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Student's Perspective: Challenges that US Born Children of Immigrants Face

Steve Sofronas:
Yeah, we're really excited to have you here. We have spoken with your professor Dr. Joanna
Dreby really, really interesting topics. She's done a lot of incredible work and brought in a lot of
great students who have read these interesting stories like you and so we're excited to dive in
and try to tell them to people. We talked a few weeks ago and I wish that I had recorded that
conversation because there was a lot of really interesting things that came out of it. But one of
the things that you said right away was that when you got to college and you're a junior now,
you were having trouble connecting to your identity as a Hispanic person living in the United
States. How did that affect your educational experience growing up? And how is it influencing
the choices that you're making now about your future, now that you are a junior in college and
almost ready to move on?

Iliana Perez:
Yeah, well, so I used to live... I feel like it's more, now that I think about it about location wise
and I think going from Long Island which is predominantly white to Albany especially the school
here that has so many children of color, so many different ethnicities, races. There's so many
different kinds of people here and having that switch and just seeing the eye opening that it's not
just being a small portion of Hispanic students or black students or Asian students, it's like we're
this big group that is all here and we're all sharing experiences and life experiences and just talk
about that stuff that we grow up with. But I think mainly in the way that it has affected me
education wise is definitely making me see that I am more interested now in immigration
Hispanic culture and definitely trying to connect more to it because I do want to become an
immigration lawyer. So obviously I will always have a special interest with immigration and
anything to do with the legal aspect of it, the family aspect of it and yeah.

Steve Sofronas:
Yeah. And we'll get into that a little bit more because I think that's a really interesting
conversation to have and I want to get to that a little later about your future. But you also
mentioned family and how that's an important part of that immigration piece as well. And family
dynamics are really important to understand for all students, we've done a lot of episodes on
family engagement and what that means. But for many multilingual learners the challenges that
family members face can manifest themselves in students lives and we see that pretty
frequently. So as the oldest child growing up with immigrant parents, what were some of the
challenges you've had to overcome? And how did they affect you? Just to give people hopefully
a little bit more of a picture of what those challenges are?

Iliana Perez:
Yeah. I think for me the biggest challenge was always uncertainty and the unknown. That I'm the
oldest, I don't have anyone really, I don't have any older cousins that went through the same
things that I went through. So I'm pretty much alone in that sense. And even though I could get
emotional support from my parents, they don't understand exactly the American school system,



they don't understand things that I feel like non-immigrant families would typically just think of it
as something normal. So that's why I was always unsure of the things that I was doing. I had to
[inaudible 00:03:43] pretty much has to figure everything out by myself because I remember
taking AP classes, college classes and just all these exams thing in high school and I felt like I
didn't know what I was doing half the time in form of applying and paying and all that stuff.

Iliana Perez:
I felt like I didn't have anyone that I could really lean on in the way. And it hit even harder when I
was going through college applications, because that's when I realized that, wow, I'm actually
going to college, I'm doing this, something my parents...they went to college but they didn't
finish. And it was a different system because they went to college in El Salvador, which is where
they're from. And yeah, that's especially when it hit me harder and I realize that especially now
I'm going into something that is completely unknown to them. Everything I do at this point is
even more uncertain. It's a very nervous thing where I'm just going through it and one day at a
time thing.

Steve Sofronas:
Yeah. And if you're not watching you're listening to it, most of you are, Iliana you are smiling
right now, which tells me that... I mean, you talked about you get the emotional support from
your parents which is wonderful, not everybody is able to have that even the fact that you have
that is great and you say your parents have some experience in college in El Salvador which is
completely different, but clearly you're going through this experience here in a completely new
way. And as you were saying that you were smiling about it. I mean, you must be proud of that, I
would imagine what are the positive feelings associated with that as well? There must be.

Iliana Perez:
Yes. It's always a positive thing because I realized that the typical thing my parents came to this
country and they gave me this opportunity and here I am and I'm taking the opportunity, I'm
literally grabbing it and it just, I don't know it's an exciting thing.

Steve Sofronas:
Yeah, absolutely.

Iliana Perez:
It's scary, very scary but it's exciting.

Steve Sofronas:
Yeah. Well, anything that's exciting should be a little scary too, but that's great. So going back to
this, I wanted to bring out that positive piece because I couldn't help but notice that smile
[inaudible 00:06:00] which is great. Going back to the challenges, did your teachers in growing
up in the elementary middle high school know about these challenges? All of them, some of
them, and if so how did they go about supporting you? And if not, why didn't they know? I'm just
curious to cover all ends of that.



Iliana Perez:
Yeah. Well it was more so in elementary. Yeah, elementary school there was two teachers that I
do remember that did support me. They weren't like just regular classroom teachers because
those teachers I felt like they didn't really... I never felt like they understood it. They were nice
teachers and they'd help you out but that's as far as they would go. I had a ESL teacher and a
social worker who... The ESL teacher she was very nice and she would help my family out and
she could talk to my mom which is I really appreciated because it'd usually be my dad who
deals with the school stuff because he knows English, but my mom she doesn't speak English.
So having that connection, that direct connection was very important to me. And I know it was
important to her and even to this day, she sometimes mentions her and I know that made a
really good impact for her.

Iliana Perez:
And then there was another teacher, she was a social worker. I honestly don't know how I came
into her office, but I just remember always going there. I was going with some neighbors as well
and we would go hang out there. She would give us stuff because she would always get
donations so she'd give us clothes or games or, or coloring stuff. And she was always just very
supportive and I don't really remember what we'd do, we'd talk sometimes I do believe, but she
was just there and it was nice. And I remember my mom... I think her name was Ms. Ball and
my mom really appreciated knowing that I had an adult person that could help me out and it
wasn't just like you're going to school and you're learning and then coming back, it's like you're
going there and you're talking with someone that could help you out.

Steve Sofronas:
That is just like bringing up a couple points that I think are pretty common on what you just said.
One, the ESL teacher who a lot of this audience are ESL teachers they'll be glad to hear that
person had an influence on you. And that's not uncommon, the fact that she was a woman.

Iliana Perez:
Yes.

Steve Sofronas:
Okay. She was able to have a conversation with your mom and make that personal connection
as key and the language ability obviously. And then social worker as well, both people who
aren't necessarily content teachers. And I think they make up in many ways like the fabric of the
school that social emotional piece. So in one case you had your mom directly speaking with
someone, in another case you had your mom just knowing that were having able to have these
conversations at school. That's really important and I feel like that happens relatively frequently
and it goes to show that it's an ecosystem a school is right. It's not just necessarily the teachers
that you work with every day, with those support folks as well who have really a profound
influence. That's nice to hear.

Iliana Perez:



Yeah. Yeah, I really appreciated it. And I don't remember a lot of things from my childhood, but I
do remember these people and I do remember the feelings of it that I felt comfortable with them
and I don't get comfortable with a lot of people especially teachers because it's always to me
like a very professional setting. But with these teachers, I felt comfortable enough to talk and I
knew that they would be there to support me.

Steve Sofronas:
Yeah and that leads me to my next topic I mean, to the extent that you're comfortable talking
about it, I know that these conversations can be difficult for people. I'd like to ask you how your
parents immigration status affected you growing up, you talked about being difficult to speak
with teachers, it's for some people that causes a tremendous amount of anxiety, just curious,
was that something that you experienced, how did it impact your social, your emotional, your
academic life? Obviously you had people that could help you, but what was the day to day like
knowing what was going on?

Iliana Perez:
Yes. My father currently is documented, he's still in the process but he has his social security, he
has a driver's license, he owns a house, he has a good job so he's pretty well off. And my
mother on the other hand is undocumented. She works but she doesn't have any proper
documentation. And that has always been a scary thing for us because of the thing that she
works in a job where there's a lot of Hispanics. So when if it were to happen which it can happen
at any time anywhere ICE raids they would target places where it is very common to have
immigrants. And I know that her job is one that is pretty much all immigrants, Hispanic, all over
central America, the Caribbean. So yeah, that was always a big fear for me. But if I'm being
honest, I feel like that fear is toning down now that I'm older.

Steve Sofronas:
Why? Why is that? I'm happy to hear it.

Iliana Perez:
Yeah. I think it was more probably that it's been so long since I've heard anything happening to
anyone that we know and I feel now distant from it. And I think it's also because of the thing
where I know that my dad, he's okay and he's had issues in the past but he's in a place right
now where it's steady and I believe it'll stay that way. So with my mom, I feel like nothing has
happened yet and I'm in that ignoring this bliss thing. We're okay right now so why try to stress
myself out with this when I know that the chance of it is smaller.

Iliana Perez:
I just feel like in the area that we live in, because there's so many, in my block especially, there's
a lot of black families and Hispanic families and my school, not my school but just the area we
live in and the community that we have, it's just very close and I know that no one has heard of
anything really happening and my parents have never mentioned anything to me. So I feel now
it's just more of a safe thing I feel like and I know I'm aware of it all the time that it could happen
but I think it's lessened now.



Steve Sofronas:
Yeah. Correct me if I'm wrong but it sounds like in the past that wasn't the case. It sounds like in
the past you knew people that this happened to and so it was front of mind for you. What was
that...

Iliana Perez:
Yes.

Steve Sofronas:
Like? Can you, I don't to get to the extent that you're comfortable talking about can you give me
an example of...

Iliana Perez:
Yeah.

Steve Sofronas:
Something that happened and how it impacted you?

Iliana Perez:
Mm-hmm (affirmative)Actually, as I mentioned my dad, he has his documents and everything
now, but it wasn't always like that, as long as I can remember its always been a struggle. He's
been dealing with lawyers and the court system for so many years now. And I do remember
there was an incident and I'll always remember this incident because it really hurt my family.
And I think because of that it took me a while to get used to everything. And it was the fear of oh
my God he could be taken away at any second now. And I think now I'm healing I guess in a
way from that. So I think that's the most thing that had kept me in that fear. But now that I'm
older and I understand more I think it's a little bit better.

Steve Sofronas:
Good. And your parents are doing well, they comfortable too?

Iliana Perez:
Yes. Yeah.

Steve Sofronas:
Good. Happy to hear that, and thank you for sharing. As I mentioned at the beginning I was
connected to you through Professor Joanna Dreby who was also interviewed on Highest
Aspirations and who worked closely with you or is working closely with you I think at Ualbany.
Could you... Because the more people that I talk with and I think I've spoken with maybe three
or four of you now, the more I just feel like there's just such a profound impact in this work that
you're doing it has such an incredible effect on students that are doing it. So talk with us about
the work that you do or that you are doing with her and how it's impacted you.



Iliana Perez:
Yeah. So I did work with her for my first spring semester, I worked with her for two semesters
consecutively. And currently this semester I'm not working with her but I'm still in contact with
her and she reaches out to me if she would needs anything such as this podcast. And for the
first semester it was more so reading transcripts and then memoing which would be we hear an
audio and then we'd type it up. And then writing papers about how we can connect the themes
between the papers transcripts and just pretty much like a very overall analyzing and reading
thing so very intro.

Iliana Perez:
And then last semester we still did transcripts readings and trying to connect themes and just
talking about them. Middle end of the semester we started working on Indy's workshops where
she would help us out and we'd write up maybe two pages about anything we wanted. So I
wrote one about identity and then I believe the first one was about the incident that I mentioned
and how that impacted me. So those two papers I had written and we would talk about them,
discuss them. And I believe she is including a section of my paper and I believe a few other
students papers in her book. So that's going to be interesting to see.

Steve Sofronas:
Yeah, that's amazing. That's amazing and just to be able to just have a safe space to process
some of those stories after already having done some work and built some trust that must have
been really important. And I know that you eventually mentioned earlier but you eventually want
to go to law school and you eventually want to become an immigration lawyer which I think is
amazing first of all. It might be fairly obvious to people at this point that are listening, but what
made you choose that path? And I guess more importantly, what do you hope to accomplish in
that role?

Iliana Perez:
Yeah, so I didn't realize I wanted to become an immigration lawyer until honestly, after talking
with Joanna, because she had interviewed me as part of to become one of the transcripts and
we had talked and I realized the way that I talk about immigration and just the way that I'm so
interested in it I'm like why can't I make this my career? And the other thing was always that I
never really known exactly what I wanted to do. I'm majoring in political science right now, but I
don't want to become a politician or anything like that. So that's why I was like why am I in this
major if I don't want to be political science theory professor or a politician. And then I'm like well,
I could go to law school, they make a lot of money. And then I'm like...

Steve Sofronas:
They do good things.

Iliana Perez:
Yeah. Aside from making a lot of money, I could do it in a path that is something interesting to
me and I know that is becoming such an important topic nowadays and I feel like I want to
become a part of that talk. Sorry.



Steve Sofronas:
Well, there's certainly an incredible amount of value with trying to help keep families together I
think that's amazing and it's a sad state of affairs that we have to think about that as needing
somebody to help do it, but we do and I think that you're in a great position to be able to do it.
And if I may, I think what you bring to the table perhaps more than almost anybody is just having
the empathy and the understanding of what it's like to have grown up in this way. And I think
there's a lot more of you out there who have grown up in this way...

Iliana Perez:
Definitely.

Steve Sofronas:
And who are now thinking about this path?

Iliana Perez:
Yes, there is. I always see articles and videos on the internet about Hispanic children that have
grown up now and our immigration lawyers and it just makes me so proud.

Steve Sofronas:
Yeah, as well it should and I hope that you turn out to be one of them and I have a feeling that
you will. Okay, so as we begin to wrap up here, this might be the most important question that I
ask you because you have the ears of an audience of educators who are working with
multilingual learners. A lot of students who have experienced and are experiencing now the
same things that you've experienced throughout your life. So what would you like them to know
about those students yourself included? And what can they do to help ensure that they achieve
their highest potential, some advice that you would give?

Iliana Perez:
Yeah. What would I like them to know, I think that something that's really important for them to
just always understand is that school is very important to them but when they have an off day or
there's just not feeling the best it's might be because they're going through something and the
fear of deportation, the fear that their parents are going to leave them and they're just going to
be uprooted out of everything that they've only known. I just feel like they just need to keep that
understanding. They don't necessarily have to seek out to speak to them because a lot of us
don't like to talk about it, especially just randomly and this like this, this is one of the first few
times I'm speaking about it but I know it's for a good purpose. So I just feel like they just need to
understand and be aware that it's not always going to be perfect and that children are always
going to be going through something. And you said, what would you like them to do the second
part?

Steve Sofronas:
Yeah. Well, what can they do to help them achieve their highest potential? Like you're doing, I
mean, you're a success story, right? You're a junior in college you're thinking about becoming an



immigration lawyer. I'm sure there were times where you felt paralyzed by fear that you're talking
about now by anxiety. That's totally understandable. So how can teachers help you?

Iliana Perez:
Yeah, I believe because for me I always wish that I had more guidance and just more
explanation for everything. So I feel like teachers could always try to offer, ask and see if they
can give them a little more guidance or even talk to their parents and explain to them, have like
a meeting, sit down with the family and just try to make them understand how things work and
how they can support the children in a better way, or just let them know that this path is difficult
but it is possible. And just, that's just that more give more information, just talk to them. Cause
that's all, I mean, we don't only need them to show them or anything, but because we'll figure it
out on our own, but I just feel like that guidance and that support to know that okay, I can lean
on this person is really important.

Steve Sofronas:
Yeah. And it seems like the idea of taking a step back sometimes from the academics and the
day to day content, right. And the day to day test on this and quiz on that and project on that
and more just the overall safety and security and futures of the students that we work with right
investing time in that. And any teacher that's listening knows that as myself as a teacher for a
long time as well just knowing that to find that time in the course of a day when you're expected
to deliver this and that curriculum can be difficult, but it pays dividends. And I think stories like
the ones that you're telling us now can really get through. Right. And this is the reason why
teachers are doing the work that they're doing. The more we understand that stepping back and
looking at the whole picture is yeah. Is really valuable that the better I think.

Iliana Perez:
Yeah.

Steve Sofronas:
Great. Well, this is been amazing. I really appreciate all these stories. And you mentioned that
this is one of the few times that you've talked about this and that seems to be a trend and I'm
just really humbled and excited that you all have been willing to share these stories. I know it's
probably still not easy, but I think what you all have in common is you all have this foresity, right?
That's like it's time now to tell this story and I hope that you can do it on a larger stage as much
as I love the stage that we're providing. I think there's, there're larger venues to do it as well and
I hope that you continue doing it. I really do.

Iliana Perez:
Yeah. Yeah. Thank you so much.

Steve Sofronas:
You're welcome. I have one more question for you. There's a question that I ask everyone. I
wanted to know if there's a book or a film or any other resource that's had important influence on



you either like academically or personally however that you'd like to share with anybody who's
listening.

Iliana Perez:
Yeah. I pretty much only do re readings as a part of my studies. I'm always getting different
readings, different textbooks and one that I actually found really interesting I found last semester
for one of my classes she had assigned it... The professor had assigned it and I figured out that
I really actually like it and enjoy it. And I ended up buying the textbook because I originally had
rented it and then I'm like, I would like to keep this and it's called immigrant America a portrait
and it's by say right now, Ruben [inaudible 00:24:34] and Alejandra [inaudible 00:24:36]. It's an
educational material but I think it has really good information. And it has a lot of sections about
the families and then just migration patterns so it's a very general, but it explains things that I
feel like is important to know just like as a basic.

Steve Sofronas:
That's great. Well, I hope that that book Sits In Your [inaudible 00:25:00] five, 10 years from now
when you're an immigration lawyer and you...

Iliana Perez:
[Crosstalk 00:25:03] [inaudible 00:25:03].

Steve Sofronas:
Could look back and think about how you rented it but then you decided to buy it and it'll have all
kinds of marks in it and dog geared everywhere, that's really a neat image for me and thank you
for recommending that. And more importantly Iliana thank you so much for coming on agree to
tell a part of your story. It's really powerful and we'll do everything we can to amplify it. And as I
said there are many teachers who are listening who you're truly having a profound impact on.
So thank you so much for your.

Iliana Perez:
[inaudible 00:25:31].

Steve Sofronas:
Willingness to talk.

Iliana Perez:
Yes, thank you so much for having me.


