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This report represents the work 
of the two phases of the Study 
Committee on Immigration and 
Higher Education. The first phase 
was charged with gathering the 
facts about immigrant students 
in Minnesota and identifying 
critical choices and public policy 
challenges that Minnesota will face 
in the coming years. The charge of 
the second phase was to develop 
proposals to answer the key 
questions identified by the first.

This study was a partnership between 
the Citizens League and the MACC 
Alliance of Connected Communities, 
in collaboration with Marnita’s 
Table. The partnership ensured that 
the project involved a wide variety 
of stakeholders, including teachers, 
higher education administrators, 
business leaders, representatives of 
community organizations, immigrant 
students and families, and other 
interested citizens.

For more information about these 
organizations and the work of the 
study committee, please see pages 
35-39.

The four questions addressed in the 
report reflect four challenges that 
many immigrant students face as 
they make their way toward higher 
education: , , , 
and .

Significant disparities exist within 
each of these areas—not just for 
immigrant students, but also for 
most low-income and first-generation 
students and students of color. We 
chose to focus on immigrant students 
for two related reasons:

1) As noted in this report, 

—and as 
a result, little attention is paid 
to whether these students are 
succeeding. As the saying goes, 
“you don’t count if you’re not 
counted.”

2) 

. Immigration has 
emerged as one of the most 
polarizing issues of recent years, 
but the debate about immigrant 
students has centered almost 
exclusively on legislation that 
would allow undocumented 
students to qualify for in-state 
tuition rates at public colleges 
and universities. This narrow 

focus has made it difficult to 
talk about the larger policy 
implications of a student body 
that is increasingly international.

All students, not just immigrants, 
face challenges in the four areas 
we have outlined here. The Study 
Committee on Immigration and 
Higher Education could have written 
a report on fundamental reforms 
to Minnesota’s K-12 and higher 
education systems that would 
have increased access to higher 
education for all students—including 
immigrants. 

Instead, we have chosen to focus on 
recommendations that are targeted 

http://www.citizensleague.org
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to immigrant students. Several 
recent Citizens League reports 
address broader education reforms, 
including A New Vision for Saint Paul 
Schools (2005; K-12 reform) and 
Trouble on the Horizon (2004; higher 
education reform).

Because political and economic 
circumstances change rapidly—and 
because changes in immigration 
policy at the federal level would 
have a significant effect on 

immigrant students in Minnesota—
these recommendations are 
deliberately less specific than 
might be expected. The details 
of the recommendations are 
left open-ended, so that the 
recommendations remain flexible 
enough to be applied in various 
situations and as the policy 
environment changes. The way to 
advance these recommendations, 
too, is left open to adapt to 
circumstance; advancing the 
recommendations will require 

a restructuring of the way that 
current resources are used, and, 
at times, additional funding and 
other resources. It is our hope that 
the recommendations will serve 
as guideline in developing specific 
strategies.

http://www.citizensleague.org/publications/reports/education/A-NewVision-5.23.05.pdf
http://www.citizensleague.org/publications/reports/education/A-NewVision-5.23.05.pdf
http://www.citizensleague.org/publications/reports/education/HigherEd.01.05.05.pdf


Minnesota has long been recognized 
for its well educated, high quality 
workforce, but current trends 
threaten that reputation. Minnesota’s 
workforce, relative to the size of its 
population, is shrinking, and not 
enough Minnesota students are 
graduating from higher education. To 
maintain its strength in the U.S. and 
world economy, Minnesota needs 
more of its students to complete 
some form of higher education.

Data shows that while Minnesota’s 
need for skilled workers is increasing, 
the number of Minnesotans 
prepared to fill those job openings 
is decreasing. If current trends 
continue, Minnesota will soon 
have too few qualified workers to 
fill job openings.

While the number of high school 
graduates is projected to decline 
in coming years, the number of 
students of color graduating from 
high school—and immigrant students 
in particular—is increasing.

Data on the academic success of 
Minnesota’s immigrant students is 
not available, but students of color 
in general are statistically less likely 
to graduate from college than their 
white peers. Historically lower college-
going rates by students of color is 
projected to contribute to a decline 
in bachelor’s degrees awarded in 
Minnesota. 

Beyond these economic arguments, 
the moral imperative for improving 
the education of immigrant 
students is also compelling. Public 
schools have always served as an 
introduction to American culture 
and citizenship for new immigrants, 
and one of the fundamental roles of 
public education is to develop the 
capacity of citizens to self-govern and 
participate in our workforce and our 
democracy. We have the obligation to 
ensure that our schools are prepared 
to serve all students.

The Study Committee on Immigration 
and Higher Education identified 
policy questions in four areas that are 
key to addressing this question.

 

Immigrant families do not 
communicate and engage with 
schools in the same ways as native-
born families. In many cases, 
immigrants have grown up in a 
culture where they are expected 
to defer educational authority 
to teachers and school systems. 
Therefore, in some cases, community-
based organizations or places of 
worship are a more consistent 

mechanism for communicating with 
immigrant families than are schools 
themselves. Rather than just investing 
more in school-based systems of 
communication, Minnesota should 
also explore opportunities to partner 
with outside organizations and 
develop new systems for delivering 
educational information and services 
to immigrant families. 

Minnesota should 
evaluate and explore both the school- 
and community-based efforts to 
deliver information and services to 
immigrant families and students.

 Develop a 
statewide online “higher education 
platform” that all students are 
required to complete before 
graduating from high school. 

Increase and 
improve the mentoring and advising 
available to immigrant students 
by tapping into nontraditional but 
trusted community resources.

a. Encourage colleges and 
universities to create programs 
through which immigrant college 
students serve immigrant high 
school students in accessing 
higher education.

b. Encourage immigrant college and 
university students to mentor 
and advise immigrant high 
school students, including by 
participating in programs such as 
those described above.

c. Create a network of mentors and 
advisors who assist immigrant 
students in navigating the college 
process.

d. Create a new position within 
school districts that is responsible 
for coordinating resources 
available to immigrant students.



 

The increase in the number of 
immigrant students has introduced 
school districts and individual 
teachers to new challenges. Even 
with the best of intentions, it is 
difficult for teachers and other school 

staff to become familiar with all the 
languages, cultural backgrounds, 
and experiences that their immigrant 
students bring with them to the 
classroom. This lack of familiarity 
can lead to misunderstandings and 
conflicts between schools, teachers, 
students, and parents, but much of 
this conflict would be avoidable if 
Minnesota’s immigrant communities 
and educational systems had better 
avenues for understanding each 
other. 

 Minnesota’s systems 
of education need to improve their 
capacity to adapt to the changing 
cultural makeup of their student 
populations.

Create new 
mechanisms to prepare teachers, 
advisors, and school administrators 
to effectively educate immigrant 
students.

a. Require continuing education 
on multicultural issues for all 
teachers, guidance counselors, 
and school administrators.

b. Add content to current urban 
education programs to prepare 
new teachers to serve immigrant 
students.

c. Create new centers for excellence 
in teaching and advising 
immigrant students.

Increase 
opportunities for immigrants to 
become teachers, counselors and 
school administrators, especially 
through nontraditional avenues.

 

Most of the barriers related to the 
cost of higher education actually 
come down to factors that fall under 
the other categories. Some students, 
for example, don’t understand the 
financial aid application process, 
so they do not receive all the 
scholarships for which they might 
be eligible. Others may have finished 
high school unprepared for college-
level course work and must use 
their aid and their savings for higher 
education to pay for remedial classes.

The most significant area where 
cost issues alone are a factor relates 
to students who do not qualify for 
scholarships, financial aid and/or 
in-state tuition. This may be because 
students did not enter higher 
education directly after graduating 
from high school, because they 
attend part time, or because of their 
immigration status.

 Minnesota should 
be at the forefront of exploring and 
developing mechanisms that allow 
immigrant students to finance higher 
education in ways that are consistent 
with their culture, family obligations, 
and immigration status.

 Equalize 
eligibility of part-time and older 
students for scholarships and grants.

Pass state 
legislation that would allow all 
students who meet residency 
requirements to attend public 
colleges and universities at the 
in-state tuition rate, regardless or 
immigration status.

 Make state 
higher education aid available to 
all students who meet residency 
requirements, regardless of 
immigration status.

 Develop a 
standardized financial aid application 
that can be used to obtain state 
financial aid and institution-specific 
scholarships.

Learning English has always been 
a challenge for new immigrants. 
Today’s students face an even greater 
challenge than earlier generations 
of immigrants. To be successful in 
Minnesota’s information economy 
they must be proficient in rigorous 
academic English—something 
that was rarely expected of earlier 
immigrants. The English Language 
Learner (ELL) systems in Minnesota 
too often do not adequately prepare 
students for higher education or 
professional careers.



The ultimate goal 
must be a system that prepares 
immigrant students not just for 
basic proficiency in English but 
for the college-level English skills 
required for success in higher 
education.

 Provide 
additional support to students 
identified as English Language 

Learners in the form of longer 
school days, a longer school year, or 
programs outside of school.

a. Develop a standardized process 
for use by all Minnesota school 
districts to identify and assess 
English Language Learners.

b. Identify and expand best 
practices to deliver high-quality 
English instruction to English 
Language Learners at all levels.

c. Set aggressive goals for 
individual English Language 
Learner student progress and 
proficiency.
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As Minnesota’s immigrant population 
has increased over the last three 
decades, our institutions of education 
have wrestled with questions of how 
to integrate immigrant students 
into our schools—and whether our 
schools are up to the task. There is 
little consensus over how best to 
educate immigrant students, and 
little information is available to show 
us where or whether we have been 
successful. 

This much is clear: both moral and 
economic imperatives demand 
that immigrant students (and all 
students) are ready for and successful 
in higher education. 

The moral argument is compelling: 
public schools have always served as 
an introduction to American culture 
and citizenship for new immigrants—
and one of the fundamental roles of 
public education is to develop the 
capacity of citizens to self-govern 
and participate in our democracy. 
In addition, we have a particular 
responsibility to refugees, who 
make up a significant proportion of 
Minnesota’s immigrant population, 
and who are often sent to resettle in 
Minnesota with little to say in the 
matter. 

The economic stakes are equally 
clear. The coming retirement of 
the baby boom generation and 
unprecedented competition 
from the global economy add to 
those demands: to maintain our 
standard of living, Minnesota needs 
more citizens to complete higher 
education.

Minnesota is at a critical juncture 
in its economic and social future. 
The global information economy 
demands a highly educated, highly 
skilled workforce, but Minnesota’s 
capacity to meet that need is 
shrinking. At the same time as our 
Baby Boomers will begin to retire, the 
numbers of students graduating from 
high school and receiving bachelor’s 
degrees in Minnesota will decline. 

In 2011, the baby boom generation 
will start to turn 65. Over roughly 
the same period, the number of 
college graduates retiring from the 
Minnesota workforce will grow from 
9,000 to 25,000 each year, and by 

2020, Minnesota will have more 
retirees than schoolchildren for the 
first time in its history.1

This demographic shift will 
have profound implications for 
Minnesota’s economy: we will be 
depending on a smaller pool of 
workers to support a growing pool 
of retirees, who will be living longer 
lives than any previous generation. 

The number of jobs in Minnesota 
requiring some higher education and 
providing a living wage will grow by 
21 percent from 2002 to 2012, while 
jobs requiring only a high school 
education will grow by 12 percent.2 
Nine of the ten fastest growing jobs 
in the next decade will require some 
form of higher education.3

At the same time, the number of high 
school graduates and the number of 
bachelor’s degrees awarded each year 

Source: Minnesota Private College Council, “Demographic Challenges and Opportunities: 
Higher Education & Minnesota’s Future,” April 2006
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will decline. Between 2003 and 2013, 
the number of high school graduates 
in Minnesota will decrease by 10.3 
percent—significantly more than the 
national average of 4 percent.4

While the number of high school 
graduates in Minnesota is projected 
to decline in coming years, the 
number of students of color 
graduating from high school is 
increasing. Hispanic graduates alone 
are projected to increase by 173 
percent between 2003 and 2013 
(Figure 1).5

Because immigrant students are not 
tracked statewide, we cannot say for 
certain that the number of students 
from immigrant families will 
increase, but the increasing number 
of immigrants in Minnesota of child-
bearing age strongly suggests that  
it will. 

Since 1970, the number and 
proportion of immigrants living in 
Minnesota has increased rapidly 
(Figures 3, 4). By 2004, there were 
approximately 304,000 immigrants 
living in Minnesota, making up 6.1 
percent of the state’s population.6 In 
some Minnesota communities, that 
number is much higher: immigrants 
make up approximately 15 percent of 
the populations of both Minneapolis 
and St. Paul and almost 20 percent of 
the population of some Twin Cities 
suburbs and Greater Minnesota cities.

Most school districts, colleges and 
universities in Minnesota do not track 
the immigration status of students 
and their families. As a result, little 
data is available to answer the most 
basic questions about the academic 
success of immigrant students.

Students of color generally, however, 
are statistically less likely to graduate 
from college than their white peers. 
Historically lower college-going rates 

by students of color will contribute 
to the decline in bachelor’s degrees 
awarded in Minnesota. The 
Minnesota Private College Council 

predicts that, between 2007 and 
2017, the number of bachelor’s 
degrees awarded in Minnesota will 
decrease by 12 percent.7
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If current trends continue, Minnesota 
will soon have too few qualified 
workers to fill job openings created 
by retirements and economic 
expansion. 

Furthermore, studies show that over 
the long-term, immigrants generate 
more tax revenues than the costs 
of the public services they use (in 
other words, immigrants have a 
positive fiscal impact), at least at 
the national level. This impact is 
powerfully influenced by education 
level. According to one estimate, for 
example, an immigrant with less than 
a high school education will have a 
negative fiscal impact of $13,000 over 

their lifetime, whereas an immigrant 
with more than a high school 
education will have a positive fiscal 
impact of $198,000.8

It is difficult to tell how successful 
Minnesota’s immigrant students 
are in our school and in higher 
education. Each school district 
in Minnesota collects different 
information about its students—and 
most do not track the immigration 
status of students and their families. 
As a result, few data are available 
to answer the most basic questions 
about the number and academic 
performance of immigrant students 
in Minnesota schools.

Similarly, most colleges and 
universities in Minnesota do not 
track students by immigration status 
or ethnicity. Not only might it be 
costly to collect such information, 
but most colleges and universities, 
both public and private, depend 
on government appropriations for 
much of their financing. The current 
political debate over immigration 
and terrorism may put many of these 
institutions in the uncomfortable 
position of sharing student data 
to help enforce immigration law, 
which acts as a disincentive to collect 
sensitive student data at all. 

The U.S. Census tells us that in 
2000, there were approximately 
96,000 children of immigrants in 
Minnesota schools.9 However, there 
is disagreement among immigrant 
communities and communities of color 
regarding the validity of this estimate.

Minnesota’s public schools do 
track whether students are “English 
Language Learners” (ELL), and the 
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ELL designation is commonly used 
as a proxy for immigrant students. 
Approximately seven percent of 
Minnesota public school students are 
English Language Learners (57,665 
students total).10 

Unfortunately, ELL is an imperfect 
proxy for “immigrant.” According 
to the National Clearinghouse for 
English Language Acquisition and 
Language Instruction, just over half 
of ELL students in U.S. schools are 
foreign-born.11 At the same time, an 
Urban Institute analysis of Census 
data shows that only 40 percent of 
foreign-born students are ELL.12 This 
means that when we use ELL as a 
proxy for “immigrant,” we include a 
significant number of students who 
are not foreign-born but who—for 
any number of reasons, including 
speaking indigenous American 
languages—are receiving English 
language instruction in schools, and 
we exclude a significant number of 
students who are foreign-born but 
who are proficient in English. 

In addition, it is not accurate 
to extrapolate findings about 
immigrant students in Minnesota 
from national data.

Minnesota’s immigrant population 
differs significantly from the rest 
of the country. Compared to the 
United States overall, Minnesota has 
a substantially higher proportion of 
immigrants from Africa and Asia, a 
comparatively smaller proportion 
of immigrants from the Americas 
(Figure 5), and a substantially higher 
proportion of refugees (Figure 6). 
In fact, Minnesota has the highest 
proportion of refugees of any state.13

Immigration to Minnesota is also 
changing. According to the 2000 
census, the largest immigrant groups 
in Minnesota come from Mexico 
(41,592), Laos (25,968), Vietnam 
(15,727), Canada (13,183) and China 
(including Hong Kong and Taiwan, 

10,003).14 However, recent trends 
in immigration show a different 
story. In 2004, the top five sources 
of immigration to Minnesota were 
Somalia, Ethiopia, India, Mexico and 
the Philippines.15
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While studies from other states 
suggest that, on the whole, immigrant 
students are relatively successful in 
K-12 education,16 the results of these 
studies cannot be extrapolated to 
Minnesota. Minnesota’s immigrant 
population differs significantly from 
that of the rest of the country; we 
cannot say whether our immigrant 
students are likely to be more, less 
or equally successful as immigrant 
students in other states. 

The coming demographic and 
economic changes necessitate that 
Minnesota take advantage of all of 
its human resources, but immigrant 
students have special assets that 
merit particular attention in our 
increasingly global economy. Many 
immigrant students speak multiple 
languages and have international 
perspectives, experience and 
connections. These assets are too 
often treated as problems that our 
educational systems need to work 
around, rather than as resources that 
can improve learning for all students. 

The Study Committee on 
Immigration and Higher Education 
developed recommendations to 
address key policy questions in four 
areas—information, culture, cost and 
language preparation—that we believe 
will help to increase the number of 
immigrant students in Minnesota 
who go on to higher education. 

The current political conversation 
about immigrant students has 
focused almost entirely on 

undocumented students and the 
Development, Relief, and Education 
for Alien Minors Act (for more 
information on the DREAM Act, see 
page 21). Undocumented students, 
however, are only one portion of 
Minnesota’s immigrant student body. 
To increase participation and success 
of immigrant students in higher 
education, Minnesota must broaden 
this conversation to include other 
policy challenges and other voices. 

The discussion must be expanded 
to include all immigrant students, 
and the responsibility for addressing 
the policy challenges raised in this 
report should not be held exclusively 
by government but also by the other 
institutions that serve immigrant 
families and communities.   
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As a guide in drafting its 
recommendations, the Study 
Committee developed the following 
principles. With the principles, the 
Committee intends to draw its vision 
for immigrant students and higher 
education. The goals expressed in 
these principles may be unattainable, 
but they form the direction in which 
the following recommendations are 
aimed.

The fundamental principle that 
forms the foundation of this report 
is that 

 

The principle is hard to disagree 
with but, when taken seriously, 
has profound consequences. To 
make higher education a realistic 
opportunity for all immigrant 
students, we must address the 
challenges raised in this report.

Because families differ in their ability 
to afford higher education, a variety 
of mechanisms should be available to 
ensure that all students can finance 
their education.  

Students should not have to spend 
time and money on remedial classes 
at a college or university to make up 
for what they should have learned in 
the K-12 system.

Applications for admissions, financial 
aid and scholarships should be 
understandable to high school 
students. These processes should be 
evaluated and simplified if possible. 

Students often have obligations 
outside of their education. Rather 
than turning those obligations into 
barriers, higher education should be 
flexible.  

Inside and outside of school, 
immigrant students need advisors, 
mentors and counselors who 
are knowledgeable about higher 
education and about students’ 
cultures. 

Students who need English language 
instruction should not have to 
sacrifice instruction in other subject 
areas. 

Immigrant students need help 
navigating the differences between 
their home culture and the culture of 
education in the United States.

Schools are not single-handedly 
responsible for educating students. 
Students and families must prioritize 
education, and communities should 
provide support to help ensure 
students’ success. 

To create a lasting increase in the 
number of immigrant students 
who complete higher education, 
immigrant communities must 
develop internal educational 
leadership: college graduates, 
teachers, and other educators who 
serve as role models and mentors to 
students. 



Felipe is nineteen years old. He was born 
in the United States; his parents were 
immigrants from Mexico. In high school, 
Felipe was an excellent student—he took 
Advanced Placement classes and won 
a track-and-field scholarship to Texas 
A&M University. He turned down the 
scholarship. “I wanted to learn about 
my parents’ life,” he said, so he took a 
job in a factory. When his family moved 
to Minnesota, he knew he wanted to go 
to college, but he didn’t know where to 
start. “I didn’t know what colleges there 
were here, what kinds of colleges or how 
I could find them.” 

Norma and Albina are mothers and 
advocates in their children’s schools. 
They work hard to make sure that 
Latino families and students are 
included in school activities. Even 
for these active parents, though, it is 
difficult to stay on top of what they 
need to do. “There should be more 
information in other languages, not 
just English. The kids have to be the 
translators for the parents, so not all the 
information gets home,” Norma said. 
“They are supposed to have a translator 
but they don’t always.” Albina was 
hired by the school to talk to teachers 
about Latino culture. “There should 
be more outreach,” she said, “they 
shouldn’t just wait for a call.”

All students and families need 
information and support as they 
navigate Minnesota’s educational 
systems, and immigrant families 
would benefit from support targeted 

to their specific needs. In general, 
immigrant students are unlikely 
to be familiar with Minnesota’s 
educational systems, postsecondary 
options, career planning and the 
higher education admission process. 
In addition, immigrant families 
usually do not have the same 
“insider information”—what kinds 

of extracurricular activities impress 
college admissions officers, how 
local colleges differ from each other—
that helps students prepare for and 
succeed in higher education. 

There are a multitude of resources 
available to provide information 
and support to immigrant families 
within the public school system, 
institutions of higher education, 
nonprofit organizations, community 
associations and informal networks. 
However, no system exists to 
coordinate these resources; as 
a result they can be difficult for 
students to access—and it is difficult 
to tell what programs and resources 
are most effective. 

In the past, school-based counselors 
were the bridge between students 
and the multitudes of programs, 
systems, institutions and resources 
that were available to them. Today, 

counselors are overwhelmed by 
the number of students they must 
support and cannot always give 
individual students the personal 
attention they need. Minnesota 
public schools have, on average, 
one counselor for everyone 792 
students—almost eight times the 
1:100 ratio recommended by the 

National Association of College 
Admission Counselors for college 
and academic counseling. Minnesota 
is ranked 49th in the country for 
its student-to-counselor ratio; only 
California has fewer counselors per 
student.17

Minnesota’s low counselor-to-
student ratio means that students 
get little individual support from 
their counselors. The students who 
participated in our focus groups told 
us that their counselors were too 
busy to offer much help. Students 
who know what they are looking for 
can get the information they need 
from counselors, but students who 
need additional support often have a 
hard time finding it at school. 

This problem is compounded by 
the fact that counselors and college 
admissions officers do not always 
have accurate information. For 
example, students and parents 
told stories of counselors who 
told them that because they were 
undocumented they could not 

http://www.nacacnet.org/PublicationsResources/Research/Documents/06StateofAdmission.pdf
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attend college (they can). In many 
Minnesota communities, the influx 
of immigrants is relatively recent, and 
the staff and faculty of schools are still 
learning about the special challenges 
that immigrant students face.

Many immigrant families, particularly 
refugees, have strong relationships 
with local community organizations 
and mutual assistance associations. 
Many students told us that they 
turned to those organizations 
first for information, support 
and resources to help with their 
education. Unfortunately, while some 
students have access to programs or 
individuals that can help them be 
successful in school, many students 
do not—and little is known about 
the quality and effectiveness of the 
programs themselves. 

 

Students should be required to 
complete a “higher education plan” 
in which they detail what they hope 
to do after high school graduation, 
compile the materials necessary for 
college and scholarship applications 
and outline a strategy to achieve their 
goals. Requiring such planning will 
ensure that all Minnesota students 
are encouraged to attend higher 
education and that they will receive 
some support in preparing for it.

A standardized online platform for 
students’ higher education plans 

should be developed for use in 
all Minnesota high schools. The 
platform should help students 
identify their post-high school goals 
as well as the decisions they need to 
make and actions they need to take 
to achieve those goals. In addition, 
the platform should: 

transcripts and standardized test 
scores, including the Minnesota 
Comprehensive Assessments and 
common college entrance exams 
like the SAT and ACT. 

portfolio of their best work, to be 
used in college and scholarship 
applications. 

to public and private colleges and 
universities in Minnesota, using 
students’ transcripts, test scores 
and portfolios.

available scholarships and college 
access programming in Minnesota.

and mentors, including those 
provided by the state Department 
of Education, school districts, 
nonprofit and community 
organizations and individual 
volunteers.

necessary for a variety of 
professions. 

Sources: Inside Higher Ed, “Y Tu Mamá También,” June 27, 2006, http://insidehighered.com/
news/2006/06/27/latino; Parent Institute for Quality Education website, http://www.piqe.org
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All schools should be required to 
provide students with in-school 
time to work on the plan and 
access to a guidance counselor or 
teacher-advisor who is assigned to 
the student throughout their high 
school career. Other than these basic 
requirements, individual schools 
and school districts should maintain 
autonomy in how they choose to use 
the standardized platform. 

School districts in Minnesota 
and elsewhere have already 
begun to experiment with online 
higher education planning. The 
Minneapolis and Saint Paul school 
districts use online higher education 
planning tools and require them for 
high school graduation. These tool—
known in Minneapolis as the My 
Life Plan and in Saint Paul as the Six 
Year Plan—incorporate some of what 
we recommend, but they are used 
inconsistently and are not always 
taken seriously by students. The 
state of North Carolina has instituted 
a requirement that every student 
complete a graduation project, and 
some resources are provided to help 

students develop the project and 
connect with professional mentors. 

The platform that we recommend 
will improve on all of these models. 
It will incorporate the career 
planning and resources of the My 
Life Plan and Six Year Plan and 
the advising included in North 
Carolina’s Graduation Project. Most 
importantly, it will provide real-
world benefits to students by helping 
to compile and distribute all the 
materials necessary for admissions 
and scholarship applications. 

Low counselor-to-student ratios 
mean that Minnesota students 
have limited access to advising and 
mentoring in their schools. While 
increasing the number of guidance 
counselors available to students in 
schools would be ideal, ongoing 

budget limitations make it unlikely 
that counselor-to-student ratios can 
be significantly increased in the 
near future—even if the number of 
counselors in Minnesota schools 
were doubled, the ratio of advisors to 
students would be too low to provide 
the intensive, supportive advising 
that would benefit many immigrant 
students. 

School districts, colleges and 
universities, nonprofit and 
community organizations and 
volunteers can work together to 
provide mentoring and advising 
to immigrant students without 
straining school budgets. Advising 
that immigrant students receive 
outside of school will provide 
students with more information and 
resources, and it will help students 
maximize their time with in-school 
counselors.

Such a collaboration would require 
leadership, both to coordinate 
activities among the involved 
institutions and to organize support 
for the initiative. 
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The cultural understanding, 
community connections and 
experience in navigating 
admissions, financial aid and 
college life—and their position 
as role models—make immigrant 
college students ideal advisors. 

Colleges and universities should 
create programs that encourage 
immigrant college students to assist 
immigrant high school students 
in accessing higher education. 
In doing so, they will create 
leadership and civic engagement 
opportunities for their current 
students, as well as encourage 
immigrant high school students to 
attend higher education. 

Possible program models include 
community-based work-study 
assignments, community-based 
internships like those offered 
by the Center for Urban and 
Regional Affairs at the University 
of Minnesota.

In addition to encouraging colleges 
and universities to develop 
programs through which more 

experienced immigrant students 
can mentor younger students, the 
students themselves should be 
encouraged to participate.

At many colleges and universities, 
immigrant students are well 
connected to each other through 
cultural affinity groups. In 
addition to taking advantage of 
formal opportunities to mentor 
immigrant students, these groups 
should encourage members to 
share their experience and serve 
as advisors to immigrant high 
school students preparing for 
higher education. 

Many student organizations are 
already taking these actions. 
The Oromia Student Union at 
the University of Minnesota, for 
example, has a mentoring and 
tutoring program in elementary 
and secondary schools, organizes 
an annual college fair for high 
school students and career fair for 
college students.

People who serve as mentors or 
advisors to immigrant students do 
not always have the information 
or training they need to provide 
the best service to the students 
they advise. Many serve this role 
as volunteers—including coaches, 
religious leaders, and other 
members of the community—and 
those who advise students 

professionally are usually not 
specifically trained to work with 
immigrant students or equipped 
with information to support these 
students’ unique needs.

Creating a network of mentors 
and advisors would allow them to 
share information and ideas and 
would increase their knowledge 
and ability to support and 
advise students. Such a network 
would not require intensive staff 
support, but should be housed 
at an organization without 
affiliation to any particular school 
or institution of higher education, 
such as the Minnesota College 
Access Network. 

There are a wealth of programs 
and services outside of school 
available to support immigrant 
students in Minnesota, sponsored 
by colleges and universities, 
community centers and 
community-based organizations, 
nonprofits and religious 
institutions. However, getting 
access to these resources can be 
difficult, and as programs are 
created and others disappear, 
students can be lost in the shuffle.

Before creating new programs, 
we should ensure that students 
can access those programs and 
opportunities that already exist. 
While most schools or school 
districts in Minnesota have 
bilingual personnel in a variety of 
positions, those staff people are 
often used mainly as interpreters. 
Schools should enable these 
employees to use the cultural 
knowledge they have to help 
students access outside resources.  

Adding personnel will increase 
costs to school districts. However, 
we believe that it is the most cost-
effective way to help schools and 
students take advantage of the 
many resources that already exist. 

Photo courtesy of Quito Ziegler/Minnesota Immigrant Freedom Network
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Khadra is a senior in college and 
is working on her applications for 
graduate school. She was born in 
Somalia and spent several years in a 
refugee camp in Kenya before moving 
to Minnesota when she was twelve 
years old. She lived with her family in a 
Twin Cities suburb and, along with her 
brothers, was one of the only students 
of color in her high school. “Somali 
parents try not to get too close to schools 
. . . because they don’t want their kids 
to lose their culture.” As a result, she did 
not participate in any extra-curricular 
activities, and said that she spent high 
school feeling like an outsider. Her 
counselors didn’t help: although she was 
an excellent student (when we met her, 
Khadra was in the process of applying 
to PhD programs), her high school 
counselor discouraged her from taking 
challenging college preparatory classes, 
telling her that they were “too hard.” 

Tou, who came to the United States from 
Cambodia when he was very young, 
was frustrated by the way teachers 
responded to students from other 
countries. “Language is one thing, but 
culture is another. Teachers should try 
to understand the cultures that the kids 
come from. If a kid is doing something 
weird, instead of just attributing it to 
cultural differences and leaving it at 
that the teacher should just ask the kid 
‘Why are you doing that?’ The same 
goes for building understanding between 
teachers and parents.”  

Immigrant students have to navigate 
both their native cultures and the 
culture of American educational 
systems in order to be successful in 
school. In school, they have to adapt 
to new methods of teaching, different 
expectations for interacting with 
authority figures, and a wide array of 
choices (What class should I take? 
What college should I consider?). At 
home, they are expected to live up to 
traditional cultural norms, and often 

mediate between their families and 
the outside world. 

Sometimes, these cultures come 
into conflict, but much of this 
conflict would be avoidable if 
Minnesota’s immigrant communities 
and educational systems better 
understood each other. Immigrant 
families are constantly learning to 
adapt to American institutions and 
systems. Minnesota’s educational 
systems need to do their part and 
develop the capacity to adapt to the 
changing cultural makeup of their 
student populations. 

The increase in the number of 
immigrant students has introduced 
new challenges to school districts 
and individual teachers. For example, 
students in the St. Paul Public 
school speak over 100 languages 
and dialects, and students in the 
Minneapolis Public Schools speak 



over 150 languages and dialects. 
Even if teachers are committed to 
learning about new cultures, it is very 
difficult for them to become familiar 
with all the languages, cultural 
backgrounds and experiences that 
their new students bring with them 
to the classroom. 

American expectations about the 
relationships between schools, 
teachers, parents and students are 
often at odds with the tradition 
and experience of immigrant 
communities. Somali parents, for 
example, expect to defer educational 
decisions to teachers and school 
administrators. American teachers 
sometimes perceive this deference 
as a lack of interest on the part of 
parents in their children’s education. 
American schools expect parents 

to show up at student-teacher 
conferences, volunteer in the 
classroom, and watch over students’ 
shoulder to make sure they complete 
their homework. 

Many immigrant students serve as a 
bridge between the schools, which 
are struggling to serve students from 
a wide variety of backgrounds, and 
their parents, who do not always 
understand what the schools expect 
of them. The students we spoke 
to were familiar with this role and 
frustrated by it. They told us that 
kids who emigrate as teenagers are 
more successful because they are 
well grounded in their home culture 
before arriving in the United States—
and conversely, that students who 
came to the United States when they 
were very young feel pulled between 

the culture of their families and the 
American culture in which they are 
being educated.

Immigrant students are both 
challenged and supported by 
their cultures—and they face those 
challenges both at home and in the 
schools. They are usually the first in 
their families to adapt to unfamiliar 
American customs and institutions. 
Their families are in a constant state 
of learning, and immigrant students 
feel a responsibility to help them. 

To ease that 
burden, 
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Immigrant students need teachers 
who understand the strengths and 
challenges they bring with them to 
school, and who can communicate 
effectively with them and their 
families. As the number of immigrant 
students in Minnesota increases, 
the need for teachers and other 
school staff who are experienced 
with and committed to working with 
immigrant students increases.

Not every teacher need be an expert 
in educating students of various 
international backgrounds—but some 
should, and all teachers should have 
a basic understanding of the role 
that culture plays in the education of 
immigrant students. 

We recognize that preparing school 
personnel to better serve immigrant 
students is both a long-term and 
short-term need. To address the 
short-term need, we recommend 
that all teachers receive a basic level 
of training in serving immigrant 
students through the teaching license 
renewal process. To ensure that, 
in the longer term, more teachers 
are experienced in working with 
immigrant students, we recommend 
two ways to increase the focus on 
immigrant students in new teacher 
training programs.

Continuing education is required 
for Minnesota teachers to 
maintain their teaching licenses. 
As a condition of ongoing 
licensure, all teachers should be 
required to attend continuing 
education programming on 
multicultural issues, including 
immigrant education. Such a 
requirement will ensure that all 
Minnesota teachers are exposed 
to the issues that immigrant 
students face. 

Urban education programs—
such as those at Concordia 
University, Hamline University, 
Inver Hills Community College, 
Metropolitan State University 
and the University of St. 
Thomas—go beyond traditional 
education programs to prepare 
their graduates to teach in urban 
environments. Because immigrant 
students make up a large and 
growing proportion of the student 
population of Minnesota’s urban 
school districts, these programs 
should include content focused 

on preparing teachers to work 
with immigrant students. 

 

Following the model of the urban 
education programs, new centers 
for excellence in teaching and 
advising immigrant students 
should be created. These centers 
would prepare graduates who 
are committed to working in 
largely immigrant schools and 
districts to be experts in teaching 
immigrant students. 

Because Minnesota’s urban school 
districts are already served by 



the urban education programs at 
Metropolitan State University and 
Hamline University, and because 
immigrant students make up a larger 
proportion of the student population 
in many Greater Minnesota school 
districts than in the Twin Cities, the 
centers for excellence in teaching and 
advising immigrant students should 
be located in Greater Minnesota. 

Immigrant teachers, counselors 
and school administrators help 
immigrant students by providing 
a bridge between students’ home 
cultures and the culture of American 
education, and by serving as role 
models and leaders in immigrant 
communities.

It is important to note that we do 
not recommend that inexperienced 
immigrant teachers be thrust 
into the schools, but rather that 
programs be established to develop 
qualified teachers from immigrant 
communities. Possible models 
include the following (see Take Note, 
current page):

certification program, such as 
the Newcomer Extended Teacher 
Education Program at the 
University of Southern Maine.

training, mentoring and ongoing 
support, similar to Teach for 
America.  

for immigrants currently working 
in non-faculty positions in 
schools who wish to become 
teachers, counselors or school 
administrators, such as the 

Southeast Asian Teacher Licensure 
Program at Concordia University. 

entering teacher education 
programs. 
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Claudia and Eduardo, both from 
Guatemala, have four daughters. 
Their eldest is a student at the local 
community college, their second 
daughter went away to a private four-
year liberal arts college, and the two 
youngest girls are in elementary school 
and junior high. They worked hard to 
put their daughters through a private 
Catholic school, and they are willing 
to do whatever it takes to put them 
through college, too. Other families they 
know struggle, they said, because they 
try to save their money so that they can 
go back home. “What I earn is for the 
family,” Eduardo said, “so they can do 
what they want to do.” Their second 
daughter, Jackie, has a similar attitude: 
“I know I’m going to have loans, but 
I will be able to pay them and choose 
what I want to do with my life.” 

Mary works for a large corporation 
based in Minneapolis. When her son 
was getting ready to graduate from high 
school, the first place she turned to for 
help paying for college was her employer. 
“They had a college fair, they had 
information about financial aid, and 
they have scholarships.” Her son received 
one of the company’s scholarships—and 
now he works there, too.

For most low- and middle-income 
families, the cost of higher education 
is a significant barrier. The financial 
challenges that affect low-income and 
first-generation college students affect 
immigrants disproportionately—more 
immigrants live under the poverty 
line than native-born Americans 
on the whole.18 In addition, many 

immigrant students face other 
constraints unique to their immigrant 
status. 

The cost of higher education 
continues to climb, and for many 
families it feels out of reach. 

Minnesota has among the highest 
tuition rates in the country.19 
Attending a community college in 
Minnesota requires 22 percent of an 
average family’s income. Attending 
a public college or university 
requires 26 percent of an average 
family’s income; private colleges or 
universities require 54 percent.20 

Source: National Immigration Law Center, April 2006

Source: Minnesota Immigrant Freedom Network website, http://immigrantfreedomnetwork.
wordpress.com
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Federal financial aid has not kept 
pace with the increasing cost of 
attending higher education. In 2004, 
the average Pell Grant covered 25 
percent of total costs at public four-
year colleges, down from 47 percent 
in 1975.21 Under Minnesota state 
law, any increase in federal grant aid 
(such as an increase in the maximum 
Pell Grant) is accompanied by a 
corresponding decrease in state grant 
aid, so increases in federal grants 
do not reduce the amount a student 
pays. 

The high cost of a college education 
produces other, more subtle, 
barriers in addition to the core 
challenge of raising the necessary 
funds. Our focus groups revealed 
that the financial benefits of going 
to college, weighed against the 
expense, are either unclear (because 
some jobs, such as construction 
or skilled factory work, can pay as 
well as the jobs students would get 
after college) or are so far in the 
future that they are not a significant 
incentive. Families told us that even 
if scholarships and other financial aid 
are abundant, it is hard to conceive 
of spending or borrowing the cost 
of education when living paycheck 
to paycheck, and relatively small 
expenses—like a $200 deposit on a 
dorm room—can be major stumbling 
blocks. 

Undocumented students worried 
that they would graduate with 
significant college debt and still be 
unable to get a job in the United 
States. Undocumented students in 
Minnesota are not eligible for in-state 
tuition or state or federal financial 
aid; these students have to turn to 
the limited supply of scholarships 
that do not require applicants to have 
a Social Security number. Without 
federal law change, these students 
will remain ineligible to work in this 

country even after earning a college 
degree.

In the course of developing these 
recommendations, the Study 
Committee on Immigration and 
Higher Education came to believe 
that many of the challenges that 
immigrant students face regarding 
the cost of higher education can 
be solved with better information 
and better preparation. While the 
cost of higher education is daunting 
for many students, it can often be 
overcome if students have access 
to information about the options 
available to them (including 
scholarships and grants) and if they 
are able to enter higher education 
without needing remedial education. 
However, some policy changes can 
help to reduce the burden of tuition. 

Immigrant students are often non-
traditional students: their language 
ability, financial stresses and familial 
obligations make them more likely 
to postpone higher education 
or to attend part time. Because 
most admissions information and 
scholarships are targeted to full-time, 
traditional-age students, immigrant 
students are often at a disadvantage.

Colleges, universities, college access 
programs and other scholarship-
granting institutions should revisit 
their eligibility guidelines and 
outreach programs to equalize 
treatment of non-traditional students.

Students in Minnesota who are 
undocumented pay out-of-state 
tuition rates at most of Minnesota’s 
public colleges and universities. The 
higher tuition makes the financial 
barrier—already a roadblock for many 
immigrant students—even more 
significant.

Minnesota should pass legislation 
that would allow students who meet 
certain requirements (such as living 
in Minnesota for a given number 
of years and graduating from a 
Minnesota high school) to pay in-
state tuition rates at public colleges 
and universities, regardless of their 
immigration status. 

Ten states currently have laws in 
place that allow undocumented 
students to qualify for in-state tuition. 

Studies in California, Texas, 
Kansas, and New Mexico show that 
undocumented student enrollment 
increases after such measures are put 
in place. Because of tuition from these 
newly-entering students, revenues 
for public colleges and universities 
tend to increase.22 An analysis 
by the Massachusetts Taxpayers 
Foundation—a nonpartisan policy 
research organization—found that state 
colleges would gain millions of dollars 
each year if Massachusetts were to 
enact such legislation.23 Moreover, 
states with such laws in place have 
not experienced displacement of 
native-born students by newly-
entering undocumented students.24 In 
Minnesota, according to studies done 
to date, this legislation would not have 
a significant fiscal impact.25

http://professionals.collegeboard.com/data-reports-research/trends/student-aid-2006
http://professionals.collegeboard.com/data-reports-research/trends/student-aid-2006
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http://professionals.collegeboard.com/data-reports-research/trends/student-aid-2006
http://www.masstaxpayers.org/publications/education/20060101/massachusetts_would_gain_millions_dollars_undocumented_immigrants
http://www.ilw.com/articles/2007,1121-gonzales.shtm


Currently, in addition to paying 
out-of-state tuition at public colleges 
and universities in Minnesota, state 
and federal financial aid is not 
available to immigrants who have 
Temporary Protected Status or who 
are undocumented. While the State 
of Minnesota cannot override federal 
law to offer federal aid to these 
students, Minnesota should make 
state financial aid dollars available to 
these students. 

Three states—Oklahoma, New 
Mexico, and Texas—currently have 
similar legislation in place.

To obtain federal and state financial 
aid, students must complete the Free 
Application for Federal Student Aid 
(FAFSA). In addition, many higher 
education and scholarship-granting 
institutions use the FAFSA to award 
scholarships, grants and other 
financial aid. 

The FAFSA form requires detailed 
information about a student’s family 
financial situation, including Social 
Security numbers. As a result, many 
immigrant students do not complete 
the form. These students lose the 
opportunity to obtain not only 
federal aid, but also much private 
aid that might be available even 
to students who do not qualify for 
FAFSA.

Some students who are ineligible for 
federal aid do complete the FAFSA 
in order to apply for other grants or 

loans. We heard from financial aid 
officers that it is confusing to keep 
these applications separate from 
those to be submitted to the federal 

government, and that mistakenly-
submitted applications sometimes 
put students and their families in 
jeopardy.

http://www.auditor.leg.state.mn.us/ped/2003/pe0308.htm


A standardized alternative financial 
aid application would allow students 
to apply for private scholarships 
(and, if recommendation 3.3 became 
law, for state financial aid) without 
completing the FAFSA. It could also 
simplify financial aid processes for 
colleges and universities who wish to 
grant scholarships to these students.

We do not recommend that higher 
education or scholarship-granting 
institutions require students to 
complete the alternative application—
which would add a complicating step 
to the admissions and aid process 
for many students—but rather that 
they accept either the FAFSA or the 
alternative application as they make 
their financial aid and scholarship 
awarding decisions. 

Critics of these recommendations 
argue that allowing undocumented 
students to pay in-state tuition rates 
(and otherwise making it easier 
for these students to attend higher 
education) rewards immigrants who 
have violated United States law by 
overstaying their visas or by entering 
the country illegally—and that this 
will encourage increased illegal entry 
into the United States. 

Others point out that changing 
state laws avoid the real problem of 
immigration reform that should be 
addressed at the federal level, and 
they argue that state policy change 
may contradict, at least in spirit, 
the Illegal Immigration Reform 

and Immigrant Responsibility Act 
of 1996, which prohibits states 
from offering tuition levels to 
undocumented immigrants on the 
basis of residency in a state that 
are not offered to US citizens living 
outside of the state. 

These are real and valid concerns. 
However, the principled and 
practical reasons to support the 
recommendations outweigh the 
potential risks. 

The fundamental principle that 
forms the foundation of this report 
is that higher education should 
be encouraged, and it should 
be a realistic opportunity, for all 
immigrant students. In following 
this principle, we do not leave out 
students who are living in Minnesota 
without documentation (usually 
as a result of the actions of their 
parents). To ensure that higher 
education is a realistic opportunity 
for these students, we must help 
them overcome the financial 
barriers they face as a result of their 
undocumented status. 

The practical arguments for allowing 
undocumented students access to 
state financial aid and in-state tuition 
are equally compelling. College 
graduates are more knowledgeable 
about government and more likely to 
volunteer, and are less likely to use 
state assistance programs or burden 
the criminal justice system.26 

The economic argument for these 
recommendations is even more 
compelling. By the time a student 
graduates from high school, 
Minnesota has already invested 
significant resources in that students’ 
success. To prevent that student from 
pursuing higher education would be 
to squander our investment.



Fatima’s boys, Ahmud and Abdi, are 
six and ten years old. Ahmud started 
kindergarten this fall; Abdi is in 
fifth grade. Fatima is worried about 
the education they are getting in the 
Minneapolis Public Schools; she doesn’t 
think the English Language Learner 
classes they are taking are helping them. 
“Why do they spend a whole month 
learning one letter? They do ‘B.’ His 
homework is to write ‘B’, ‘B’, ‘B.’ He 
already knows the whole alphabet!”

Maria has three children: two boys who 
are in school now and a baby daughter 
who is still at home. They live in a small 
town in southern Minnesota. “The 
biggest problem is English,” she said. 
“In Mexico, the schools are better; they 
know more than the other students. In 
Mexico, they are doing 4th grade math, 
but here they don’t know English, so 
they do 1st grade math. They shouldn’t 
have to do that just because they don’t 
know English.” 

To increase the number of college 

graduates, Minnesota must first 
ensure that its high school students 
are adequately prepared for higher 
education. For many immigrant 
students, gaining proficiency in 
English is an essential first step to 
success in other subjects—and for too 

many, the English Language Learner 
systems currently in place are not 
doing the job. 

Almost 63,000 Minnesota public 
school students are classified as 
English Language Learners (ELL).27 
Improving the English proficiency 
of these students must be a priority 
for Minnesota. English Language 
Learners are held back in all subjects 
because their comprehension of 
the language prevents them from 
demonstrating their skills: on 

the Minnesota Comprehensive 
Assessments (MCA) and Basic 
Skills Tests (BST), in all grades and 
subjects, English Language Learners 
score substantially lower than other 
students. In 2005, for example, 74 
percent of English proficient students 

had “proficient” scores on the 11th 
grade math MCA; only 34 percent 
of English Language Learners had 
proficient scores on the same exam.28 
English Language Learners are also 
less likely to graduate from high 
school.29

Even students who are technically 
proficient in English often struggle 
when they enroll in higher education: 
the basic level of language proficiency 
provided by ELL programs in 
primary and secondary schools is not 
as rigorous as the language required 
to be successful in higher education. 
Remedial English classes at the state’s 
public colleges and universities are 
full (with both immigrant and native-
born students); students who require 
remedial language instruction use 
up scholarships and government 
financial aid on those classes, leaving 
them with more limited funding for 
degree-based coursework.  

Learning English has always been 
a challenge for new immigrants. 
Today’s students face an even greater 
challenge than earlier generations 

http://education.state.mn.us/MDE/Data/Data_Downloads/Student/Enrollment/State/index.html
http://education.state.mn.us/MDE/Data/Data_Downloads/Student/Enrollment/State/index.html
http://education.state.mn.us/MDE/Data/Data_Downloads/Student/Enrollment/State/index.html
http://education.state.mn.us/ReportCard2005/
http://education.state.mn.us/ReportCard2005/
http://www.urban.org/UploadedPDF/overlooked.pdf
http://www.urban.org/UploadedPDF/overlooked.pdf
http://www.urban.org/UploadedPDF/overlooked.pdf


of immigrants: to be successful in 
Minnesota’s information economy, 
they must be proficient in rigorous 
academic English—something that was 
rarely expected of earlier generations. 
The English Language Learner 
systems in Minnesota were built to an 
earlier standard of basic proficiency, 
and too often they do not adequately 
prepare students for higher education 
or professional careers.

 The ELL 
programs administered by local 
school districts are an essential part 
of the solution, but 

English Language Learners (ELL) 
have more to learn than other 
students: they must master the 
language in addition to the subject 
content required of all high 
school graduates. Students 
whose home language is not 
English face another challenge: 
their parents are less likely 
to be able to help them with 
homework. 

To ensure that these students 
are not given substandard 
academic content and get 
the support they need to be 
prepared for higher education 
when they have graduated from 
high school, English Language 
Learners should be given more 
classroom time. This additional 
time could take the form of 
a longer school day, a longer 
school year, a special intensive 

English program during the summer, 
or partnerships between the school 
district and outside organizations. 
The additional time should be made 
available at no cost to ELL students.

While requiring additional time 
would ensure that students receive 
the extra support they need, many 
students have obligations outside of 
school that may prevent them from 
extending their school day or year. 
Rather, students and their families 
should have the option—and be 
encouraged—to receive additional 
classroom time. 

Adding classroom time for ELL 
students will be expensive, but 
it is essential.  Without gaining 
proficiency in English, these students 
will not be successful in higher 
education—or in the high-skilled jobs 
that the global information economy 
demands. It is also possible that the 
cost of adding classroom time will 
be offset as students progress more 
quickly in their comprehension of 
English and require less remediation 
in other subject areas. 
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There is no one English Language 
Learner system in Minnesota. 
Instead, responsibility for ensuring 
that students are proficient in English 
is devolved to individual schools and 
school districts. Schools and districts 
in Minnesota develop their own 
systems for identifying and assessing 
English Language Learner students 
and can use the curricula of their 
choice to provide English language 
instruction.

Local authority over schools is at 
the core of American educational 
philosophy, and we do not 
recommend that the state fully 
standardize English Language 

instruction in Minnesota. Instead, 
we suggest that the state develop a 
standardized process to identify and 
assess English Language Learners, 
take a more active role in researching 

and promoting best practices for 
English Language Learners, and set 
aggressive statewide goals for student 
proficiency and progress. 

The same process should be used 
to identify and assess all ELL 
students in Minnesota—currently, 

there is no single set of criteria 
in Minnesota (or the nation) to 
do this. A standardized process 
will ensure that every student 
who needs additional instruction 
receives it, and that students 

who move during the school 
year do not lose their status as 
English Language Learners. In 
addition, such a process will allow 
Minnesota to track the success of 
ELL students throughout the state. 

The Minnesota Department 
of Education should take a 

Photo courtesy of Admission Possible
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PROGRESS:
Years in  

MN schools 2003-‘04 ‘04-‘05 ‘05-‘06 ‘06-‘07 ‘07-‘08 ‘08-‘09 ‘09-‘10 ‘10-‘11 ‘11-‘12 ‘12-‘13 ‘13-‘14

0-2.99 62.32 64.12 65.92 67.73 69.53 71.34 73.14 74.94 76.75 78.55 80.36

3-5.99 67.01 68.22 69.43 70.63 71.84 73.05 74.25 75.46 76.67 77.88 79.08

6+ 64.49 65.17 65.85 66.53 67.21 67.89 68.57 69.26 69.94 70.62 71.30

PROFICIENCY:
Years in  

MN schools 2003-‘04 ‘04-‘05 ‘05-‘06 ‘06-‘07 ‘07-‘08 ‘08-‘09 ‘09-‘10 ‘10-‘11 ‘11-‘12 ‘12-‘13 ‘13-‘14

0-2.99 .82 1.26 1.69 2.13 2.57 3.01 3.44 3.88 4.32 4.76 5.19

3-5.99 1.86 2.32 2.78 3.24 3.70 4.17 4.63 5.09 5.55 6.01 6.47

6+ 1.49 2.13 2.76 3.40 4.04 4.67 5.31 5.94 6.58 7.21 7.85

more active role in identifying, 
assessing and promoting 
best practices for English 
Language Learners—not only 
in K-12 schools, but also in 
programs offered by colleges 
and universities, nonprofit 
organizations and informal 
community collaboratives.

The federal No Child Left Behind 
Act requires that Minnesota 
evaluate the English language 
proficiency of English Language 
Learner students in reading, 
writing, speaking, listening and 
comprehension, and that the state 
show annual gains. The state sets 
progress and proficiency targets 
for English Language Learners, 
which districts are responsible 
for reaching. Under No Child 
Left Behind, the state is evaluated 
based on whether districts meet 
these targets.30

The Minnesota Department of 
Education sets progress and 
proficiency goals for ELL students 
based on their length of time in 
Minnesota schools. Each ELL 

student is given three tests, to 
evaluate listening and speaking, 
reading, and writing.

Progress is measured based on 
students’ performance on these 
tests compared to their results 
from the previous year. For 
example, in Table 1 above, six of 
nine scores improved over the 
previous year, so progress for this 
group is measured at 66.67%.

Students’ proficiency is measured 
by students’ scores on the 
reading, writing, and listening/
speaking tests. 

As required by No Child Left 
Behind, the Department of 
Education has set out the goals 
below for ELL student progress 
and proficiency.

To motivate stronger progress, the 

progress and proficiency goals 
for ELL students should be more 
aggressive.

Increasing the state’s targets 
would make it more difficult for 
Minnesota to meet No Child 
Left Behind requirements—if 
districts are striving to meet more 
challenging goals, odds are that 
more districts will fall short. But 
the state should press districts 
harder on the progress made by 
ELL students.

Federal policy may also change, 
but regardless of federal law, 
Minnesota should continue to set 
strong goals at the state level.

Student Reading Writing Listening and 
Speaking

Bao improved not improved improved

Ibrahim not improved not improved improved

Flora improved improved improved

Source: Minnesota Department of Education. “ELL Program Guidelines: Minnesota Annual Measurable 
Achievement Objectives (AMAO) Process and Procedures.”

Source: Minnesota Department of Education. “ELL Program Guidelines: Minnesota Annual 
Measurable Achievement Objectives (AMAO) Process and Procedures.”
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Minnesota must increase the number 
of students who are prepared for and 
successful in higher education. 

There are many things Minnesota 
can do to ensure that the state has 
enough college graduates to meet the 
needs of the economy. One thing we 
must do is ensure that all of our high 
school students are prepared for 
and give them the opportunities to 
succeed in higher education. 

Demographic trends and economic 
trends indicate the need to focus 
on students of color in general, and 
immigrant students in particular. 

In this report, the Study 
Committee on Immigration and 
Higher Education has laid out 
what it believes to be the most 
important policy questions 
regarding immigrant students 
and higher education—and ten 

recommendations to help answer 
those questions. Now, we challenge 
the education, business, nonprofit 
and government communities—and 
the Citizens League and the MACC 
Alliance of Connected Communities, 
who sponsored this work—to 
implement these recommendations. 

In the course of gathering information 
about immigrant students in 
Minnesota and developing the 
recommendations included in 
this report, the Study Committee 
on Immigration and Education 
uncovered some gaps in information 
and topics in need of research beyond 
the scope of this committee.

Like most states, Minnesota 
does not track the immigration 
status of its students. While this 
protects their privacy, it also 
means that we cannot say for 
certain how many immigrant 
students there are in Minnesota 
schools, how well they perform 
as compared with the larger 
student population, or whether 
any interventions that occur are 
successful at increasing their 
participation in higher education. 

Those immigrant students who 
have made it to college have 
a wealth of information that 
would be helpful in developing 
programs to assist younger 
immigrant students. A formal 
study of what information and 
support these students received 
would help determine what 
kinds of interventions should be 
created, expanded and promoted.

In the absence of such a 
study, the Study Committee 
on Immigration and Higher 
Education has developed 
recommendations based on input 
from immigrant students and 
parents, teachers and other staff 
in K-12 and higher education and 
policy researchers.  

As discussed above this 
report does not make any 
recommendations for federal 
immigration reform. However, 
immigration status is the most 
significant barrier to higher 

education for many students, and 
a study that focused on federal 
immigration reform could identify 
strategies to increase access 
to higher education for these 
students.  

As the cost of public and private 
higher education has skyrocketed 
in recent years, Minnesota’s 
systems of financial aid have been 
strained. Increases in available aid 
have not kept up with increases 
in tuition and families are finding 
it more and more difficult to pay 
for their students’ education. 
Addressing the challenges to 
our financial aid systems would 
go a long way to increasing 
access to higher education for all 
Minnesota students.





This report would be remiss without 
a fair, public articulation of some 
concerns that arise from allowing 
students to qualify for in-state 
tuition and opening up aid based 
on physical residency, not legalized 
residency.

In their supporting text, 
recommendations 3.2 and 3.3 
articulate well the potential benefits 
of these policies; certainly there are 
many, both economic and social. 
And, the question of what do we do 
with those young people that are 
already here? cannot be avoided.

Assuming a long view, however, it is 
difficult not to become concerned 
with the moral hazard invoked by 
subsidizing tuition and opening 
direct aid this way, and resulting 
secondary consequences.

The moral hazard argument goes like 
this: Promise of lower tuition and 
the hopes of financial aid create a 
powerful incentive for undocumented 
families to attempt crossing the US 
border, and to come to Minnesota 
from other states. There is anecdotal 
evidence that 14-and 15-year-olds are 
already crossing into this country to 
attend high school in anticipation of 
then going on to further schooling.

The push now for providing post-
secondary aid to undocumented 
students comes in part from having 
already invested in their primary 
schooling. And, we can use them—
need them—in the workforce. The 
next logical step then would be to 
make possible the opportunity to 
put to use the degrees these students 
do end up earning. We would want 
them to use it in the United States 
of course, because by this point we 

have invested much time and money. 
From here, advocates say, their status 
should therefore—somehow—become 
“normalized.” Potential illegal 
immigrants see the opportunity.

This may well be one of the more 
viable directions to take, eventually, 
in coordination with other actions. 
But to traverse such a path of 
growing—compounding—incentives 
without having first in place a 
national plan to control and regulate 
migrant in-take is to exacerbate 
an already very serious national 
problem. I suspect people come 
illegally to this country, and specific 
states, because of the promise of 
future opportunities and privileges. 
There is a time for states to play 
political gadfly to the federal 
government, but this does not seem 
to be it, or to be the best way to go 
about the task. 

Some important secondary 
consequences to consider involve 
most immediately those students, 
whether American citizens or 
qualified foreign nationals, who 
would be negatively impacted. 
There are limited spots at public 
colleges and universities, and these 
undocumented students inevitably 
would be filling some. For those 
institutions that are particularly 
selective, each desk given to an 
undocumented student is bumping 
another deserving, legal resident, 
forcing them to attend a different 
school than that of their primary 
choosing.

These students are “faceless” victims, 
as the saying goes. We do not see the 
young man or woman’s sacrifice as 
we do the undocumented student’s 

gain, but the injustice is still very real.

The burden of secondary 
consequence is more evident when 
we examine recommendation 3.3 on 
financial aid. Resources are scarce. 
Middle and lower income families 
need all the help they can get. Hard-
working students are leaving the 
undergraduate with private debt that 
used to be unique to our time. To 
dilute the limited state aid dollars 
available is to place an additional 
burden on those that are already 
struggling. These families should not 
be subjected as casualties to aneffort 
that helps one group at the unfair 
expense of another.

Recommendation 3.2 appears, upon 
initial examination, to be of lesser 
controversy. Offering in-state tuition 
for a non-legal resident is more 
subtle than recommendation 3.3’s 
distribution of state aid. It is indirect. 
The effect, however, is similar. In both 
instances public money is being used 
to subsidize young people who have 
no legal claim to the resources. 

This leaves a pragmatic dissenter 
in a difficult position. Is there a 
constructive alternative to propose? 
Can we continue with the status quo? 
Certainly not. A solution does need 
to be found, and the spirit behind 
this report’s recommendations may 
not be far off.

The conclusion of this dissent then 
is this: Unless the moral hazard 
and secondary consequences can 
be reasonably neutralized, states 
should refrain from creating powerful 
incentives that, over time, would act 
only to exacerbate the challenges 
afflicting our immigration system. 
State-led initiatives to spark federal 



action are legitimate and often 
appropriate, but this issue is unique 
because there is only so much a state 
can do by itself.

It is ironic that in popular 
conversation our society has taken 
to calling these sorts of policies “pro-
immigrant.” In the short term they 
harm the many who wish to become 
part of American society in a fair 
and just manner. In the longer-term, 

supporting a culture of rogue policy 
undermines the integrity of our 
country’s immigrant nature.

As recommendations 3.2 and 3.3 
stand, without corresponding state 
and federal support on borders and 
employment practices, we would be 
assuaging current problems while 
encouraging continued (and likely 
greater) law-breaking in the future. 
Unfortunately, this will come at the 

financial and academic expense 
of everyday citizens and students. 
Such an imbalance we would do 
best to avoid, even if the underlying 
motivations are meritorious.

Signed,

Tim R. McDonald
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As Minnesota’s immigrant population 
has increased over the last three 
decades, our institutions of education 
have wrestled with questions of how 
to integrate immigrant students 
into our schools—and whether our 
schools are up to the task. There is 
little consensus over how best to 
educate immigrant students, and 
little information is available to show 
us what or whether we have been 
successful. 

The 2006 Study Committee on 
Immigration and Higher Education 
identified key policy questions in 
four areas—information, culture, 
cost and language preparation—that 
we believe are key to increasing 
immigrant students’ readiness for and 
success in higher education. The 2007 
Immigration and Higher Education 
Solutions Study Committee is charged 
with developing proposals that 
answer each of these four questions: 

How are information 
and services about K-12 and 
higher education best delivered 
to immigrant students and their 
families? 

How can educational 
institutions and individual 
educators learn to adapt to the 
changing cultural makeup of their 
student populations? 

What do immigrant families 
need to overcome the financial 
challenges related to higher 
education? 

 What is 
the best way to prepare immigrant 
students for college-level English 
skills?

The Study Committee on 
Immigration and Higher Education 
was conducted by the Citizens 
League in partnership with Marnita’s 
Table and the MACC Alliance of 
Connected communities. The Study 

Committee held 17 meetings over 
2007 and 2008, in addition to 
various meetings of working groups 
on each of the four issues questions 
above.



Bright Dornblaser,  
Co-Chair

James Worlobah,  
Co-Chair

Maureen Cisneros

John DeSantis

Anna Farrell

Vinodh Kutty

Nate Lassila

Nick Leitheiser

Tim McDonald

Malcolm McLean

Matt Musel

Linea Palmisano

Suzanne Pearl

Stacia Smith

Amanda Ziebell-Finley

ADC Foundation Otto Bremer Foundation Minneapolis Foundation Travelers Foundation 

Hashi Abdi 
Somali Action Alliance

Dennis Albrecht 
Senate Higher Education  
Budget Division

Niger Arenalo 
student panelist

Abdimalik Askar 
Minnesota State Colleges and 
Universities

Gus Avenido 
State Office of Refugee Resettlement

Naima Bashir 
student panelist

Ulises Ayala Beltran 
student panelist

Iris Bordayo 
SEIU Local 26

Joa Carlson 
Hennepin County Office  
of Multicultural Services

Marco Davlia 
student panelist

Phil Davis 
Minnesota Community and  
Technical College

Susan Doherty 
AchieveMpls

Eva Duguay 
Wells Fargo

Alondra Espejel 
Minnesota Immigrant Freedom Network

Jason Fossum 
Minnesota State College Student 
Association

Nadya Fouad 
University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee

Abe Garcia 
student panelist

Tom Gillaspy 
Minnesota State Demographic Center

Jennifer Godinez 
Minnesota College Access Network

Sylvia Gonzales Castro 
Minnesota Immigrant Freedom Network

Jim Grathwol 
Minneapolis Public Schools

Peggy Gunn 
Wells Fargo

Pakou Hang 
Saint Paul City Council candidate

Ilean Her 
Council on Asian  
Pacific Minnesotans

Frank Hernandez 
Center for Excellence in  
Urban Teaching

JJ Jouppi 
Minnesota State University  
Student Association

Kazoua Kong Thao 
Saint Paul School Board

Irene Kovala 
Minneapolis Community  
and Technical College

David Laird 
Minnesota Private College Council

Michelle Latvala 
Global Volunteers

Ramon Leon 
Latino Economic Development Center

Kathleen Leos 
United States Department of Education

Griselda Lopez 
student panelist

Mike Lopez 
Minnesota State Colleges and 
Universities

Abdi Mahamed 
student panelist

Yung Mao 
student panelist

Carlos Mariani 
Minnesota Minority Education 
Partnership

Doug McGill 
World Press Institute

Juventino Meza 
student panelist

Phillip W. Miner 
Minnesota Private College Council

Philomena Morrissey Satre 
Wells Fargo

Bev Mountain 
Mankato Area Adult Basic Education

Joe Nathan 
Center for School Change

Martha Okenfels-Martinez 
Minnesota Immigrant Freedom Network

Christine Osorio 
Paul and Sheila Wellstone Elementary

Traci Parmenter 
Admission Possible

Mitch Pearlstein 
Center for the American Experiment

Bud Philbrook 
Global Volunteers

Blanca Raniolo 
La Escuelita

Barbara Ronningen 
Minnesota State Demographic Center

Vunia Ruff 
Paul and Sheila Wellstone Elementary

Pat Thomas 
Marshall Adult Learning Center

Rebecca Wallin 
Wallin Family Foundation

Rahma Warsame 
student panelist

Mike Wilhelmi 
City of Saint Paul

Laura Wilson 
Family and Children’s Service

Elizabeth Yeh 
Minneapolis Community  
and Technical College

Ladan Yusuf 
Crossing Barriers

The members of ISAIAH

The congregation of Comunidad 
Sagrado Corazon de Jesus

Saint Paul Public Housing

The hosts and participants of 
our focus groups and Marnita’s 
Table dinners. 

Victoria Ford and Annie Levenson-Falk authored this report and staffed the study committee with assistance from Jody TallBear, Sherrie 
Simpson and Shereen Eldeeb.



The Citizens League has been a 
reliable source of information for 
Minnesota citizens, government 
officials and community leaders 
concerned with public policy for 
over 55 years. Volunteer committees 
of Citizens League members 
study issues in depth and develop 
informational reports that propose 
solutions to public problems.

The Citizens League depends upon 
the support and contributions of 
individual members, businesses, 
foundations, and other organizations.

For more information, visit the 
Citizens League website at  
www.citizensleague.org. 

The Citizens League builds civic 
imagination and capacity in 
Minnesota by:

solutions to public policy problems;

generations who can govern for the 
common good; and

and institutional relationships 
necessary to achieve these goals.

1. We believe in the power and 
potential of all citizens.

2. We believe in democracy and 
good governance.

3. We believe in civic leadership 
and active citizenship. 

4. We believe in good politics and 
political competence.

5. We believe that all individuals 
and institutions must sustain 
these principles from one 
generation to the next.

1. Defining an issue: People who 
are affected by a problem or 
issue will help to define it in 
keeping with our mission and 
principles.

2. Demonstrating transparency 
and good-governance: Leaders 
will establish a transparent 
governance process that expects 
all participants to engage in 
decision and policy-making.

3. Contributing resources: All 
participants will help identify 
and contribute resources to 
address the problem or issue

4. Sustaining solutions: All 
participants will help advance 
and sustain recommended policy 
strategies

Chair: Kathy Mock

Vice Chair: Lee Anderson

Secretary: Kevin Goodno

Treasurer: Katie Kelley

Past Chair: Mary Pickard

Lee Anderson

Laura Bishop

Judy Blaseg 

Steve Dornfeld 

Nate Garvis 

Jennifer Godinez 

Kevin Goodno 

Peggy Gunn 

Thomas Horner 

Robert Josephson 

Katie Kelley 

Leslie Kupchella 

Dee Long

Sarah Lutman 

Kathy Mock 

Alberto Monserrate 

Lily Moua 

Jonathan Palmer 

Mary Pickard 

Karri Plowman 

Kathryn Roberts 

Hussein Samatar

Carolyn Smallwood 

Nena Street 

Tom Teigen 

Judy Titcomb 

Rebecca Wallin

Donna Zimmerman 

Executive Director: Sean Kershaw

Director of  
Policy Development: Bob DeBoer

Policy Coordinator: Annie Levenson-Falk

Office Manager: Catherine Wood

http://www.citizensleague.org


The MACC Alliance of Connected 
Communities is a 10-year-old 
strategic partnership of 26 
community organizations that have 
joined together to leverage their 
collective resources and voice on 
behalf of the communities they serve.  
As a collective, they work with over 
300,000 individuals in the Twin 
Cities metro area each year. They 
employ over 1,000 people and have 

revenues of over $90M. Eighty-five 
percent of its clientele live below 
the poverty level and seventy-five 
percent are people of color. Thirty-
five percent of its clientele are new 
Americans.   

MACC’s mission is to unleash the 
connective power of communities 
to build their own futures. The 
unique alliance honors the 

individual identities and histories 
of its member agencies and forges 
innovative partnerships among 
members and with nonmember 
agencies, businesses, leaders and the 
communities we serve.

Chair: Molly Greenman

Vice Chair: Fran Ivory

Secretary: Jeff Martinka

Treasurer: Ernest Johnson

Immediate Past Chair: Anne Long

At Large Officer: Fred Easter

At Large Officer: Barbara Milon

John Borden

Armando Camacho 

Kitty Christiansen

Beverly Dusso

Saeed Fahia

Kim Keprios

Suzanne Koepplinger

Bill Laden

Byron Laher 

Eric Nyberg

Jonathan Palmer

Deborah Renshaw

Brian Russ

Carolyn Smallwood

Pham Thi Hoa

Tony Wagner

Paula Williams Sanders

Ramona Wilson

Mike Wynne

Annex Teen Clinic

ARC Greater Twin Cities

CAPI

The City, Inc.

Community Emergency Assistance Program 
(CEAP) 

Confederation of Somali Community in MN, 
Inc.

East Side Neighborhood Services

Emerge

Family & Children’s Service

Freeport West

Hallie Q. Brown Community Center

Hennepin County Department of Human 
Services & Public Health

International Institute of Minnesota

Keystone Community Services     

LDA of Minnesota

The Link 

Merrick Community Services

Minnesota Indian Women’s Resource Center

Neighborhood House 

Phyllis Wheatley Community Center

Pillsbury United Communities

Plymouth Christian Youth Center

Sabathani Community Center

Tubman Family Alliance / Chrysalis

Way To Grow

West Seventh Community Center



Margaret Soran, Board Chair

Art Berman, Treasurer 

Michael Brenner

James P. Palmquist

Rajni Shah 

Camille Thomas

Rico Vallejos, Vice Chair 

Sharon Kennedy Vickers

Desiree Whitney 

Catalina Yang

Marnita Schroedl, Co-Founder and Catalyst Carl Goldstein, Co-Founder and Executive 
Director

Marnita’s Table was founded to break 
down the barriers of race, class and 
culture in order to build authentic, 
positive and productive relationships.  

Over the past 31/2 years, we’ve 
welcomed over 4,500 people of 
every ethnicity, class and culture to 
forge strong relationships and find 
common ground over an abundant 
meal in a private home. We literally 
provide everyone a seat at the 
table for peer-to-peer exchange and 
collaboration.

Evidence of the need for the work 
Marnita’s Table undertakes is 

everywhere. Despite the recent 
election results, rates of racial 
disparities in student achievement, 
incarceration, access to healthcare, 
income and employment remain high 
throughout the United States. Our 
work is guided by a simple idea: to 
succeed in being a fully integrated 
society, we must socialize across the 
boundary lines that so often divide 
us.

Before a healthy community can 
arise, relationships among disparate 
organizations and individuals 
must be built through trust and 

mutual respect.  Social capital is the 
foundational capital that allows the 
human, intellectual and financial 
capital invested in a community to 
realize its full potential.  We have 
learned it is not enough to meet and 
work with people only in institutional 
settings.

Building social capital intentionally 
helps break down the structural 
causes of disparities. 



555 N. Wabasha Street, Suite 240 
St. Paul, MN 55102

Phone: 651-293-0575  
Fax: 651-293-0576

www.citizensleague.org


