaching our history to us. Because I didn't start
learning my history until college, so I think that is very important for development of us, to feel
like we are someone here.

Steve Sofronas:
Yeah. You know, and you've hit on at least two themes, and probably more, but two that I
definitely noted here, that at are kind of ... I'm not going to call them trends in education, but
they're certainly receiving a lot of attention right now, again, largely due to the pandemic, and all
of the issues that that caused. And those two things are number one, culturally responsive
teaching, which everybody who listens to this podcast and everybody who reads about English
learners knows that term. But I don't think that in many cases they hear it told the way that you
told it. The way that you told it was, "I want to know about my history. I want to know how I got
from here to there. I want to look at a book and see myself reflected in that book."

Steve Sofronas:
And not only did you just mention that, you don't have to use the term, it's a buzzword, right?
And we use it all the time, but it doesn't matter unless you're doing it. So you've hit on that from
a perspective that I think is important. And you also told us kind of what that caused, the pain
that causes, and you actually gave the very reason for your disengagement, "Because I'm not
going to engage in something that I don't see any of me in here." So that's number one. I think
that's really important for people to kind of consider and keep in mind. I'm guilty, I think, on this
podcast, of also kind of talking about these buzzwords in a very general, sort of large scale way,
and we need to really get down to specifics, which is what you're giving us.

Steve Sofronas:



The second piece, and this is probably a large ... It's definitely a larger one, especially now. And
that's social-emotional learning, right? Huge. Not a buzzword. Something that's extremely,
extremely important. But we can't make academic progress with students unless they feel safe,
and unless they feel like they're in a place where they can be trusted, unless we build
relationships. And so we talk all the time about building relationships. We talk all the time about
making sure that students have what they need before we bombard them with academic content
that may or may not even reflect where they come from or who they are. So they're connected,
right?

Steve Sofronas:
You were talking about and giving great examples of that disengagement. Disengagement as a
result of something far larger than school and the curriculum. So I just wanted to note those too.
Making those connections, I think, is really, really important. You did a good job kind of
expressing them from your perspective, which I think is important.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
Thank you. Yeah. It is really painful. I can't remember exactly what you said, but the social
learning-

Steve Sofronas:
Social-emotional learning. Yup.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
Social-emotional learning, I haven't heard of that term up until right now, and I will do some
research, because yeah, I remember reading, and in class, hearing the discussions of
immigration, and just being overwhelmed. And at one point, learning history, I was like, "This is
too painful." Personally, I'm just overemotional, but learning the history was extremely painful for
me. So I do agree that we need to feel safe when we're learning this history. I can't imagine a
student, a child, a young adult learning this history and still feeling singled out, still feeling
othered, and learning this history, it's really, really painful. So I completely agree. We need to
build that trust in the classroom so we don't get further traumatized.

Steve Sofronas:
Yeah. Yeah. And again, we talk about it and advocate for it all the time. What I love, though, is
you just gave the result, what happens if we don't do that? And this is what happens. And you're
someone who found your way, despite all of the incredible challenges that you faced.
Unfortunately, there are many that don't find their way, and that's who we want to make sure that
we're taking care of.

Steve Sofronas:
So I want to look ahead toward the future, because you just mentioned that you were a bio
student, and you clearly, at that time, there were connections that you just feel like you didn't
have. It sounds like you never really felt like you belonged there, and then you found this new



path, and you're on this new path now. So what do you hope comes of that? What do you hope
to do in the next three, five, 10, 15, 20 years?

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
Of course I've thought about it already. So I love biology, but I recognize that I was doing it out of
rage, out of spite.

Steve Sofronas:
What do you mean? What do you mean by that rage and spite? Why? How do those connect?

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
Yeah. I left the US, and I told myself, "I'm going to come back bigger and stronger. And all of
these people who advocate for immigration laws and for deportation, they will hear from me."
And I was thinking about, through biology, as a young girl, I was like, "I'm going to find the cure
to diabetes, and everybody's going to regret ..." Because my mom has diabetes. And I would
say, "I'm going to find a cure to diabetes, and they're going to regret ever kicking me out.
They're going to beg me to come back, and I'm going to be in Mexico, and they're not going to
get my cure."

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
So I was always acting out of spite, which I'm grateful, because all that anger allowed me to not
get as hurt in my college experience, because I was a full time worker. Various times, my mom
fell ill in Mexico, where I had to travel, and there was times where I was like, "I need to drop out
of college. I can't do this. I need to be in Mexico." So it just gave me a bunch of power to keep
going.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
And I would like to incorporate my bio degree with my Spanish degree, well, with my new
aspirations of Latin American and Caribbean studies, because we're humans. We are
responsive to everything in our exterior. So I want to get my PhD in Latin American and
Caribbean Studies, learn more of my history. I would like to get in touch with my indigenous
roots. I just recently came to find out through an interview that I held with my grandma for my
class, for my immigration class, I found out that she went to upon a time spoke Nahuatl. So I
want to get in touch with those. I never knew. I didn't know I have an indigenous background. I
just thought I was Mexican.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
And I would like to study indigenous culture and medicine. And that's where I would like to
incorporate the bio, because I'm aware that science right now, STEM, is really whitewashed,
and all of the history and medicine we knew once upon a time from indigenous cultures were
burned and buried and discarded. So I just want to just get in touch with that side.

Steve Sofronas:
Go find it. Go find it.



Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
I will. That's my mission. And I want to advocate. I want to cause trouble.

Steve Sofronas:
Yeah.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
I want to be out there advocating for immigrant rights, for the border control rights. It's
inhumane, capitalism, and all that stuff. Like I would like to get into all of that and write a couple
books, do some research. I like poetry. I like to [inaudible 00:40:11]. Finding this new path has
opened so many doors that I just see endless possibilities.

Steve Sofronas:
Well, I mean, I don't even know what to say. You have so much time ahead of you, and you've
clearly found the right path for you, and I think explore all of those roots, or there's just so much
that you could do. And I'm just really, really thankful that we were able to kind of listen to your
story and understand that success is found in different ways, and challenges are overcome in
different ways, and some challenges take a long time to overcome. But I think right now, before I
get to my last question here, my perception of you is someone who, at this point in your life,
you're harnessing all of this energy, some of which I think for a time was probably pretty volatile,
and maybe a little harmful. Tell me if I'm wrong.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
No. You're not wrong. 100%.

Steve Sofronas:
Okay. And now you're sort of using it in a positive way. So when you say, "I want to cause
trouble," my sense is that that's good trouble. Trouble that people need to see.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
Yeah, I want to ... Yup.

Steve Sofronas:
That's amazing.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
Thank you. I definitely want to be like Dr. Joanna. She's someone really special to me. She's my
role model.

Steve Sofronas:
It's great to have a mentor, and the earlier you have one, the better, but I'm glad that you found
one.



Steve Sofronas:
So Falmari, my last question is one that I ask everyone. And after our conversation, I'm really,
really curious about what you say. I wonder if there's a book or a film, or really any other
resource that's had an important influence on you, either personally or academically or in any
way whatsoever, that you'd like to share with anybody who's listening.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
Yes. I personally really like ... I have a book right here. It's by Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz, and it's
called An Indigenous Peoples' History of the United States. And reading that book, the first
chapter is on corn. I love corn, and maize. So it was amazing, because even though it's of the
US, and the United States, they started off in Mexico. So I generally took this as if I was
replanted into Mexico's soil, because I feel like I was just ripped away from it. And that book
really connected all of our struggles, all of indigenous peoples' struggles in the Americas, and it
just made sense to me, understanding colonization wouldn't have happened without corn, and
without indigenous people. So there's understanding, that book really opened my eyes and
made me feel like I do belong up here. Even though I'm a little bit further from where the Aztecs
were, or Mexico, I do belong here. Migration is natural. It's a natural phenomenon. It's different
that they've criminalized it in today's society, but it's a natural thing to happen. So that book, and
I also really like the film La Jaula de Oro by ...

Steve Sofronas:
We can find it, if you don't know.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
Yeah.

Steve Sofronas:
We'll find it and post it. La Jaula de Oro.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
Mm-hmm (affirmative).

Steve Sofronas:
The Golden Cage? Yeah? That would be it?

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
The Golden Cage, and listening to the song by Los Tigres del Norte really helped me
understand, yeah, we all are here and we can't leave. And I personally have had problems with
my passport, so I feel even more caged into this culture of gold, and it was just really hurtful
watching the movie, and I think that's what's good about it, because we need to see why we're
here, and how we're losing sight of the reason to ... I was losing sight of why I'm alive. I just kept
thinking, "I need revenge. I need to prove all of them wrong." And seeing that film was really
like, "The only person you're hurting is yourself."



Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
We risk everything, well, my mom, immigrants, undocumented immigrants risk everything to
cross the border, and then once we're here, it's, "Retract. Retract." And it's hurtful, but I think it's
important to know ... Because you know, the American dream, we're blinded. Hollywood tells us,
they tell the people in Mexico that the US is amazing, that there's money and stuff like that. So
seeing the reality really removed the blind from my eyes, because I was here like, "I'm going to
be a doctor. I'm going to have money. I'm going to travel. I'm going to be well and be safe." But
that's not it. I can't be safe ever, and with the regulations that there is on my people and of
people of color.

Steve Sofronas:
Well, you are in a great position to advocate and to do great things, and I am so appreciative for
you taking the time, and so appreciative to Dr. Joanna Dreby for introducing us. I hope we can
keep in touch, and I'm sure you're going to do amazing things. So Falmari Rojas-Barrios, thank
you so much for joining us. Really appreciate it.

Falmari Rojas-Barrios:
Thank you so much for having me and for hearing me.


