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Luis Escoto will gather with his family for the Fourth of July in La
Vergne today, to grill out, dip into an inflatable pool and inevitably
talk politics — in Spanish.

FILED UNDER
News
News Nashville Area

Escoto, brought by his parents to America from Mexico when he
was a toddler, isn’t an American. Not technically.
But lately, the 19-year-old has been thinking more about what it
means to be, or to live like, an American. He’s trying to find a way
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Luis Escoto practices traditional Mexican dance with Patricia Vivanco. Escoto's family brought
him to America when he was 2. Now 19 and a high school graduate, Escoto is trying to find a
way to go to college. / Larry McCormack / The Tennessean
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to go to college as an undocumented immigrant. And last month he
learned of President Barack Obama’s order to block deportations of
young people like him.
As a child, he just didn’t think about those things. He was an
American, a Southerner, who happened to
have Mexican parents. In high school, he
began to see difficulties ahead.
In what is a particular sort of American
experience, undocumented teens encounter
challenges unlike anything their native
friends face — with more to fear, they said,
and almost certainly with more difficulty in
Purchase Image
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Jonny Garcia, 18, will attend college in the
fall, but not in Tennessee, where
undocumented immigrants must pay higher
tuition rates. / Larry McCormack / The Tennessean
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making long-range plans.
That’s not to say immigrants can’t make their
lives dramatically better. But finding work
can be difficult, and undocumented students
pay international or out-of-state rates at
Tennessee’s public universities, costing
thousands more over four years.
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“I have had times when I asked my parents,
‘What was the point of bringing me here if all
you wanted was for me to go through high
school?’ ” Escoto said. “But that’s just
something I kind of optimistically look to and
say to myself, these obstacles are things I
have to go through in order for myself to be
stronger.
“That’s just part of what I feel is American.”
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Supreme Court
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Last month, activists celebrated Obama’s
order to block deportations for
undocumented immigrants under age 30
who are in school, have a high school
diploma or its equivalent, or have been
honorably discharged from the military.
Those immigrants also must have been
brought to the U.S. before turning 16 and
have lived here five years. They’re
disqualified if they’ve been convicted of a
felony or multiple misdemeanors. Still elusive
are terms in the failed federal DREAM Act,
which proposed a path to citizenship through
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college graduation or military service.

'They didn't ... come here for
nothing'
For many immigrant families, America
stands for quality education.

Yet for 18-year-old Jonny Garcia, whose
parents moved him from Mexico to Virginia
at age 4, difficulties in finding citizenship-blind college scholarships
had him considering a return to Mexico — where he’d feel like a
foreigner, he said, but would be able to go to college.
The mere suggestion made his parents uncomfortable. They made
a precarious journey to America and scrambled to work various
jobs to support him and his sister.
“They didn’t just come here for nothing,” Garcia said. “I want to be
able to one day give my parents everything they worked so hard
for, as well as contribute back.”
Garcia, who musters only vague memories of his birth city,
Aguascalientes in central Mexico, said he considers himself
American as much as Mexican. His family lived about eight years in
a diverse suburb of Washington, D.C., before moving to Nashville.
At McGavock High, Garcia participated in the National Honor
Society and French Club. His grade point average put him in the
top 10 percent of his graduating class, and he was on the prom
court.
“I’ve grown up here, I’ve gone to school here, my English is
understandable,” he said. “I do consider myself an American, so
when it comes to the barriers and the policies and the laws, that’s
when I feel like I’m not.”
The approach of high school graduation magnified differences
between Garcia and his peers, including the ability to make longterm plans.
“Most friends know where they’re going to school. They’ve known
their answers to their plans for a while,” Garcia said. “Then there’s
me. I feel like I should be in their shoes just as well. I feel just like a
part of them, but when it comes down to it, it’s going to be a little bit
different for me.”
Garcia said undocumented immigrants he knows often hesitate to
make plans long-term plans because of difficulties in finding
consistent work and fear of encountering law enforcement.
He eventually found a Western Kentucky University program that
offers in-state tuition to residents of Davidson County and will start
school in the fall. But his own tendency to live day by day means he
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can’t say for sure he’ll be able to afford and return for future
semesters.
Details of how Obama’s announcement will be carried out aren’t yet
known, either. The Department of Homeland Security is expected to
launch an application process in August, said Stephanie Teatro,
policy coordinator for the Tennessee Immigrant and Refugee
Rights Coalition.
“People are looking forward to having this opportunity, but there’s a
lot of questions about what the scope of the policy change will be
and the implementation,” Teatro said. “Until we see the application
process, we’re just cautiously optimistic about the impact it will
have on the community.”

Difficult dreams
Escoto, meanwhile, doesn’t see a way to pay for college.
“If I can’t go to school, I want to do the other American thing: make
a business,” he said.
That also could be legally complicated without a Social Security
number, but Escoto said he thinks he has an idea people will pay
for. He wants to be a dance choreographer, specializing in
quinceañcera events, the extravagant birthday parties that
Mexicans families host for daughters turning 15.
Escoto said he has embraced his heritage — speaking Spanish at
home and practicing traditional Mexican group dances weekly —
while he also seized the chance to join the ROTC and carry a flag
as part of the color guard at Glencliff High.
“To me, American doesn’t mean a color of your skin or a language
that you speak or a deep-rooted history of where you’re from,”
Escoto said. “To me, American just means someone with dreams,
someone with the hope to achieve what they want in life and a
person who stands up for their rights and the rights of others.”
Contact Tony Gonzalez at 615-259-8089 or
tgonzalez@tennessean.com.

Recommend Confirm

29

View Comments (17) | Share your thoughts »
TOP VIDEO PICKS

SPONSORED LINKS

selected by Taboola

The 9 youngest billionaires in
the world (Bankrate)
Kissing Angelina Jolie Was
'Awkward, Sweaty, And Not
(StyleBistro)

http://www.tennessean.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=2012307040108[7/6/2012 1:20:01 PM]

Undocumented teens face hurdles to fulfilling their American dreams | The Tennessean | tennessean.com

Very Nice'
'Neighbor from hell'
ordered to jail
May 31, 2012

The 5 Most Dangerous Cities in
the U.S. (AARP.org)
Measuring An Employee's
Worth? Consider Influence (Fast
Company)

College student still
smiling after silly photo…
Apr 26, 2012

Lost 3-Year-Old Girl Rescued
Thanks To a Dog and His
Microchip (Vetstreet)
Nike NFL Uniforms: Power
Ranking Each NFL Helmet for
2012 (BleacherReport)
[?]

Immigration Lawyers USA
Caught on camera:
Peeping Tom snaps pi…

Top Immigration Lawyers in Atlanta Call Our Experts Today to Get Help!
www.visalaw.com/atlanta.html

Jun 29, 2012

ARCHIVES

EVENT CALENDAR

View the last seven days
Yesterday, Jul. 05
Wednesday, Jul. 04
Tuesday, Jul. 03
Monday, Jul. 02
Sunday, Jul. 01
Saturday, Jun. 30
Friday, Jun. 29
See our paid archives for
news older than a week.

DATA

1. 277,000 may lose Internet in 3 days

Skies Over Nashville

2. Shea Weber declines arbitration with
Nashville Predators

Saturday, Jul 7, 1:30 pm
Adventure Science Center, Nashville

3. Does Ryan Suter's exit send a message
about Nashville Predators?

First Saturday Art Crawl…
Saturday, Jul 7, 6:00 pm
The Arcade, Nashville

Country Throwdown Tour
2012

MOST POPULAR

Today's Traffic Incidents
Crime Map
Property Transfers
More data

Sunday, Jul 8, 2:00 pm
Woods Amphitheatre at Fontanel,

4. Middle TN's punishing drought worsens to
'severe'
5. Storms weaken as damage reports come in
6. Reform Jews reach out to converts like
never before
7. District 9 school board race makes issue of
candidates' choices for own kids

ADVERTISEMENT

Site Map  |  Back to Top

NEWS

COMMUNITIES

SPORTS

BUSINESS

HELP

Crime & Courts

Wilson

Titans

Auto Industry

Customer Services

Twitter

Government & Politics

Dickson

Predators

Music Industry

Feedback

Facebook

Politics Blog

Sumner

UT

Real Estate

Staff Directory

Local Data

Williamson

Vanderbilt

Health Care

Place an Ad

Faith & Values

Robertson

MTSU

Stocks

Submit a Letter

Education

Rutherford

Colleges

Technology

Work for us

E-mail Alerts

State News

Ashland City

High Schools

Archives

Text Alerts

http://www.tennessean.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=2012307040108[7/6/2012 1:20:01 PM]

FOLLOW US

Mobile
RSS

Undocumented teens face hurdles to fulfilling their American dreams | The Tennessean | tennessean.com
LIFE

Nation & World

Davidson

Motorsports

Special Reports

ENTERTAINMENT

OPINION

Family

Event Calendar

Editorials

Shopping Diva

OBITUARIES

Music

Letters to the Editor

Society

Search Obituaries

Restaurants & Dining

Tennessee Voices

Nashville Lifestyles

Metromix

Teachable Moments

Travel

Arts & Culture

Live Chats

Home & Garden

Crossword

Nashville Bloggers

Health & Fitness

Sudoku

Brainstorm Nashville

Food & Wine

Today's Traffic

Buy a photo

Ms. Cheap

Portfolio
News

|

Jobs

|

Cars for Sale

|

Homes for Sale

|

Apartments for Rent

|

Real Estate

|

Shopping

Copyright © 2012 www.tennessean.com. All rights reserved.
Users of this site agree to the Terms of Service, Privacy Notice/Your California Privacy Rights, and Ad Choices

http://www.tennessean.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=2012307040108[7/6/2012 1:20:01 PM]

