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Abstract
Alien, Illegal, Undocumented: Labeling, Context, and Worldview in the
Immigration Debate and in the Lives of Undocumented Youth
By
David A. Caicedo, M.A., M.Phil.
Advisor: Colette Daiute, Ed.D.

A key element of investigating attitudes towards unauthorized immigrants in the United States
has been political orientation, yet few studies have examined the influence of such orientation on
labels relevant to the immigration debate. The current dissertation project examined these
attitudes among young adults using survey, focus group, and interview methodologies. Level of
agreement on various statements regarding unauthorized immigrants was examined in Study I,
definitions given for the labels ‘illegal’ and ‘undocumented’ were explored in Study II, and the
lived experience of undocumented youth in two community colleges was investigated in Study
III. It was hypothesized that: I) attitudes concerning unauthorized immigrants are a function of
present social labels, regardless of political orientation; II) social label definitions reflect distinct
cognitive processes; and III) the lived experiences of undocumented students reflect the
respective social environments of an urban and suburban community college. Participants in
Study I were 744 (463 urban/272 suburban) young adults, all who were recruited from “New
York Community College” (NYCC, urban) and “New Jersey Community College” (NJCC,
suburban); participants in Study II were 14 (8 NYCC, 6 NJCC) young adults; and participants in
Study III were 7 (4 NYCC, 3 NJCC) young adults. Participants in Study I were asked to
complete an attitude on unauthorized immigrants scale, followed by the General System
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Justification scale, and finally a self-reported social label exposure measure. Participants in
Study II were asked to generate definitions for the labels ‘illegal’ and ‘undocumented’.
Participants in Study III were asked about their life experiences as undocumented young adults
in either NY or NJ. Contrary to hypothesis I, statistical analysis demonstrated that the priming of
social labels did not account for attitudes, but it was rather the participants’ college that reflected
divergent attitudes. Moreover, urban college students reported seeing and hearing the term
‘undocumented’ more often from others, while suburban college students reported seeing and
hearing the terms ‘illegal’ and ‘alien’ more. Values analysis in Study II demonstrated a pattern of
dichotomous and legal-centered thinking with the ‘illegal’ definitions, while situational and
circumstantial thinking was present with the ‘undocumented’ definitions. Values analysis in
Study III reflected a pattern of shared and unshared beliefs and principles regarding themselves,
others, and the future centered on “growing up undocumented” in NY and NJ. Specifically,
regardless of location, students who reported being undocumented held values concerning
perseverance and the need to hide their status but also to be understood by others; while
depending on location, values either reflected the importance of improving one’s family
condition, or one’s own personal trajectory. Findings are discussed in the context of the U.S.
immigration debate discourse. Implications for understanding how the presence of others and
social labels influence sociopolitical attitudes, as well as how social environment directly
impacts psychological development in undocumented youth, are considered.
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1
CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Is the United States a ‘nation of immigrants’? Many would probably answer “Yes”, as
immigrants in the U.S. have historically played a larger role in national and cultural life than in
many other nations (Gabaccia, 2010). As migration today is increasingly a global phenomenon,
the U.S. continues to attract people of diverse cultures and origins into a single body of land
(Gabaccia, 2010; Kennedy, 1964). Many choose to persevere in foreign landscapes miles away
from their homes and families despite social and cultural barriers, such as by obtaining
employment and housing, language comprehension, and/or the understanding of institutional
processes (e.g. school registration for children). Immigration scholars have discussed the causes
for migration in terms of “push and pull” factors- elements that have encouraged leaving the
home country (i.e. “push”; violence, persecution, unemployment), and elements that have
attracted individuals to a new country (i.e. “pull”; safety, employment, opportunity). From a
psychological standpoint, one “pull” factor is the expectation that quality of life will improve for
the immigrant and/or his/her family. One “pull” factor in immigration to the U.S., for instance,
may be in the “American Dream”, an imaginary and fictional sequence of successful events that
will occur once immigrants arrive to the United States from their respective countries (i.e.
obtaining a well-paying job, purchasing a commodity such as an automobile or home, and/or
obtaining an educational degree). Therefore, this psychological goal serves as a motivator behind
their experience in this country, as both a catalyst for their migration as well as a guiding force.
Unauthorized immigrants- that is, immigrants who have either overstayed their tourist visas or
crossed over the terrestrial borders without permission- have the added obstacle of potential
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deportation and removal looming over them, according to current domestic immigration policy
(Hing, 2004).
Statistically, the foreign-born population in the United States at the time of this writing
stands at 40.2 million (over twice the entire population of the Netherlands), with over a quarter
of immigrants having arrived after 2000 (Passel & Cohn, 2011). More than half of the foreignborn population in the U.S. arrives from Latin America (mostly Mexico), contributing to the
48% of foreign-born U.S. Hispanics. In fact, the steep rise of the Hispanic/Latino/a population in
the United States is well-documented, as statistics indicate that the number of Latinos/as in the
U.S. increased by 58% from 1990 to 2000 (compared to a 13% increase for the U.S. population
as a whole) (Casas & Ryan, 2010). Latinos/as now constitute 14% of the total U.S. population
(Hayes-Bautista, 2004), and in some contexts are actually “restoring” decreasing county and
state populations (Caicedo, 2011). It is worth noting, however, that the above figures indicate
two distinct populations- 1st generation immigrants from Latin America, and 2 nd generation U.S.born Latinos.
In addition to demographics, the discourse on immigration in the United States also
involves the legal dimension of the topic in the form of citizenship, residency, visas, and the
undocumented- those who entered the U.S. (and its territories, such as Puerto Rico) on tourist
visas that eventually expired, or those who entered the country by crossing its southern, and
northern borders. According to Passel and Cohn (2011), there are an estimated 11.2 million
undocumented immigrants living in the United States, including an approximate 6.5 million from
Mexico.
Attempts at addressing current immigration policy in the United States, including the
status of undocumented immigrants, have been debated by both the House and Senate through
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Comprehensive Immigration Reform (CIR) since 2005. The Comprehensive Immigration
Reform Act of 2007 (S. 1348) would have provided legal status and a path to citizenship for
undocumented immigrants living in the United States. Among its many provisions,
undocumented immigrants would have to pay a $2000 fine as well as back taxes on wages, but
begin the citizenship process after 5 years. The bill would have also heightened security at the
U.S.-Mexico border, by adding 20,000 border patrol agents and 370 miles of fencing.
During the Bush administration in 2006, while the House and Senate passed similar but
not identical versions of CIR, both bills were defeated when they failed to reach committee. In
2009, the Obama administration outlined certain areas that CIR must address such as border
enforcement, visa and labor violations relating to immigrants, and amnesty for undocumented
immigrants. Since then, efforts by legislators to approve CIR and its corollaries such as the
Development, Relief, and Education for Alien Minors (DREAM) Act have been met by
resistance, claiming that passage into law would encourage and reward unauthorized
immigration (Kim, 2014). First introduced in Congress in 2001, the bipartisan DREAM Act
would allow undocumented youth to apply for legal permanent resident status if they graduate
from high school and continue on to college or military service. As such, the DREAM Act would
provide 360,000 undocumented high school graduates with a legal means to work and attend
college (Gonzales, 2009).
By the same token, individual states have taken the initiative to approve their respective
versions of immigration reform due to the failure of the federal government to achieve a
consensus on the matter. Arizona Senate Bill 1070 (2010), or the Support Our Law Enforcement
and Safe Neighborhoods Act, made it a state misdemeanor crime for an alien to be in Arizona
without required documentation, and imposed penalties on those sheltering, employing, and
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transporting unregistered aliens (Ochoa O’Leary, 2014). Georgia House Bill 87 (2011), partially
inspired by Arizona SB 1070, requires all Georgians, citizens and noncitizens, to carry
identification documents at all times. Alabama House Bill 56 (2011), or the Beason-Hammon
Alabama Taxpayer and Citizen Protection Act, prohibits unauthorized immigrants from
receiving public benefits, and required school districts to confirm whether students are
unauthorized immigrants.
This often punitive stance has resulted in conflicting policy mandates between the federal
government and individual states. For example, the U.S. Supreme Court upheld the requirement
of immigration status checks in Arizona SB 1070, but blocked the law’s other controversial
provisions (Ochoa O’Leary, 2014), while the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Eleventh Circuit
invalidated sections of Alabama HB 56, noting that lawmakers employed ethnic stereotypes and
used the terms ‘Hispanic’ and ‘illegal immigrant’ interchangeably. The discourse on immigration
therefore is not solely legal, but contains rather social (i.e. racial and ethnic) elements embedded
in language.
On the legal side, as previous attempts to draft broad legislation that would provide
protective clauses have failed in previous years, the Obama administration issued a
memorandum in June 2012 to the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) directing that
agency to handle deportation cases regarding undocumented youth with greater sensitivity if
certain age-, legal-, and education-related requirements were met. Titled “Deferred Action for
Childhood Arrivals” (DACA), undocumented 18-30 year olds who meet certain requirements
would be relieved from the threat of deportation and could be granted a renewable two-year
permission to work in the United States (Ochoa O’Leary, 2014). While the threat of deportation
is real in the lives of undocumented youth, immigrant advocates have argued that deportation is
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not a feasible nor logical federal solution to this matter since these youth present no terroristic
threat, are completing their educational careers, tend to have no emotional (and in some cases,
even linguistic) ties to the countries of their birth, and also potentially face threat and possible
death in their countries of origin.
As policymakers naturally focus on the wants and needs of their constituency, public
opinion must also be examined. The complicity of the news media in framing racial and ethnic
minorities- specifically, undocumented immigrants- during times of combat (i.e. World War II,
Iraq/Afghanistan), terrorism (i.e. 9/11 and World Trade Center disaster) and economic
depression has unilaterally influenced the general public’s perception of immigrants. According
to a study conducted by Maryland Newsline of the frequency of the term “illegal immigrant” in
U.S. newspapers and wire services since 1980, the term appeared 582 times during October 10
and October 16, 2010 (only one week!). In 2006 during that same time period, the term appeared
743 times- while in 2000, that number was 107. Newsprint use of “illegal immigrant” and
“illegal alien” has reached unprecedented levels after September 11, 2001- even surpassing
usage of the term in the 1980s and 1990s when significant legislation impacting millions of
immigrants in the U.S. (such as the Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986, and
Proposition 187 in California in 1994) were being debated in the court of public opinion.
On the social side, domestic legislation concerning racial and ethnic minorities has
historically been connected with a linguistic element inherent in criminalizing and punitive
terminology, as the history of immigration has also been accompanied by the ‘naming’ of
exclusion. When discussing immigration policy (including reform) in general and unauthorized
immigration/immigrants in particular, the word illegal appears in media, and in popular and
policy discourse- as expressed by news organizations and political parties (Finch, 2014). For
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instance, a basic Google Trends analysis of the search terms “illegal immigrant” and
“undocumented immigrant” in the U.S. over 12 months, reveals a consistent ratio of 7:1 for
“illegal” over “undocumented”.
Might the social labeling of immigrants be synonymous with either anti- or pro-social
attitudes regarding undocumented immigrants? As language is a mediational process between
individuals, then ideologies, norms, and attitudes about undocumented immigration may be
shared through the socialization of the labels themselves amongst societal members- perhaps
dependent on specific environments. An investigation into this process might serve as a
reflection of the shared, or unshared, worldviews between different communities.
If language is mediational, then social labels and words, as components of language,
reflect tools that individuals use to plan and execute actions in the world (Vygotsky, 1986).
These tools, however, are cultural in the sense that they are formed, shaped, and/or rejected by
the interactions that individuals have in the social world. Therefore language is seen as the result
of a dialectical relationship between inner consciousness and exposure to the outside world
(Vygotsky & Luria, 1994). This exposure entails a level of participation into pre-existing
discourses- broader systems of communication and understanding developed from other, and
previous, social practices and interpersonal relationships. Legal mandates and policy issues are
components of our social worlds and as such, are debated and contested by multiple actors
through discourse. If this is true, then might the very origins and drafting of legislation be found
not only in the social perceptions of the individual (in the ‘traditional’ sense), but also in the
interactions individuals have with each other, as well as with policy? In other words, could social
forces influence policymakers and the general public towards/against certain legislation? If so,
could these social forces exist in the form of the language and lexicon existent within the
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discourse of immigration, thereby influencing the direction of immigration reform efforts, to a
certain degree? Language may very well mediate these relations. Inquiry into such a process
could begin with or might be evident in whether and how communities and individuals in
communities connect terminologies with ideologies and worldviews.
Younger immigrants (<30 years of age) are no different from their older counterparts in
yearning for the American Dream. However, is the psychological construct of the “American
Dream” different for undocumented youth- youth who were brought to the United States by an
adult at an early age and have subsequently resided and lived their entire lives in this country?
Many of these youth have no knowledge of their immigration status until they enter high school
when they aim to complete college applications and financial aid-related forms (Abrego, 2011;
Gonzales, 2009).
For example, research could address central issues such as how one’s self-perception
relates to a socio-politically controversial topic; that is, How are undocumented youth interacting
with the public commentary on immigration rights, including the media’s use of images and
discourse, and the very language and terminology found in it? How do conceptualizations of
their relationships with others change (or not) because of policy such as deferred action? Might
these conceptualizations and perceptions of relationships between themselves and others develop
as a result of social orientation and engagement, considering that these undocumented youth
were born outside of the U.S. but have spent a considerable amount of time living in the United
States (i.e. the “1.5 generation”)? Do themes of fluidity or hyphenization (Fine & Sirin, 2007;
Sirin & Fine, 2008) undergird their self-perceptions in and across contentious political contexts,
and how they view the world that surrounds them?
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The recent arrival of the new immigration legislation known as DACA brings with it
many questions regarding its purpose, its utility, its advantages, and its disadvantages from the
standpoint of those directly affected by it. Therefore, now is an opportune time to study the
social psychological and developmental processes of enacted law on the lives of young adults,
particularly as this nation has witnessed several changes in immigration policy since 2012 (e.g.
DAPA; “Deferred Action for Parents of Americans and Lawful Permanent Residents” program).
While other scholars (Zoghlin, 2010) have investigated domestic immigration policy fraught
with failed passage, the hopes and dreams of many rest on the DACA program. Further
investigation is needed at this time, and in this light, to explore the psychological ramifications
of legal policy.
Finally, aside from the macro forces at play (e.g. federal and state immigration policy,
news media, social labels, etc.), what are the micro forces (e.g. motivation, expectations,
attitudes, etc.) that the individual brings with him/herself into this sociopolitical dynamic? In
other words, how does the “public” world that these youth are a part of, interact with their
“private” worlds of emotions, thoughts, ideas, motivations, and expectations?
As evidenced by the current public debate on immigration reform in the U.S., claims are
made regarding the rights, responsibilities, and privileges that immigrants should and should not
be entitled to. Consequently, much of the public and political discourse on the topic of
immigration has focused on the extent to which immigrants are able to integrate themselves into
the larger U.S. society (Casas & Ryan, 2010). One potential social and psychological area of
integration, particularly for youth, is the educational space. As one of the requirements of DACA
is to be currently enrolled in school- and given the relatively cost effective and time flexible
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nature of the institutions- most immigrant and minority youth tend to enroll in the nation’s
community (or junior) colleges.
Knowledge of one’s immigrant status is not typically salient to the individual until high
school when decisions regarding future goals and plans must be considered (Gonzales, 2009).
Given that numerous and various forms and applications must be completed that request a Social
Security number, awareness of their immigrant status is met with knowledge of the financial
limitations of such. Despite these barriers, many choose to enter the community college systemeducational sites that offer more flexibility in terms of cost and time, compared to the traditional
4-year college. As being a registered student is one of the requirements of DACA, community
college could represent a “win-win situation” for many- compliance with federal mandates, and
the obtainment of a higher education degree that could translate into increased earnings. There is
no federal or state law that prohibits the admission of undocumented students to U.S. colleges,
public or private (Gonzales, 2009) - although policies on admitting students do vary by
institution. Nevertheless, the “Deferred Action” in DACA is exactly that: action (i.e. deportation)
taken by the federal government that is postponed for another time. In other words, deportability
remains a real threat to their lives, despite the good intentions of the individual or the college.
Therefore, the community college is certainly a site where immigrant youth –in particular
undocumented youth – are participating actively in society as students, contrary to the prevailing
legal discourse of “illegal” immigrants as criminals and potential terrorists (Caicedo, 2012). Yet,
while research on the role of post-secondary education in the lives of young immigrants has
offered details about demographics, educational achievement, measures of well-being, and
generational trajectories (Suarez-Orozco, Suarez-Orozco, & Todorova, 2008; Teranishi, SuarezOrozco, Suarez-Orozco, 2011), less is known about young immigrants’ uses and perceptions of
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the community college in relation to citizenship, how their understandings compare to those of
their U.S.-born peers, and how public (e.g. media, policy, etc.) and private (e.g. emotions,
expectations, etc.) forces interact through the young immigrant (e.g. identity, social
development, etc.) (Daiute & Caicedo, 2012).
The sociopolitical environment and practices of the community college are also
particularly pertinent. The political orientation of the community surrounding the college may
play a role in the various dynamics seen in the resources available, or not, for students with
special legal needs. More politically and fiscally conservative landscapes may be less likely to
symbolically support undocumented students, compared to more politically liberal milieus. This
socio-politicization may relate to the language at the college itself, through the presence of labels
such as ‘alien’, ‘illegal’, and ‘undocumented’.
Past and Present U.S. Immigration Policy
The Origins of “Illegal-ity”. Immigration scholars have previously noted the
exclusionary racial nature of past immigration policy (Ngai, 2004; Zolberg, 2006). Legislative
policy such as the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, the Asian Exclusion Act, and the JohnsonReed Immigration Act of 1924, targeted “undesirable populations” from either entering and
remaining in the country, or becoming citizens (Ngai, 2004; Ordover, 2014). A nationality-based
quota system (the National Origins formula) placed restrictions on the annual number of
immigrants admitted from Southern and Eastern Europe and East Asia, including those from
most of the Muslim and Arab countries that were also classified as Asian (Sirin & Fine, 2008),
Perhaps alarmed by the sudden rise of these new ethnic populations, legislative
supporters of this law (predominantly Republican, including eugenicist Congressman Albert
Johnson) would claim that it provided for the protection of U.S. residents- in terms of health
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(since many of the immigrants arrived with malnourishment and illness from their sojourn
overseas), employment (since lack of employment opportunities meant competition with new
immigrants) and national identity (since the immigrants did not speak English).
In the current immigration debate, the terms illegal and “alien” seem to be used
interchangeably in popular discourse, although from a historical standpoint, the Johnson-Reed
Act of 1924 was the legislative policy that created the category of illegal immigrant (Ngai,
2004)- a person without rights, and excluded from citizenship. Because of the manner in which
the immigration policy of the early 20th century divided immigrants into different racial
categories (namely European and non-European), this racialization of ethnic groups dovetailed
into policy as its construction and enactment was centered on preferential genealogical
foundations. For instance, policies such as the Asian Exclusion Act barred Japanese and Chinese
migrants from being admitted into the United States, and denied citizenship to those presently
residing in the country (Ngai, 2004).
During the 1940s and 1950s, wartime panic prompted many to view the Japanese and
Japanese-Americans along the West Coast as spies who could not be trusted. The monosyllabic
label “Jap” was popularized by newspapers in their headlines, in effect creating effective
nationalistic propaganda, by racially and linguistically separating them from the rest of the
American population. Governmental action also unilaterally affected an ethnic minority group
due to their race and ethnicity, and in particular, their immigration status. Operation Wetback
consisted of police raids into Mexican-American communities along the California- and
Arizona-Mexico border, as well as random stops and ID checks of “Mexican-looking” people, as
part of a deportation initiative in a region with many Native Americans and U.S. citizens of
Mexican descent (Flores, 1997; Gomez Torres, 2014).

12
One sees in these historical cases an interaction between exclusion, linguistics, news
media, policy, fear, and anxiety regarding the immediate social situation- whether it is increasing
demography, a failing economy, or a bourgeoning war. Perhaps not surprisingly, a link may exist
between the perception of threatening, external events and emotional and cognitive reactions to
such events- whether the responses are at the individual (micro) or collective (macro) level. One
also sees that is necessary to label the human elements of the U.S. public’s fear and anxiety (i.e.
immigrants) before governmental action is taken. Aside from the explicit use of racist or
xenophobic terms, language is also used to de-legitimize social groups, by contributing to the
association of a marginalized, unheard, and unwanted group to the individual. Relating to the
press, the National Association of Hispanic Journalists comments that “when you don’t give
credibility to people, and you don’t give respect to people, it is really easy for politicians to not
take them into account when they are establishing policy” (Carmichael & Burks, 2010). The
irony concerning the prevailing connotation of “illegal aliens” resides in the image of a group of
workers from foreign lands whose labor led to the industrial and territorial expansion of the
United States (i.e. Manifest Destiny). In other words, their labor was prized on American soil but
not their presence.
The presence of these ethnic labels in news media (to be later co-opted by government to
construct policy) constructed immigrants as perennial ‘Others’ with the goal of justifying
exclusion. The media’s imagery and construction of certain ethnic groups looking to capture or
seize territory as part of a broader combative context formed part of a persistent need to construct
them as racial ‘Others’, and legitimizing discriminatory social policy due to its aim at nationbuilding by labeling a common enemy- a phenomenon seen even in non-immigrant populations,
such as Native Americans. “Hyphenated American”, for example, was used in derogatory

13
fashion to address immigrant groups (namely German, Italian, and Irish immigrants) who held an
allegiance to a foreign nation, during World War I. Reflective of the American nativism present
at the time, U.S. President Theodore Roosevelt stated, “…There is no such thing as a hyphenated
American who is a good American. The only man who is a good American is the man who is an
American and nothing else” (New York Times, 1915).
The legislation cited thus far involves the limitation of legal migration to the United
States. However, a key facet of the shift in U.S. demographics has also been undocumented
immigration from Latin America. In response, the Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986
changed U.S. immigration law to include the criminalization of knowingly hiring an
undocumented immigrant. Employers were now required to attest to their employees’
immigration status (Garcia, 2014; Zolberg, 2006). As such, immigration enforcement as it
pertains to ethnic groups in the U.S. followed a trajectory of re-configuring immigrants as
colonial subjects, imported contract workers, alien citizens, and ultimately illegal aliens in an
effort to supply labor but refuse any rights or benefits to these workers for their labor. Young
(1999) references this dynamic of inclusion/exclusion to that of a bulimic society: one that
“absorbs” or accepts the individual when needed, but expunges them when the need is gonesymbolically conducted in the context of social control. In other words, the State dictates how,
and consequently why, the immigrant serves a purpose within it. Once the administrators of the
State, or those in charge of capitalist globalization, view the poor and working class immigrant
as no longer filling a need it has (such as supplying labor to the State or global economy), it aims
to remove them (Brotherton & Barrios, 2011).
The Racialization of Immigrants and the Immigration Debate. The use of the word
illegal can be seen from the standpoint of an already well-established social norm, where its
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functionality exists because it represents an aspect of a meaningful reality (Sherif, 1966). The
meaningful reality, in a concrete sense, is a fear of criminal elements in a post-9/11 United
States. The term illegal is functional because it is consistent with anyone who has violated laws,
civil or otherwise, and represents a perceived danger to the nation- economic or otherwise. As
van Dijk (1995) comments, “being an ‘illegal’ immigrant in itself is already seen as a crime, an
opinion that seamlessly fits in the widespread system of racist prejudices that associate Black and
Latino/a minorities with problems and crime in the first place.” Ochs (1990) notes that language
serves to index characteristics outside of the individual, and in this case, the discourse of
illegality indirectly indexes unauthorized immigrants as organic criminals and potential
terrorists.
Therefore, the policy discourse of illegality is indirectly and implicitly racialized- that is,
there is a presumed observable and marked component of race (e.g. skin color, accent, dress) that
marks the illegal immigrant of the global South (i.e. Latin America, Asia, and Africa) as more
different than the illegal immigrant of the global North (e.g. Canada and Europe). As such, the
illegal immigrant of the global South shares their subordinate social position with other
stigmatized groups in the U.S., which unfortunately only serves as justification for the
denigration of the group’s physical, intellectual, linguistic, and general cultural characteristics
(Gouveia, 2010). The racialization of ‘illegal immigration’ is not borne out of the target group,
but rather the dominant group ascribes characteristics onto the target, therefore delineating the
relationship between the two (Maldonado, 2009).Racialization represents an element of
immigrant detention as Brotheron and Barrios (2011) note that in the city of Boston, 91% of the
undocumented population is Irish-born, while 94% of those in detention are Dominican and 6%
are African.
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Therefore, the social-psychological dynamic of exclusion blends with language and race
almost seamlessly. For instance, if there is a “legal”, then there must be an illegal- even if
“legality” is not readily observed. However, what is observed is race- with the mental
representation of ‘legal immigrant’ and ‘illegal immigrant’ consistent with racial categories
deemed “problematic” during specific periods in history. As unauthorized immigration is
generally associated with non-Whites, ‘illegality’ is part of a discourse that divides U.S. social
membership into insiders and outsiders, as well as ‘law-abiding’ and the ‘illicit’. One particular
moment in history is the present, where immigration policy such as DACA brings to light new
questions involving the psychological representation of citizenship.
DACA. In June 2012, after failed attempts to pass comprehensive immigration reform,
including the DREAM Act, the Obama administration announced a “Deferred Action for
Childhood Arrivals” program to be implemented by the Department of Homeland Security
(DHS). “Deferred action”, or “DACA”, is a case-by-case process whereby undocumented 18- to
30-year olds who meet certain requirements, including having come to the U.S. before the age of
16 and being currently enrolled in school, would be relieved from threat of deportation and could
be granted a renewable two-year permission to reside and work in the United States.
In order to request consideration for Deferred Action, the individual must be/have:
a. “under the age of 31 as of June 15, 2012;
b. arrived in the U.S. prior to the age of 16;
c. continuously resided in the U.S. since June 15, 2007;
d. been physically present in the U.S. on June 15, 2012;
e. entered without inspection (i.e. without authorization) prior to June 15, 2012, or have
had their lawful immigration status expire as of that date;
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f. currently in school, have graduated from a U.S. high school, received a GED, or be
honorably discharged from the U.S. armed forces; and
g. not been convicted of a felony or serious misdemeanor, and do not pose a public
safety or national security threat.” (DHS, 2012)

While lawful legal status is not conferred through Deferred Action, removal proceedings
are halted, at least temporarily with those in economic necessity receiving the work
authorization. Although at the present moment DACA does not offer a path to citizenship (as
only legislation by Congress can achieve this), an estimated 1.76 million serve to benefit from
this policy with 85% having been born in Mexico, the Caribbean, and Central and South
America. In addition, New York and New Jersey are two of the top ten states that have the
largest number of potential beneficiaries (110,000 and 70,000 respectively; Batalova &
Mittelstadt, 2012).
Therefore, Deferred Action represents a bag of mixed fortunes. On the one hand, young
immigrants are granted permission to stay in the U.S. for an extended, albeit limited, amount of
time; while on the other hand, their immigrant status is not fully resolved, resulting in their
continued liminal existence (Sargent & Larchanché-Kim, 2006). As one immigrant notes, being
undocumented is “…like a river, going, going…but not knowing where (one) will end up”
(Miles, 2004). Further complicating matters, while orders of deportation at the federal level may
be paused, the rights and privileges that these young individuals have vary at the state level.
Undocumented youth may be eligible for state resources such as drivers licenses and in-state
tuition at postsecondary schools in some states (e.g. Illinois and California), or be denied public
benefits such as welfare in others (e.g. Nebraska). In regards to tuition, states began imposing
residency requirements in the 1990s that barred undocumented students from receiving in-state
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rates and financial aid (Olivas, 2010). As undocumented students are ineligible for federal aid,
and given the byzantine treatment from state to state, opportunities for postsecondary education
is fraught with barriers (Gonzalez, 2009). Finally, given the “glass ceiling” of DACA
(i.e. graduating from college but having limited vocational opportunities), a sense of despair may
exist in this student population (Perez, 2009).
Notwithstanding the actual details of the deferred action policy, the linguistic
representation of it is also revealing. As “deferred” is synonymous with a “delaying of” or
“postponement of”, semantics here plays a role in symbolizing a “delay” in achieving
comprehensive immigration reform (CIR), and passage of significant policy change.
Aside, however, from the linguistics and semantics of policy, is the question of its
origins and development. Certainly, legislators and policymakers are motivated to generate and
approve of measures that appease their constituents. An alternative explanation, on the other
hand, lies in the implicit approval of the labels and terms used in public discourse, partly fueled
by (or in conjunction with) the mass media. Once a “manner of speaking” is implicitly approved
by a community, the jump from there to the legislator’s pen should not be too far off in the
distance.
News Media Language and the Topic of Immigration

The mass media may not be successful much of the time in telling people what to
think, but it is stunningly successful in telling its readers what to think about...
The world will look different to different people, depending… on the map that is
drawn for them by the writers, editors, and publishers of the papers they read.
(Aronson, 2012)
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Linguistics and Cognition. Scholars have argued that an individual’s choice of words
and syntax could be a reflection of their internal psychological state (Pennebaker, Mehl, &
Niederhoffer, 2003). In other words, that a person’s choice of language, whether found in live
discourse or printed media, could inform the listener or analyst of the speaker’s underlying
emotions, goals or drives in the conversation. From a social psychological standpoint, it may
even hint at group memberships. Choices of words are enactments not only of stable
representations, but interactions with situations, with others, and with intentions. Others,
however, have taken the stance that an individual’s choice of language has just as much to do
with the very word and syntax selection available to them in the first place (Whorf, 1956).
Linguistic relativity theory would state that the internal mechanisms of language influence the
thought of the speaker, and that different language patterns can yield different patterns of
thought. Due to the language “system” already present within a culture, individuals may be
forced to use a certain set of words simply because that is all that is available to them. Once
alternative terms enter the cultural space of this society or the existing language is deemed
outdated or inappropriate for the purposes of describing or labeling something, then the lexicon
is deleted, replaced, or modified. This gradual phenomenon occurs at the societal level- that is,
certain terminology gains favoritism among the population, and new words and ways of speaking
are inserted into daily language use.
Ochs (1990) attempts to complement linguistic relativity theory, or the Sapir-Whorf
Hypothesis, by introducing the concepts of language socialization and indexicality. According to
Ochs (1990), language often points to, or indexes, structures outside of the context it is used in
(which can be various). Therefore, language can modulate the social meanings of a linguistic
construction, and can therefore constrain or expand the social constructions. Furthermore, this
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symbolic indexing can be achieved either directly or indirectly, whereby a mediated relationship
between the linguistic feature and its content either exists or not. Finally, linguistic features, such
as stereotypes, can be constructed and reproduced by the shared sociocultural knowledge existent
in our social milieu, forming a feedback loop between linguistic and sociocultural knowledge. As
such, language portrays a powerful socializing tool, in that it organizes our cultural beliefs and
attitudes.
Ochs’s (1990) notion of language socialization and indexicality provides an insight on the
automaticity of thought and speech, and how “blind spots” may arise for the speaker at certain
times and in certain situations. Individual choices made over which words to use reflect social
interactions even over relatively short periods of time, as active, and interactive, processes and
experiences. Therefore, understanding the intra-individual dynamics of language and label usage
merits a cross-context and cross-group analysis indicative of a dynamic relational process.
Cultural anthropologists and sociologists would claim that the socialization of behaviorincluding language and communication- depends on gender, race, class, and culture. Language
thus becomes crucial for understanding public opinion, and ultimately public policy, because the
role of language in popular discourse creates meaning that guides thought and activity.
Sociopolitical practices and attitudes develop in discourse and the language of exclusion (e.g.
stereotyping) in regards to legality and illegality must be examined in this manner.
In many languages, the addition of prefixes to a word will signify the opposite of the
meaning of the original word. For instance, in English, the prefixes un, im, in, and dis reverse the
definition, as well as the connotation of the initial word (e.g. important/unimportant). In similar
fashion, the word illegal can be viewed as the opposite of “legal” in the semantic sense. Yet
psychologically, illegal also contains a negative connotation- as not only the opposite, but the
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negation of, that which is legal. When discussing immigration and immigration reform, the use
of the word illegal suits the purpose of representing the importance and value that an individual
places on law and order, as perceived by members of the same group. Anything that deviates
from this paradigm is seen as illegal and troublesome, regardless if it is used to depict an act, an
event, an individual, or a social group.
It is precisely the word illegal that perhaps unwillingly denotes the stable and enduring
personality characteristics of an individual. Illegal, then, does not cease in its reference to
someone who has entered and/or remained in the country without the proper legal
documentation, but rather it denotes a modus vivendi, stigmatizing their existence and presence
as human beings. Hasian and Delgado (1998) make a note of this when stating that the term
illegal marks the human character of the immigrant- one who is an economic parasite, as well as
one who is inassimilable.
As such, the relationship between such claims and racism, might be found in Sears and
Henry’s (2002) concept of symbolic racism, whereby a well-organized belief system undergirds
prejudice towards specific minority social groups in the United States. Although symbolic racism
has traditionally been utilized to explain anti-Black prejudice based on beliefs such as that
Blacks are morally inferior to Whites, and that Blacks violate traditional White American values
such as hard work and independence, the symbolic racism concept bears much influence in the
conceptual framework of this dissertation, on various points.
First, symbolic racism is different than overt racism in that is more subtle and indirect
(James, Brief, Dietz, & Cohen, 2001). Sears and McConahoy (1973) argued that overt racism, or
old-fashioned “Jim Crow” racism, slowly began dissolving after the Civil Rights movement of
the 1960s, and found fewer supporters nationwide, at least politically. Therefore, a “new” kind of
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racism emerged that would allow for sociopolitical inequality, while not holding its supporter
explicitly accountable.
Second, most individuals would not consider symbolic racism as prejudice since it is not
directly linked to race, but rather indirectly linked to social and political issues.
It is argued that the language found in the immigration debate, as well as in immigration
policy, is an example of symbolic racism, as most individuals would neither a) support unequal
and unfair treatment of immigrants, solely based on legal status, and/or b) view the label of
“illegal” as influencing their belief system. In other words, most individuals will not view the
term “illegal” as exclusionary, since the term is directly connected to legal and political issues.
Finally, as symbolic racism develops through socialization and its processes occur
without conscious awareness (Whitley & Kite, 2010), an individual with symbolic racist beliefs
may genuinely oppose racism and believe he/she is not a racist. This last and final point then,
encompasses one of the main arguments of this dissertation- that the sociolegal term of “illegal”
shapes ideology without the requirement of conscious endorsement. The socialization of
language runs deep enough to mold implicit attitudes, and therefore bypass any
acknowledgement of inequality- be it social, political, or legal.
Presenting such words implies that something extrinsic to the person has now become
intrinsic, to where their actions and even their personalities are defined under the rubric that is
encapsulated by the one-word label. Solis (2003) posits the violence done by the term illegal as a
dialectic- one that crosses internal and external, and individual and societal boundaries. What the
framing of a population by the legal, media, and public discourse of illegality does is reproduce
the socioeconomic violence found in underdeveloped nations- and a main impetus for the
migration itself.
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Linguistics and News Media Framing. Expectedly, the use of terminology referring to
social groups is also congruent with one’s evaluation of those groups. Mehan (1997) analyzed
arguments made for and against Proposition 187 in California in 1994, and found that pro-Prop
187 advocates used terms such as “illegal immigrants” and “illegal aliens”, while anti-Prop 187
advocates used terms such as “non-resident workers” and “undocumented workers” (“Prop 187”
was a state referendum aimed at barring undocumented immigrants from utilizing social services
related to health and education). In addition, Mehan (1997) found that supporters, both for and
against Prop 187, utilized radically different discourse strategies to describe the issue and,
subsequently, to propose solutions. For instance, anti-Prop 187 advocates frequently referenced
undocumented workers as being “one of us”, and made direct appeals to the populace to defeat
Prop 187, either through the use of scientific evidence and facts or by stating that “we’re all in
this together”. Prop 187 supporters, on the other hand, tended to frame the issue in “Us vs.
Them” terms, such as portraying “illegal immigrants” as the enemy and utilizing vivid anecdotes
to appeal to the personal self-interests of the populace. The notion of an alien and foreign people
invading the national and law-abiding body of citizens was a rhetorical maneuver intentionally
used by nativists to further expand the social distance between “Us” and “Them”. Mass
persuasion came in the form of media, as television advertisements used scapegoating and
political rhetoric to paint Mexican and Latin American immigrants as threats to the national and
moral fabric of the country (Flores, 1997; Flores & Benmayor, 1997). Although Prop 187
occurred in the mid-1990s, Othering language regarding immigrants and their status has
followed the same trajectory and patterns of social exclusion found in centuries past in the
United States.

23
Dunn, Moore, and Nosek (2005) discovered that exposing undergraduate and community
participants to passages containing a word manipulation that described an ambiguous act of
violence (i.e. “bombing”) committed by an unspecified group, seemed to activate mental
frameworks- namely, patriotism or terrorism schemas- which then affected interpretations of the
same passage. This differential word use influenced readers’ assumptions about which group
(‘United States/allies’ vs. ‘terrorists’) was responsible for the violence. Furthermore, the words
used to describe the bombing influenced participants’ beliefs about the moral character of the
action- participants who read the “us” version of the article were more likely to view the
bombing as a necessary and legitimate act, while those who read the “them” version of the article
were more likely to view the bombing as an act of terrorism. The researchers concluded that
reading words that newspapers typically use in reference to Iraq/non-allies may automatically
trigger people’s terrorism schema, influencing the way they encode and retrieve acts of violence.
In contrast, reading words typically used in reference to United States/allies may automatically
trigger people’s patriotism schema, leading to contrasting interpretations of and memory for
violent acts. Linguistic differences in the media seem to enhance group biases at the cognitive
level. Perhaps most interesting was the fact that the main effects described above were not
significantly moderated by political orientation, given that the undergraduate participants
reported generally more liberal values, compared to the community (i.e. pedestrian mall in
Virginia) participants who held more conservative values. Therefore the effect of linguistic
differences in the media may supersede any political convictions that the reader, or viewer, may
have.
The Dunn et al. (2005) study is noteworthy since its results demonstrate that even subtle
differences in the language used to describe acts of violence may influence whether people
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perceive military acts as terroristic or patriotic, through the activation of schemas that largely
bypass consciously held political attitudes. If minor linguistic differences in reporting can
influence whether certain schemas are activated, then attitudes toward and memories for acts of
violence can also be influenced. This last point has important consequences for public policies,
since public opinion will have been shaped concerning specific actions and reactions in response
to violence (Dunn et al., 2005).
The economics behind the mass media is particularly poignant if one considers that, at
least in North America, there are more than 1,800 daily newspapers, 11,000 magazines, 11,000
radio stations, and 2,000 television stations- of which 6 corporations own and control over 50%
of the business in each medium: Time Warner, Buena Vista (Disney), Viacom, News
Corporation LTD (i.e. Fox), CBS Corporation, and NBC Universal (Herman & Chomsky, 1988).
Herman and Chomsky (1988) argue that the main objective of the mass media is to consolidate
public support around the special interests of the government and the Elite, mainly through
propaganda. Although the essential mission of journalism should be viewed as “a public service
for democracy” (Branton & Dunaway, 2009), powerful and dominant groups determine, select,
shape, control, and restrict news coverage on (social) issues through the selection of topics,
distribution of concerns, framing of issues, filtering of information, and the bounding of debate
(Herman & Chomsky, 1988). Interestingly, news corporations often utilize the work of research
think tanks to support the claims made by its broadcasters and reporters, thereby adding a
scientific veneer to a news topic or sociopolitical issue. Therefore, news can be used as
ideological weapons in the social construction of knowledge- in order to construct public
consensus through what we watch, hear, and read. As it relates to immigration in the U.S.,
governmental support or rejection for legislation, in the name of Homeland Security and the
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“war on terror”, may be reflected in the words, labels, and overall content used by these news
sources.
As noted, media coverage provides powerful “frameworks for understanding” on which
many citizens rely in order to interpret the crime-related events that occur around them. In
addition, these media-based frameworks likely influence the way the public evaluates various
criminal justice proposals and policies (Haney & Greene, 2004). A striking example of the
relationship between media exposure and ‘illegal’ immigration is the finding that individuals
watching Fox News are 9 percentage points more likely than CBS viewers to oppose the
legalization of undocumented immigrants, followed by PBS viewers (Facchini, Mayda, &
Puglisi, 2009). In these cases, illegals are seen as criminals who are seen as needlessly costing
the state (and subsequent tax-payer) money. Cognitively, the layperson may uncritically adopt
and accept the legally-framed discourse in the article (through the linguistic markers of
legality/illegality), which then serves to further exploit the xenophobic stance that all immigrants
are illegals who contribute to a worsening of conditions for the populace (i.e. “the taxpayers”) both economically and socially at the local, state, and national level (Bartolomé & Macedo,
1997).
A final transition is needed to connect social labeling, news media framing, public
opinion, and policy legislation. The next section addresses the synergistic role between the
linguistics of the immigration debate in the news media, and the recipients of this newscommunities and the legislators. As the latter is a (public) servant to the former, the words,
phrases, and social labels used by the populace should have an impact on legislators, and thereby
influencing the direction of policy.
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News Media Framing, Public Opinion, and Policy Legislation. If regular exposure to
news media is associated with increased knowledge of public affairs, then the media becomes an
important source of information for many on important social and political topics. As members
of the public are dependent on the media for basic information and knowledge, what gets
reported in the media, in the absence of alternative sources of knowledge for most citizens, likely
has a disproportionate effect on public attitudes and beliefs (Haney & Greene, 2004). In their
content analysis of news stories on death penalty cases in California, Haney and Greene (2004)
found that articles tended to cite from law enforcement sources, focus primarily on the
characteristics of the crime, and report very little structural or contextual information that would
place the defendant and the act in proper context- lending implicit support for a policy issue such
as the death penalty. In political and voting matters, the importance of labels is amplified since
gender and racial labels and phrases have proven to sensitize and influence voters’ perceptions of
candidates, although seemingly innocuous (Zilber & Niven, 1995). Subject to a label
manipulation where either “Black” or “African-American” was present in a fictitious political
speech, Midwestern White/Caucasian participants (both undergraduates and community
members) rated “African-Americans” as holding more extreme policy positions compared to
“Blacks” (Zilber & Niven, 1995). Therefore, despite good intentions and non-prejudicial
attitudes, the general public arguably operates with, and often makes assumptions based on,
limited information found in print. This translates into the power of symbolic labels and phrases
to convey political information and elicit emotional reaction (Zilber & Niven, 1995).
With regard to influencing public opinion, researchers have found that social problems
that receive a large amount of attention in the media tend to be addressed with policy initiatives
(Buck, Toro, & Ramos, 2004), which is to say that widely-reported social issues receive policy
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changes. With homelessness, for example, a content analysis of over 500 articles from the New
York Times, the Chicago Tribune, the Washington Post and the Los Angeles Times seem to
indicate that media coverage may have sparked interest and attention to a surging social issue in
the 1980s, resulting in government funding for programs and services (Buck, Toro, & Ramos,
2004). One possible reason for this may be that policymakers often depend on media coverage in
order to gauge public and constituent attitudes and opinions. A policymaker may also view
decreased media coverage on a certain social issue as a justification for decreased attention on
the matter altogether- including fundamental decisions to be made regarding budget allocations.
While factors affecting policy decision-making are multi-varied, if the amount of news media
coverage on a social issue is a gauge for how the issue is viewed by the public, then a corollary
can be said that a decrease in the utilization of certain words, terminology, or labels can also
prove worthwhile for policy change.
Given the demands placed on policymakers and legislators to construct policies that
improve (or in some fashion, change) existing faulty policies, and the relatively short time they
are expected to complete this (given elections, budgets, etc.) it is conceivable that policymakers
often resort to the media as a social and political heuristic. This last point again reflects the
power that media influence has on social policy.
Attention is now turned towards current U.S. immigration policy, including policy aimed
to benefit a subsection of the immigrant population- the “DREAMers”.
Undocumented Youth
One potential social and psychological area of integration for immigrants, particularly
younger ones, is the educational space. It has also been stated that language matters for policy
and legislative affairs- particularly immigration-related ones. However, there is a lack of
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literature concerning the effect of cultural integration and socialization undertaken by
immigrants on their understanding of self-other relationships and the role of language in this
process.
Language therefore, represents a very significant dynamic- one that the immigrant must
engage and grapple with. What realistic, practical, and everyday life situations would constitute
there being a need to manipulate one’s identity vis-à-vis the group? One case may be when one
is involved in the making, or witnessing, of a sociopolitical stance or statement. This is where the
discursive approach emerges- when the ideological dilemma is inserted. According to Stanley
and Billig (2004), ideological dilemmas are often contradictory in nature- that is, we often find
ourselves in an ideological, bipolar continuum- having to balance two opposing viewpoints in
our minds (e.g. endorsing laws that are unjust vs. viewing them as necessary). According to
Stanley and Billig (2004), ideological dilemmas are “…born out of a culture that produces more
than one hierarchical arrangement of power, value, and interest”. Ideological dilemmas, then, can
be seen as a balancing act between thought and affect- having to juxtapose what we think we
should think (our personal or private beliefs about a topic) and what we think we should feel (our
knowledge of society’s beliefs about the same topic).
The ideological dilemma is conceptualized as when the value of an individual’s inclusion
as a result of their relationships with others, is called into question. If the individual’s inclusion is
threatened because of their group’s infraction, a disaffiliation with the group may occur due to an
ideological dilemma (e.g. “I have high affinity for my group, but I dislike certain members’
actions; moreover, other groups dislike these members’ actions, and they think I’m like them”).
A theoretical focus on social relationships and experience is found in Bakhtin’s (1986) concept
of double-voicing. For Bakhtin (1986), double-voicing references someone else’s speech when
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an individual makes an utterance. In other words, the concept holds that when an individual
makes an utterance, they speak not only to the listener, but to a cascade of other listeners that
may or not be present, in both the spatial and temporal sense. The listener need not be presentthe simple fact that one knows that the listener (the “Other”) exists, and what the Other has said,
is sufficient.
Discursive maneuvers may be used by immigrant Latinos to dissociate themselves from
their ethnic group, around a symbolic center at the crux of individual and group identity,
“self/other-policing” (Caicedo, 2011). The “self/other-policing” cultural tool was identified when
the identity of the speaker did not seem congruent with both the content of the speech, and the
environment within which it was made- namely, that due to a mismatch between the identity of
the speaker and his/her “speech environment”, there was an incongruent speech act that
resembled a distancing-away-from that individual’s identity. A certain degree of psychological
tension, in the form of cognitive dissonance, was aroused in the individual, and was addressed
via discursive maneuvering in actual contexts with something at stake. This contradiction formed
half of the equation- it also revealed participants’ feelings about negative identity claims, the
public discourse on immigration and Latinos, and what repair to the identity could bring. In other
words, participants were motivated to solve these tensions with relational solutions- by adjusting
their positions with others.
Might there exist a psychological dynamic whereby political and social attitudes shift as a
result of socialization and integration? System justification theory (Jost, Banaji, & Nosek, 2004)
focuses on the propensity by individuals to justify the status quo and view it as legitimate and
fair, on an implicit (unconscious) level. Although it has been shown to reflect the thoughts of
dominant group members who would wish for the maintenance of social, political, and economic
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policies that support their interests, system justification is often seen to be the strongest among
disadvantaged group members- those that are most negatively affected by existing social
arrangements. In regards to political ideology and its effect on policy, Jost et al. (2004) report on
studies conducted arguing that political conservatism is a form of system justification, in that it
provides moral and intellectual support for the status quo by resisting change and rationalizing
the existence of inequality. Meritocracy, as an example of a particular ideology, is the notion that
one’s actions are the sole explanation for one’s destiny and life path, including success and
failure (Patel, 2013). The United States of America and the “American Dream” is founded on
this belief- that achievement should trump social status- a belief found in the stories of Horatio
Alger, Jr. where young boys begin with scarce resources but escape poverty (Perez, 2009; Smith,
2008). In regards to immigrants then, a need to defend and justify current U.S. immigration
enforcement such as raids and detentions can coincide with the legitimization of racial profiling
by police and familial separations, and according to system justification, these attitudes will be
seen as strongest among conservatives- whether immigrant or not.
Self perception, then, is seen both as potentially static and also fluid. Static in the sense
that these immigrant youth might be vested in the ethnic/racial/national component(s) of who
they think they are, but also fluid in the sense that they typically do not subscribe to these
categories. Rather, the interest in self perception is in their function and position in the lives of
these youth. What purpose does their position serve for how they interpret their world? Youth
might utilize it as a means to cope with their prevailing situation or to expand their political
solidarity with other youth (Daiute, 2010). Perhaps adherence to an ethnic/racial/national identity
is a protective mechanism against the forces of immigrant criminalization, or perhaps it is a nonrelevant issue given the amount of time residing in the U.S.
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Immigrants in the U.S., whether undocumented or not, are subject to the prevailing
commentary by news media sources, about the rights and responsibilities that the foreign-born
have/don’t have (or should have/not have) in this country. Immigrant youth, particularly
undocumented youth, are unique in that a) they have been students in the American educational
system for their duration of their lives; and b) tend to have greater fluency in the English
language compared to more recent arrivals. This greater fluency allows the user to navigate two
or more “worlds”, each with their own language and messaging regarding society and politics.
What effect does this navigation have on cognition- particularly, political thought and
social consciousness? Does this navigation on the “1.5 generation ship” resemble forms of
resistance or acquiescence regarding the law and policy?
Ideology, Hegemony, and False Consensus. In the German Ideology, Marx and Engels
(1978) argue that the dominant and ruling class is simultaneously also the intellectual force of
society. Aside from ruling the means of material production for society, they also rule
intellectual production and the distribution of ideas. The dominant class, in the name of
maintaining social order, regulates both what is allowed in the world of ideas, as well as what is
prohibited- thus resulting in a particular form of consciousness they define as “ideology”. The
ruling class, through ideology, defines the parameters of legitimate discussion and debate on
topics and ideas, while controlling what is to be considered as alternative beliefs, values, and
perspectives. Gramsci (1972) expanded on their notion of ideology, by arguing that the dominant
and ruling class maintains its power and control not via violence or political coercion, but rather
through consensus- thus resulting in cultural hegemony. Through hegemony, the values and
beliefs of the dominant class become the ‘sensible’ values and beliefs of all societal members,
promulgating an intellectual status quo. Additionally, through hegemony, ideologies are
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constructed which offer incomplete, fragmented, and contradictory explanations for social
phenomena (Hickman Barlow, Barlow, & Chiricos, 1995). These same ideologies assist the
dominant class by diverting attention away from alternative explanations (i.e. external,
structural) for social issues such as crime and poverty. Instead, these ideologies would have
societal members focus on the characteristics of the individual actors (i.e. internal, dispositional)
inherent in those social issues (Haney & Greene, 2004).
What is the result of cultural hegemony? The circulation of a prevailing “false”
consensus where most of U.S. society seems to agree that most immigrants are illegal with all
the inherent negative connotations of illegal tacked onto the lives of men, women, and children
from the Global South, as a result of the cognitive and ideological nature of scripts. Research
has shown that those in favor of strict immigration policies have the most exaggerated
perceptions of public support (Lapinski, Peltola, Shaw, & Yang, 1997). Martín-Baró (1994)
references the powerful nature of hegemony and false consensus when explaining that power
structures constructed by dominant class interests conceal reality and distort events, where
serious problems are systemically hidden and the alienating discourse directed at target
populations becomes internalized- producing a Collective Lie and Social Lie. The transmission
and distortion of news is itself a component of psychological warfare (i.e. “war on immigrants”)
meant to culminate in “personal insecurity”- insecurity over one’s personal beliefs and feelingsfinding its solution in the acquiescence to the “established order” and the official discourse
(Martín-Baró, 1994). Due to the collective alienation produced by the reiteration of illegal in
mass media, immigrants are forced to accept their legal status as part of their personal and social
identity (Martín-Baró, 1994). It is perhaps due to the circulation of false consensus that language
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and terminology is rarely ever debated- and as Marx and Engels (1978) remind us- even if it is, it
is promptly dismissed as unimportant and irrelevant.
As social psychology would dictate, an investigation into an individual’s cognitions,
affects, and behaviors are significantly influenced by the social context they are surrounded bywhether it be other individuals, or even environmental landscapes. Undocumented youth seeking
to comply with the requirements of DACA by attending college, are rapidly filling classroom
seats of a uniquely-positioned public institution: the community college. Therefore, for this
dissertation study, attention is directed towards the community college- a locale of great
importance both for the immigration debate, as well as for the immigrant youth themselves.
Education
Community colleges are the fastest growing U.S. institutions of higher education (Mullin,
2011), in particular for immigrant students. Across the nation, over 7 million students enroll in
over 1,200 of these institutions to obtain degrees that may permit them to enter the workforce or
subsequently pursue bachelor’s degrees (Perlstein, 2011). Given their greater accessibility (i.e.
open admissions, lower tuition rates, and flexible class schedules for adults in the workforce
and/or those with family responsibilities, etc.), community college students are more likely than
their four-year counterparts to be minorities, to come from low-income backgrounds, and to be
the first in their families to receive higher education degrees (Perlstein, 2011; Teranishi et al,
2011). Nationwide, in 2003-04, roughly 25% of the 6.5 million degree-seeking community
college students were immigrants (Teranishi et al., 2011), and in the City University of New
York (CUNY) alone, a report on the entering freshman class revealed that 60% of foreign-born
students began their higher education in community colleges (Teranishi et al., 2011). Over the
past 20 years, data for Hispanic/Latino and Asian/Pacific Islander students reveal a minimum of
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a 300% increase in degrees and credentials earned at the nation’s community colleges by these
groups (Mullin, 2011). The community college clearly represents a niche for minority and
immigrant youth. Interestingly, immigrant status and race may play an interactional effect on
college choice as 58% of immigrant Latinos who went to college, chose to go to a community
college, versus 51% of native-born Latinos who went to college (Teranishi et al., 2011). There
may be a qualitative difference in the attitudes and perceptions of the community college within
ethnic groups, depending on native-born or foreign-born status. It is not surprising to note that
undocumented young people are a relatively high percentage (13% and closer to 20% in the New
York City regional area) of students at public universities and college, especially community
colleges, in which nearly 80% of all undocumented students enrolled in 2005 (Garza, 2006).
In addition to gains in knowledge, academic skills, and training in contemporary and
high-demand vocations, the contemporary community college, through activities and initiatives,
attempts to play a role in civic life. Scholars have noted how implicit rules involving schooling
both reflects and shapes inclusion and exclusion in/from society (Lareau, 2011; Patel, 2013). For
instance, initiatives at CUNY such as “CUNY/NYC Citizenship Now!” and its college
subsidiaries provide an interactive space for studying the attitudes, perceptions, and emotions
towards not only the community college, but also immigration policy, such as deferred action, of
those involved. Understanding how the community college plays a role in the complex dynamic
of interests, social relations, and practices around deferred action offers insights about the
challenges and opportunities of higher education and, more broadly, human development and
socialization, in this culturally heterogeneous society. Ideally, the community college would be
a site for critical and creative discussion about such policies, as well as a transmitter of
knowledge and skills. Nevertheless, it is also true that participating in Deferred Action keeps the

35
institution solvent. For example, by training students who are undocumented for jobs they might
not have the opportunity to do, community colleges may risk misrepresenting their contribution
(Daiute & Caicedo, 2012).
College participation in Deferred Action, both at the institutional- and individual-level, is
thus a site of inter-dependent meaning making and learning. As a result, the rationale for the
community college as a site rests on its unique position in the lives of these youth (Daiute &
Caicedo, 2012), and will look to addresses the interaction of young immigrants, and their U.S.
born peers, with the issue of immigration as mediated through two community colleges: the
urban environment of “New York Community College” (NYCC), and the suburban campus of
the “New Jersey Community College” (NJCC).
NJCC was chosen as a comparison site for several reasons. The major reason concerns
the political environment of the county it resides in (25 miles west of New York City), serving as
a backdrop for the immigration topic. Almost one-third of county residents are registered
Republican voters, while approximately 40% are “unaffiliated” (New Jersey Department of
State, 2012). As such, the political landscape has influenced policies at NJCC, as the public
community college of the county. After the 9/11 attacks on the World Trade Center and the
Pentagon, NJCC approved a policy barring undocumented students from taking classes there,
regardless of income. In February 2011, almost a decade later, the Board of Trustees reversed
their ruling to allow undocumented students to register for courses, and pay the in-state tuition
rate ($115 per credit). However, after a public hearing held in April of the same year, the college
reversed their ruling regarding the tuition rate for undocumented students- they would now be
charged the out-of-county rate ($326 per credit) (Caicedo, 2014; Star-Ledger, 2011). While the
NJ Tuition Equality Act was signed into law by Governor Chris Christie in 2014, allowing
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undocumented college students to pay in-state tuition rates (Portnoy, 2014), a comparison
between politically diverse sites seems worthwhile in discussing psychological dynamics
involving immigration.
Demographics was another reason for selection of NJCC. While it is generally assumed
that New York City is diverse in its population, the NJCC County is generally homogenous. In
2010, Census records indicate that roughly 4 out of 5 residents were White (82%), while in 2000
the corresponding figure was 87%. As a result, questions arise regarding the influence of cultural
heterogeneity/homogeneity in the adoption of immigration policies.
Finally, institutional philosophies and practices warrant another reason. NYCC’s motto of
“Start Here, Go Anywhere” might be indicative of the various resources available for
undocumented students- in-state tuition, scholarships, clubs, and other activities. NJCC’s motto
of “Connecting Learning and Life” might be indicative of their pursuit of furthering a cultural
diversity agenda- as evidenced by a recent student panel on issues relating to immigration on
April 25, 2013.
Therefore, it is argued that the presence of language as a mechanism of daily life, is part
of a psychological socialization process, whereby social perceptions, affective attitudes, and
political ideologies are embedded in the terms used- whether inside in the particular community
college, or outside in the homes and neighborhood of their student population.
Conclusion
This dissertation is an exploration into the experiences of undocumented youth within the
broader population, attending the community college at a time of changing politics regarding
their rights, and the role that their socialization in the U.S. plays in their use of linguistics,
discourse, and politics.
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The importance of this dissertation project lies primarily in what is at stake for these two
community colleges. As the topic rests on immigration, it is believed that the results will aid the
administrators at both colleges in understanding what their students think in terms of their
attitudes, and from there, enhance cultural competency among students as well as staff. Having
this information might aid faculty in developing events and programs aimed at uniting diverse
student populations around a central topic- namely immigration, immigration policy, and
educational policy. Accomplishing this might assist in the demystification and disassembling of
stereotypes and social biases through open dialogue, as well as through institution-sponsored
cultural and educational events and programs.
In an effort to illustrate the dynamic between policy, communities, individuals, and
language, several research questions and hypotheses were generated based on the methodologies
utilized under the research aims.
Research Aims, Questions, and Hypotheses
Research Aim 1: To explore the cognitive and ideological implications of the language in
current and domestic immigration debate and policy. Research Question: Can social label
priming influence political attitudes? Hypothesis 1: Participants in the ‘illegal’ condition will
indicate less support for unauthorized immigrants, compared to those in the ‘undocumented’
condition. Hypothesis 2: Participants in the ‘illegal’ condition will indicate more support for the
status quo, compared to those in the ‘undocumented’ condition. Research Question: Does social
environment predict political attitudes? Hypothesis 3: NYCC (NY/urban) students will indicate
more support for unauthorized immigrants, compared to NJCC (NJ/suburban) students.
Hypothesis 4: NJCC students will indicate more support for the status quo, compared to NYCC
students. Research Question: What relationship exists between social label exposure and social
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environment? Hypothesis 5: NYCC students will report hearing and seeing the term
‘undocumented’ to a greater degree than NJCC students.
Research Aim 2: To examine the social psychological determinants of language and label
usage. Research Question: What labels and terms are used to anchor the immigration topic?
Research Aim 3: To examine how language operates on the socialization of young
immigrants. Research Questions: How do students at two community colleges define immigrant
status and DACA, and their particular positions in the process? How does the interpretation of
DACA affect the discourse on current and domestic immigration policy? How do undocumented
youth see themselves, their lives, and their futures within the community college, given the
DACA process?
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CHAPTER II
METHODOLOGY
In their book on grounded theory, Strauss and Corbin (1998) dedicate a chapter on “the
interplay between qualitative and quantitative in theorizing” (Chapter 3). The authors posit that
qualitative (e.g. focus groups, interviews) and quantitative (e.g. experimental) forms of research
have special roles to play in theorizing, with neither superseding the other. Indeed, as they
suggest, choices were made in regards to which procedures to use, and when and where. Given
the conceptual nature of attempting to capture broad and general social attitudes amongst college
students, it was argued that survey methodology was the formidable course of action. On the
other hand, to explore the individual nuances of thoughts, beliefs, and emotions (in essence,
“lived experience”), exploratory focus groups and interviews were conducted. Therefore,
consistent with their observation that social scientists are “operational pragmatists” (p.30), a
decision was made to utilize the interplay of mixed methodology in an effort to engage in theory
development, rather than relying on a singular form of research.
Mixed Methods Research. Utilizing survey methodology to examine sociopolitical
attitudes regarding immigration policy through a term manipulation, an investigation into the
social cognitions of youth (both immigrant and non-immigrant, undocumented and not) was
explored. However, in order to examine more process-oriented psychological dynamics
involving identity and social perception, the survey successively invited youth to participate in
focus groups to explore their conceptualizations of their worlds - including the world of
immigration policy and Deferred Action, the social world of a college student in the U.S., and
the interaction of these two through the bodies of undocumented youth. In this sense, selfperception is not conceptualized as the simple marking off of demographic items on a sheet of
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paper, but a dynamic and fluid psychological process, consisting of peaks and valleys, and ebbs
and flows, consistent with the demands of the environment.
As Daiute (2010) has noted, the speaker speaks to the “requirements of the environment”
and its “societal pressures”. Oftentimes, the speaker does not speak, but is silenced due to the
environment of the utterance. Therefore, an analysis into these social landscapes are needed
whenever a social psychological investigation, of groups of individuals or even public policy, is
based on narrative and discourse use. The discursive approach attempts to then analyze “what’s
going on in the environment” (Daiute, 2010) that is at the root of this utterance. Human
development theory and research posit the mutual development of individuals and societies
(Vygotsky, 1978) as occurring in “multiple interacting activity systems focused on a partially
shared object” (Engestrom, 2009, p. 6) sensitive to “the world of human relations” (Polivanova,
2006, p. 81). Via participation in meaningful activities in diverse contexts, individuals interact
with public life- government, organizations, media, cultural/interest groups, and other individuals
in symbolic media, especially language. Language is, after all, the primary human symbol
system, and people with different interests, experiences, and positions in life not only express
their views but jockey for legitimization- at times, perhaps, calling their own identities into
question (Daiute & Caicedo, 2012). More specifically, the community college as a site for hopes,
dreams, acquiescence, and resistance, represents the epicenter of socialization for many young
immigrants, and a discussion of such is found lacking in the literature. Therefore, the role and
place of the community college in the lives of immigrant youth is highly relevant in this analysis.
Combining these different strands- narration, social environment, and lived experienceleads to the adoption of a methodological analysis aimed at “identifying narrative meaning in
terms of values expressed in, and interacting with, narratives” (Daiute, 2014, p.68). Utilizing

41
values analysis, for instance, allows for the investigation of principles and goals that a narrator
has learned through lived experience and in relation to others- such as through sociocultural or
situational forces- given the premise that values organize narratives, on an explicit and even
implicit level (Daiute, 2014).
Deaux (2006) offers a conceptual framework for the social psychological analysis of
immigration, which I will adopt for this dissertation (see Figure 1). Deaux (2006) borrows the
model from Pettigrew (1997), in which he delineates between three levels of analysis: macro,
meso, and micro. Briefly, the macro level pertains to the larger social structure, while the micro
level corresponds to the individual. The meso level, he argues (and Deaux echoes) is where these
two levels converge and where social interaction takes place.
Figure 1
Deaux’s (2006) Model for the Social Psychological Study of Immigration

Macro: Social Structures
Immigration policy
Demographic patterns
Social representations

Meso: Social Interactions
Intergroup attitudes/behaviors
Stereotypes
Social networks

Micro: Individuals
Attitudes
Values
Expectations
Identities
Motivations
Memories
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Therefore, this dissertation engages in the three levels of analysis by looking at how
macro level forces (i.e. immigration policy, the media, etc.), micro level processes (i.e. thoughts,
emotions, memories), and meso level interactions (i.e. attitudes, socialization, the community
college) support the development of worldviews as experienced by undocumented immigrant
youth (see Figure 2 below).
Figure 2
Conceptual and Methodological Framework of this Dissertation

STUDY I
social labels
policy
social environment language

STUDY II and STUDY III
interactions with legal policy
interactions with educational
policy
life experiences

STUDY I and STUDY III
social attitudes and perceptions
individual thoughts, beliefs,
and emotions

Research Sites and Participants. The study’s two sites consisted of two community
colleges- NYCC in New York City, and NJCC in New Jersey. According to the 2005 U.S.
Census, New York City is home to 8.4 million inhabitants, 6.4% (535,000) of whom are reported
to be undocumented (Moradian, 2014). At NYCC, enrollment before the Fall 2014 reflected a
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total of 25,849 students with 697 reported to be undocumented. Likewise, according to the 2013
U.S. Census, NJCC County is home to 499,397 residents, 3.4% (22,000) of whom are reported to
be undocumented (Migration Policy Institute, 2015). At NJCC, enrollment before the Fall 2014
semester reflected a total of 8,096 students, with 45 reported to be undocumented.
As seen in the student demographic data retrieved from the respective colleges’ website
for the Fall 2014 semester (Figure 3), this is a tale of 2 colleges. The student population at
NYCC is slightly older, more ethnically and racially diverse, and female- compared to the NJCC
population which tends to be slightly younger, White/Caucasian, but evenly split between males
and females. Demographically then, as opposed to the “minority majority” population of NYC,
the majority of the population in NJCC County is Caucasian/White.
Figure 3
Fall 2014 Student Demographic Data
NYCC

NJCC

25,849

8,096

Male

43.2%

50.3%

Female

56.8%

49.5%

≤ 20 years old

40.8%

48.9%

White/Caucasian

12.1%

59.1%

Black/African-American

31.5%

4.8%

Hispanic/Latino

41.6%

19.5%

Asian

14.6%

5.6%

Total Enrollment
Gender

Age

Race/Ethnicity
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NYCC (New York County, NY) was selected for its feasibility in recruiting participants.
As a current full-time Psychology professor there, NYCC represents a) one of the largest twoyear institutions in New York City, and b) the symbolic representation of NYCC as the two-year
institution of New York City. NJCC was selected for its contrast in the dimensions mentioned
above. While NYCC is located in one of the largest cities, population-wise, in the world, NJCC
is located in a suburban/rural section of New Jersey- approximately 25 miles west of NYC.
These two sites were also chosen as immigrants either “blend in” or “stand out” in these
environments. With recent reports highlighting the fact that over a third of the NYC population is
foreign-born (Moradian, 2014), while being undocumented certainly has its barriers, their
saliency is more subdued as the “salad bowl” of assimilation theory would theorize. In NJCC
County, however, being an immigrant is a relatively salient feature (depending on the town/city).
Finally, these two sites symbolically represent two contrasting poles of the political
spectrum. New York City has been a politically liberal environment, with 3.2 million registered
Democrats. “New Jersey County” has typically voted Republican, as 36% of its population are
registered party members, and 42% unaffiliated. The significance behind this, is either
support/resistance for immigration policy, as politically conservative environments have
typically passed measures either preventing or prohibiting certain immigrant rights and
privileges (i.e. Alabama, Arizona, and Virginia), whereas politically liberal environments have
tended to pass more supportive measures such as driver’s licenses, and in-state tuition (i.e. New
York and San Francisco). While the educational space of higher education may be removed from
the larger national debates on immigration policy, there may be symbolic influence of these
debates on college policy, such as in-state tuition, presence of student activist groups, and
administrative support.
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Materials
Survey. Study I consisted of a five-page questionnaire with demographic items placed at
the end (see Appendix), devised for purposes of this dissertation. All participants were presented
with an initial 8-item “unauthorized immigrant/immigration attitude” scale, with questions such
as “____ immigrants are criminals; “_____ immigrants are hard-working people; and “_____
immigrants are deserving of social welfare benefits I the U.S.”. Responses were in Likert-scale
format, ranging from “Strongly Disagree” (-3) to “Strongly Agree” (+3). The use of negative and
positive integers was to represent disagreement (negative) or agreement (positive) during
statistical analysis. Due to the experimental nature of the study, student participants were
randomly assigned to one of two conditions: “illegal” and “undocumented”. As referenced
above, students were asked to agree or disagree with certain statements, but if they were in the
“illegal” condition, they answered statements reflecting “illegal immigrants” and “illegal
immigration”, as opposed to those in the “undocumented” condition. The “immigration attitude”
statements were kept uniform, except for the social label manipulation. There were two more
Likert-scale questions on the participants’ views on state and federal immigration policy (i.e.
“This state’s immigration policies serve the greater good”, and “U.S. immigration policy needs
to be restructured”.
These last two questions were modified items from the General System Justification scale
(Kay & Jost, 2003), which then followed the “immigration attitude” items. These items reflected
sociopolitical ideology, such as “In general, you find society to be fair”; “Everyone has a fair
shot at wealth and happiness”; and “The United States is the best country in the world to live in”.
The third page of the questionnaire inquired into the participant’s exposure to
immigration-related social labels through their social environment. For example, these questions
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asked what percentage of their friends and family members say words like “illegals”,
“undocumented”, or “alien”. Participants were asked to assign a number (percentage) to each of
these labels as uttered by their friends and/or family. Lastly, student participants were asked to
assign percentages to the same social labels, but as they relate to reading and hearing about
immigration topics.
Finally, the last two pages of the questionnaire were the demographic items mentioned
earlier. This section consisted of residence zip code, gender, country of birth, country of
citizenship, marital status, religious group membership, and political orientation. As opposed to
the other items, the political orientation question asked, “How liberal or conservative would you
consider yourself to be?” and student participants were asked to circle their answer on a 0
(completely liberal) to 10 (completely conservative) scale.
Focus Groups. Study II consisted of focus groups, conducted with students from the
particular college (either NYCC or NJCC). These focus groups ranged in composition from 3-4
students, and were all conducted in a departmental or institutional conference room. Student
participants were given sketch paper and markers, and given the option of completing one of two
activities (see Appendix).
The first was drawing the journey from their home country or neighborhood to the
college. This “mapping” activity was meant to probe the participant’s mental representation of
their academic trajectory, as they were advised to include the opportunities and obstacles
encountered along their path. Students were also advised to utilize different colors to symbolize
these opportunities (green) and obstacles (red).
The second option consisted of creating a “map” of their identity, as it related to their
self-perception as a community college student. Students were again advised to use colors and/or
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symbols to draw their identity maps, including stereotypes others may have of their identity (or
identities), and what they wish to say back.
While this mapping activity was originally envisioned to form part of the research design
and analysis, it was eventually discarded due to sample size.
Finally, all student participants were asked to create an entry for an internet-based
dictionary, such as urbandictionary.com, for the terms “illegal” and “undocumented”. In other
words, students were asked for their definitions of these terms, along with usage examples (for
instance, in a phrase or sentence).
Interviews. Lastly, Study III consisted of semi-structured interviews with undocumented
students from the two colleges (see Appendix). The first question was a broad life history
question- “Tell me about your life before coming to the U.S. and how you became
undocumented.” The second question asked specifically what their day-to-day life is like- “What
is your education, work, and family life like?” The third and fourth questions asked them to
reflect on their lives and their experiences and how they relate to their presence in the United
States. Finally, the fifth question asked for their opinion on the DACA program, and probed as to
whether there were “good” and “not-so-good” sides to the program.
Procedure
Recruitment of participants varied depending on the particular study. For Study I, the
Chairpersons of the specific academic departments at the colleges were approached by me, for
permission to speak to their faculty (see Appendix). Given my position as full-time faculty
member at NYCC, this was accomplished rather easily. At NJCC, however, I approached the
Chairpersons via email and inquired if I may speak to their faculty at a department meeting prior
to the start of the Spring 2014 semester. For both colleges, once faculty contact was made,
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classrooms were visited where all students were eligible to complete the survey (provided they
had not completed one before). After a short oral description, students were given consent forms,
followed by the survey. Therefore this was purposive sampling (from specific departments).
Random assignment of the questionnaire was completed prior to the visitation of the
investigator to the classroom. Utilizing a random number generator, a list of numbers was
compiled. If a number was “even”, then the corresponding survey was the “undocumented”
version. If a number was “odd”, then the corresponding survey was “illegal”. The surveys were
then ordered in sequence to the numbers on the list.
After a brief introduction of himself and the project, a consent form was distributed to the
entire class. Once a signed and completed consent form was returned to the investigator, a
questionnaire was given to that individual. If a student did not wish to sign the consent form
and/or not participate, then no questionnaire was given to that individual. Upon collection of all
the questionnaires, the investigator debriefed the class and thanked them for their participation.
After completion of the survey, students were invited to take part in Study II and III at a
later date. A contact sheet was distributed in the classroom where students could leave their
phone number and/or email address to be contacted for the focus group and/or interview. In June
2014, interested students were contacted for Study II, and once 3-4 students had confirmed their
attendance for a specific date and time, the investigator contacted the institution to reserve a
private room where the focus group could be conducted.
Upon completion of the experimental questionnaire, students were asked if they would
like to participate in a focus group, where the investigator would invite 3-4 students to discuss
similar topics on immigration, on a later date at the college. A contact sheet was circulated
around the classroom, where a student could list their email address and/or phone number, and
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the investigator would contact him/her. Therefore, the sample for the focus groups was derived
from the questionnaire sample, as all students were invited to participate. Of the 467 students at
NYCC who completed the questionnaire, 133 wished to be contacted for Study II. Of the 200
students at NJCC who completed the questionnaire, 60 offered their contact information for
Study II.
Once the scheduled students arrived at the meeting room, the investigator introduced
himself and reminded the students that he had conducted a questionnaire on immigration-related
topics. Now, however, he wanted to know what they thought of immigration through pictures
and/or words.
A consent form was then distributed to the participants and subsequently signed by both
parties. Students were then told to complete either the mapping activity (where they were to draw
the journey from their home country or neighborhood to the college) or the “identity” map
(where they were to draw their self-perceptions as a community college student), followed by
their own definitions for the words ‘illegal’ and ‘undocumented’. The investigator exited the
room for approximately 30 minutes while the participants completed this activity. Upon his
return, he recorded their verbal descriptions of the maps and definitions.
In August 2014, Study III was begun. Rather than attempt to locate undocumented
students through the contact sheets, I approached gatekeepers at the 2 institutions. At NYCC, I
contacted the NYCC Dream Team, which is a student-run organization that advocates for
undocumented students. After attending a number of meetings, I was able to recruit from those in
attendance. At NJCC, I approached the Vice President for Student Development and Enrollment.
Early on in the research, the Vice President had offered to put me in contact with students who
could assist me and have first-hand knowledge of the topic. She connected me with one student,
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who then connected me with others. Therefore, with Study III, snowball recruitment method was
used, along with purposive sampling.
In Study II, participants were, again, either NYCC or NJCC students. There were 8
NYCC students who took part in 3 focus groups, while there were 6 NJCC students who took
part in 2 groups. Demographic information was not collected for this study.
In Study III, participants were all undocumented students from either NYCC or NJCC,
who had received DACA authorization. At NYCC, there were 3 females (“Asia”, “Diana”, and
“Lorena”) and 1 male (“Eddie”). At NJCC, there were 2 females (“Roberta” and “Elsa”) and 1
male (“Christopher”). Though not significant, the gender discrepancy could be viewed as a
reflection of the individual college demographics , as noted in Figure 3 (see page 43).
Data Analysis Plan
To measure the participants’ attitudes on unauthorized immigrants, descriptive
frequencies were computed using IBM SPSS statistical software. Total sample and crosstabulation percentages regarding demographic data (e.g. sex, country of birth, years residing in
the U.S., etc.), as well as agreement and disagreement on the questionnaire scales were
calculated for comparison between the two independent variables: social label (‘illegal’ vs.
‘undocumented’) and college (NYCC vs. NJCC). In order to ascertain whether one, or both, of
the independent variables had a significant effect on the questionnaire scales, independent
samples T-tests were conducted. To examine the potential difference between the college
samples, in regards to the percentage of immigration-related terms and labels they are exposed
to, independent samples T-tests were also conducted. For ease of interpretation, the original
Likert scale on the questionnaire was recoded (from -3/+3, to 0/6). Therefore, lower numbers
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(0-2) to the unauthorized immigrant attitude scale, as well as the General System Justification
Scale, reflect disagreement, while higher numbers (4-6) reflect agreement.
As Study II and III consisted of qualitative methods (e.g. focus groups, interviews,
observations, etc.), a systematic analysis was needed in order to quantify and enact the interplay
among various individuals. Having now reliable means of analyzing qualitative data using
computer software, rather than only impressionistically identifying themes, a systematic analysis
of subjective perspectives, nuances, and emotional presentations of ideas is tenable. By
quantifying those, as well as describing and illustrating a wide range of meanings, connections
could be made between survey and quantitative data, and interpersonal relationships across
individuals, groups, and institutions (Daiute, 2014). This approach would thus be useful for
connecting social labels with worldview across individual and societal actors.
For Study II, in order to investigate which labels and terms are used to anchor the
immigration topic amongst community college students, a values analysis was conducted on the
focus group transcripts of NYCC and NJCC students when asked to define the words ‘illegal’
and ‘undocumented’, using Atlas Ti software. As values are “culturally-specific goals, ways of
knowing, experiencing, and acting in response to environmental, cultural, economic, political,
and social circumstances- a definition based in socio-cultural theory” (Daiute, Stern, & LelutiuWeinberger, 2003, p.85), a values analysis allowed for observations into beliefs and principles
concerning their understanding of themselves, society/the world, and/or others, which were then
subdivided into shared and non-shared values implicitly inherent in the students’ definitions of
the terms across the two colleges.
With Study II, values analysis was conducted specifically on the students’ definitions of
the terms ‘illegal’ and ‘undocumented’. After the transcriptions were entered into the Atlas Ti
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software program, a careful reading was done initially to identify any beliefs undergirding these
definitions. Codes were then generated based on these values. Finally, values were compared
across the two colleges, therefore generating shared and unshared values. If values were shared
across the two college campuses, then an observation can be made regarding the inherent
definition(s) and social representations of these labels. If values were unshared, then an
observation can be made regarding the potential influence of the social environment of the two
colleges.
A similar process was conducted in the identification of values in Study III. In order to
elucidate how language and immigration status operates on the lives of undocumented youth in
community college, interviews were audio recorded and then subsequently transcribed, with
responses noted in regards to the questions. After the interview transcriptions were entered into
Atlas Ti, an initial reading was done to capture any inherent values regarding the students’
responses to their lived experience as an undocumented young adult in the United States. A
values analysis on the students’ responses generated guiding principles and beliefs into how
undocumented students view themselves and others, including their academic institutions, as
enacted in their discourse and relevant to the discursive context. As with Study II, values were
identified in their responses to the interview questions, consolidated after a second reading in
order to group similar values together, and then subdivided into shared and non-shared values of
students from the two colleges, as a reflection of the influence of social environment. Values
analysis in Study III entailed investigating these students’ implicit beliefs and/or emotions
regarding the terms ‘alien’, ‘illegal’, and ‘undocumented’, as these terms formed part of their
interview discourse- often serendipitously. Following this scope of analysis, values were then
identified as either existing across the campuses (‘shared’) or not (‘unshared’), based on the
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student’s responses to the interview questions ranging from “Tell me your life story and how you
became undocumented”, to “What does it mean for you to be living in the U.S. now?” (see
Appendix).
By comparing the results of the values analysis from Study II and Study III, an
identification of congruent and non-congruent values between the focus group participants and
interviewees was conducted.
As seen in Figure 4 , the corresponding sample, methodological design, and data analysis
approach is summarized for each of the three studies in this dissertation.
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Figure 4
Summary of Sample, Methodological Design, and Data Analysis
Study I
Sample
744 surveys
- 467 NYCC
- 277 NJCC
Methodological 5 page survey:
Design
- 9-item attitude (6 point)
Likert scale on
unauthorized
immigrants/immigration
- General System
Justification scale
- Percentage of ‘alien’,
‘illegal’, and
‘undocumented’ that they
hear from others, and see
when reading about
immigration
- Demographic items,
including a 10-point
political orientation scale
(0= completely liberal;
10= completely
conservative)

Study II
5 Focus Groups
- 3 NYCC (8 students)
- 2 NJCC (6 students)
Create an entry for a
Web-based dictionary
(like
urbandictionary.com),
for the words “illegal”
and “undocumented”.
Include a definition, and
usage examples

Data Analysis

Values Analysis (Atlas
Ti)
- Codes generated based
on students’ definitions
of the terms ‘illegal’ and
‘undocumented’
- Shared and Unshared
values

Statistical Analysis
(SPSS)
- One-way ANOVA
(political orientation)
- Independent samples
T-Test (for group
comparisons)

Study III
7 Interviews
- 4 NYCC
- 3 NJCC
1. Tell me your life
history before coming
to the U.S., and how
you became
undocumented.
2. What is life like for
you in the United
States? What is your
education, work, and
family life like?
3. What does it mean
to you to be living in
the United States now?
4. How do you make
sense of your life in
the context of your life
experience?
5. What is your
opinion on the
Deferred Action for
Childhood Arrivals
(DACA) program?
What makes you say
that? Are there good,
and not-so-good, sides
to this program?
Values Analysis (Atlas
Ti)
- Codes generated
based on
undocumented
students’ beliefs about
themselves and others,
including the academic
institution
- Shared and Unshared
values
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CHAPTER III
RESULTS
Survey
In Study I, participants were all community college students at either NYCC or NJCC,
who received course extra credit as compensation, pending professor approval. As such, the
majority of the NYCC participants were New York City residents, and the majority of the NJCC
participants resided in NJCC County in New Jersey. The total sample (n) for Study I was 744 –
467 from NYCC, and 277 from NJCC. Males and females were 42% and 57% respectively, with
ages ranging from 18 to 60. Study I did not inquire into immigration status. Since the objective
of Study I was to explore the college samples’ attitudes on unauthorized immigration through an
implicit factor in social labeling, inquiry into immigration status might have posed a risk in the
shifting of results, or possibly the recruitment of future participants. No participant was excluded
from Study I, and each participant provided Informed Consent in accordance with CUNY
Graduate Center IRB policies and procedures.
The composition of the Study I sample reflects the traditional undergraduate student
population, but under two distinct student profiles (see Table 1). The NYCC student tended to be
female, older, 1st generation immigrant, and multilingual. The NJCC student, on the other hand,
tended to be younger, U.S. native-born, and monolingual. These differences in the diversity of
the student population may be due to multiple factors including the respective social
environments. At NYCC, the 2nd and 3rd highest percentages came from students born in China
(6%) and the Dominican Republic (5%), but region-wise, Latin America [consisting of Puerto
Rico, the Dominican Republic, and Central and South America (excluding Guyana)], represented
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9% of the NYCC sample. The Caribbean (consisting of English, French, or Dutch-speaking West
Indian nations) represented 6% of the sample, while African nations represented 3%.
Table 1
Demographic Characteristics of Survey Sample
Total Sample (N= 744)
467 (62.8%)
277 (37.2%)

NYCC, n (%)
NJCC, n (%)
SEX, n (%)
Male
Female
Prefer not to answer

735 (100%)
310 (42.2%)
417 (56.7%)
8 (1.1%)

NYCC, n (% NYCC)
Male
Female
Prefer not to answer

463 (100%)
175 (37.8%)
281 (60.7%)
7 (1.5%)

NJCC, n (% NJCC)
Male
Female
Prefer not to answer

272 (100%)
135 (49.6%)
136 (50.0%)
1 (0.4%)

NYCC, n (% NYCC)
NJCC, n (% NJCC)

505 (67.9%)
275 (58.9%)
230 (83.0%)

COUNTRY OF CITIZENSHIP (US), n (%)
NYCC, n (% NYCC)
NJCC, n (% NJCC)

590 (79.3%)
337 (72.2%)
253 (91.3%)

YEARS RESIDING IN THE US, n (%)
<3 years
3-6 years
7-10 years
11-14 years
15-18 years
>19 years

732 (100%)
34 (4.6%)
76 (10.4%)
47 (6.4%)
28 (3.8%)
88 (12.0%)
459 (62.7%)

COUNTRY OF BIRTH (US), n (%)
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NYCC, n (% NYCC)
<3 years
3-6 years
7-10 years
11-14 years
15-18 years
>19 years

461 (100%)
28 (6.1%)
68 (14.8%)
38 (8.2%)
23 (5.0%)
44 (9.5%)
260 (56.4%)

NJCC, n (% NJCC)
<3 years
3-6 years
7-10 years
11-14 years
15-18 years
>19 years

271 (100%)
6 (2.2%)
8 (3.0%)
9 (3.3%)
5 (1.8%)
44 (16.2%)
199 (73.4%)

YEARS RESIDING IN THE STATE (NY or NJ), n (%)
<3 years
3-6 years
7-10 years
11-14 years
15-18 years
>19 years

727 (100%)
45 (6.2%)
89 (12.2%)
52 (7.2%)
34 (4.7%)
100 (13.8%)
407 (56.0%)

NYCC, n (% NYCC)
<3 years
3-6 years
7-10 years
11-14 years
15-18 years
>19 years

456 (100%)
35 (7.7%)
76 (16.7%)
41 (9.0%)
22 (4.8%)
50 (11.0%)
232 (50.9%)

NJCC, n (% NJCC)
<3 years
3-6 years
7-10 years
11-14 years
15-18 years
>19 years

271 (100%)
10 (3.7%)
13 (4.8%)
11 (4.1%)
12 (4.4%)
50 (18.5%)
175 (64.6%)

NUMBER OF LANGUAGES FLUENT IN, n (%)
1
2 or more

734 (100%)
311 (42.4%)
422 (57.5%)
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NYCC, n (% NYCC)
1
2 or more

462 (100%)
129 (27.9%)
332 (72.0%)

NJCC, n (% NJCC)
1
2 or more

272 (100%)
182 (58.5%)
90 (33.2%)

No children
At least 1 child

731 (100%)
677 (92.6%)
54 (7.4%)

NYCC, n (% NYCC)
No children
At least 1 child

460 (100%)
419 (91.1%)
41 (8.9%)

NJCC, n (% NJCC)
No children
At least 1 child

271 (100%)
258 (95.2%)
13 (6.6%)

NUMBER OF CHILDREN, n (%)

MEAN LIBERAL-CONSERVATISM SCORE (SD)
NYCC (SD)
NJCC (SD)

4.73 (2.18)
4.71 (2.15)
4.77 (2.23)

Despite these demographic differences, the students were essentially identical in terms of
their political orientation, self-disclosing as “neutral” [approximately ‘5’ on a scale from 0
(completely liberal) to 10 (completely conservative)]. In fact, it was originally presumed that in
terms of political identification, the NYCC students would self-identify as liberal, while NJCC
students would self-identify as conservative, based on the distinct sociopolitical environments
that the two educational institutions are located in. As presented in Table 2 below, there was no
statistical significance in political orientation between NYCC and NJCC students, as determined
by a one-way ANOVA [F (1, 714)]= 0.110, p= .740. The student sample perceived themselves as
“neutral” (4.74), which could mean that politics, or even thinking about politics, is not a salient
function of their lives. More importantly, this political neutrality was seen among students
residing in different social environments.
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Table 2
One Way Analysis of Variance of Student Political Orientation by College
Source
Between groups

df
1

SS
0.52

MS
0.52

Within groups

714

3385.99 4.74

Total

715

3386.51

F
0.11

p
0.74

Therefore, the assumption that the political environment of the surrounding area where
the public educational institution is located in, would influence the political self-identification of
the students, was not supported by the data.
Attitudes regarding Unauthorized Immigrants by Label. As evidenced in Table 3,
random assignment provided an approximately equal distribution of the two experimental
conditions, ‘illegal’ and ‘undocumented’, with the expected result that the majority of
respondents are not keenly aware of any linguistic or semantic difference between the social
labels of ‘illegal’ and ‘undocumented’. The majority of the sample (68%) tended to agree with
the statement that whichever term they received (either ‘illegal’ or ‘undocumented’), was
accurate in describing those who entered the U.S. without authorization. This is an important
result considering that one of the main implicit objectives is to not have participants harbor
conscious attitudes regarding social labels and their connection to immigration. In other words,
this result is considered to be generalizable to the U.S. population’s perception of the
indistinguishable definitions of the two labels (Carmichael and Burks, 2010). Therefore the
results from Study I can be partially interpreted into how the implicit factor of language and
labeling influences individual attitudes, rather than sole deliberate and intentional conscious
beliefs.
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Table 3
Percentage Comparisons between Labels on Unauthorized Immigrant Scale

The word ___ accurately describes those who entered
the U.S. without authorization, n (%)
Agree
Disagree

Total Sample (N= 744)
730 (100%)
493 (67.5%)
149 (20.4%)

illegal, n (% illegal)
Agree
Disagree

365 (100%)
243 (66.6%)
77 (21.1%)

undocumented, n (% undocumented)
Agree
Disagree

365 (100%)
250 (68.5%)
72 (19.7%)

___ immigrants are criminals, n (%)
Agree
Disagree

740 (100%)
129 (17.4%)
464 (62.7%)

illegal, n (% illegal)
Agree
Disagree

366 (100%)
63 (17.2%)
232 (63.4%)

undocumented, n (% undocumented)
Agree
Disagree

374 (100%)
66 (17.7%)
232 (62.0%)

___ immigrants receive better treatment than Americans, n (%)
Agree
Disagree

738 (100%)
80 (10.8%)
506 (68.6%)

illegal, n (% illegal)
Agree
Disagree

365 (100%)
34 (9.3%)
246 (65.9%)

undocumented, n (% undocumented)
Agree
Disagree

373 (100%)
46 (12.3%)
246 (65.9%)

___ immigrants take advantage of the system, n (%)
Agree
Disagree

738 (100%)
250 (33.9%)
318 (43.1%)
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illegal, n (% illegal)
Agree
Disagree

365 (100%)
115 (31.5%)
159 (43.6%)

undocumented, n (% undocumented)
Agree
Disagree

373 (100%)
135 (36.2%)
159 (42.7%)

It is fine or acceptable to use the word ___ when describing
unauthorized immigrants, n (%)
Agree
Disagree

738 (100%)
342 (46.3%)
223 (30.2%)

illegal, n (% illegal)
Agree
Disagree

366 (100%)
155 (42.3%)
128 (35.0%)

undocumented, n (% undocumented)
Agree
Disagree

372 (100%)
187 (50.3%)
95 (25.6%)

___ immigrants are hard-working people, n (100%)
Agree
Disagree

738 (100%)
471 (63.8%)
46 (6.3%)

illegal, n (% illegal)
Agree
Disagree

366 (100%)
230 (62.8%)
18 (5.0%)

undocumented, n (% undocumented)
Agree
Disagree

372 (100%)
241 (64.8%)
28 (7.5%)

___ immigrants are law-breakers, n (%)
Agree
Disagree

739 (100%)
233 (31.6%)
279 (37.7%)

illegal, n (% illegal)
Agree
Disagree

365 (100%)
107 (29.3%)
135 (37.0%)

undocumented, n (% undocumented)
Agree
Disagree

374 (100%)
126 (33.7%)
144 (38.5%)
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___ immigrants are deserving of social welfare benefits
in the U.S., n (%)
Agree
Disagree

738 (100%)
277 (37.5%)
270 (36.5%)

illegal, n (% illegal)
Agree
Disagree

366 (100%)
133 (36.3%)
127 (34.7%)

undocumented, n (% undocumented)
Agree
Disagree

372 (100%)
144 (38.8%)
145 (38.5%)

___ immigrants are dishonest people, n (%)
Agree
Disagree

739 (100%)
52 (7.0%)
445 (60.2%)

illegal, n (% illegal)
Agree
Disagree

366 (100%)
23 (6.3%)
227 (62.0%)

undocumented, n (% undocumented)
Agree
Disagree

373 (100%)
29 (7.7%)
218 (58.5%)

The results demonstrate a generally positive, or pro-, attitude towards unauthorized
immigrants. Additionally, as Table 4 reflects, a series of independent samples T-Tests indicated
that the priming of the terms ‘illegal’ and ‘undocumented’ did not seem to significantly influence
attitudes on unauthorized immigrants/immigration, except for what the proper terminology
should be. This study found that those students in the ‘undocumented’ condition were
statistically significantly higher in agreement (3.52 + 1.9) that it is fine or acceptable to use that
word (rather than ‘illegal’) when describing unauthorized immigrants, compared to those in the
‘illegal’ condition (3.14 + 2.1), t (736) = -2.551, p= .011. Those students presented with the
‘undocumented’ term viewed it much more positive than those presented with the ‘illegal’ term,
as it relates to what the proper terminology should be for unauthorized immigrants.
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Table 4
Mean Differences between Labels on Unauthorized Immigrant Scale
Outcome

Group
M

illegal
SD

n

undocumented
M
SD
n

95% CI for
Mean
Difference

t

df

The word ___ accurately describes those who
entered the U.S. without authorization.

4.11

2.00

365

4.20

1.90

365

-0.37, 0.19

-0.63

728

___ immigrants are criminals.

1.75

1.89

366

1.75

1.83

374

-0.27, 0.27

-0.02

738

___ immigrants receive better treatment than
Americans.

1.35

1.60

365

1.54

1.72

373

-0.43, 0.05

-1.58

736

___ immigrants take advantage of the system.

2.55

1.84

365

2.73

1.90

373

-0.46, 0.08

-1.38

736

It is fine or acceptable to use the word ___ when
describing unauthorized immigrants.

3.14

2.09

366

3.52

1.95

372

-0.67, -0.09

-2.55*

736

___ immigrants are hard-working people

4.34

1.40

366

4.33

1.49

372

-0.19, 0.23

0.15

736

___ immigrants are law-breakers.

2.74

1.76

365

2.78

1.79

374

-0.29, 0.22

-0.25

737

___ immigrants are deserving of social welfare
benefits in the U.S.

2.95

1.89

366

2.98

1.94

372

-0.31, 0.25

-0.22

736

___ immigrants are dishonest people.

1.61

1.50

366

1.80

1.48

373

-0.41, 0.03

-1.73

737

* p < .05.
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General System Justification by Label. Table 5 presents the responses to the General
System Justification Scale based on the independent variable manipulation. The results indicate,
surprisingly, that the majority of the participants do not endorse the normative status quo, at least
at the conscious level, and irrespective of social label. Perhaps a display of the stereotypical
young and liberal college student, these respondents seemed to say that ‘the way things are’
should be changed.
Table 5
Percentage Comparisons between Labels on General System Justification Scale

In general, you find society to be fair, n (%)
Agree
Disagree

Total Sample (N= 744)
741 (100%)
152 (20.5%)
485 (65.4%)

illegal, n (% illegal)
Agree
Disagree

366 (100%)
70 (19.1%)
238 (65.0%)

undocumented, n (% undocumented)
Agree
Disagree

375 (100%)
82 (21.9%)
247 (65.8%)

Everyone has a fair shot at wealth and happiness, n (%)
Agree
Disagree

740 (100%)
220 (29.7%)
443 (59.8%)

illegal, n (% illegal)
Agree
Disagree

366 (100%)
110 (30.0%)
220 (60.0%)

undocumented, n (% undocumented)
Agree
Disagree

374 (100%)
110 (29.5%)
223 (59.5%)

Society is set-up so that people usually get what they
deserve, n (%)
Agree
Disagree

741 (100%)
176 (23.7%)
448 (60.4%)
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illegal, n (% illegal)
Agree
Disagree

366 (100%)
76 (20.7%)
223 (60.9%)

undocumented, n (% undocumented)
Agree
Disagree

375 (100%)
100 (26.6%)
225 (60.0%)

The United States is the best country in the world
to live in, n (%)
Agree
Disagree

737 (100%)
265 (36.0%)
264 (35.9%)

illegal, n (% illegal)
Agree
Disagree

364 (100%)
121 (33.2%)
135 (37.1%)

undocumented, n (% undocumented)
Agree
Disagree

373 (100%)
144 (38.6%)
129 (34.6%)

In general, the American political system operates as it
should, n (%)
Agree
Disagree

739 (100%)
157 (21.2%)
436 (59.1%)

illegal, n (% illegal)
Agree
Disagree

365 (100%)
71 (19.5%)
224 (61.3%)

undocumented, n (% undocumented)
Agree
Disagree

374 (100%)
86 (23.1%)
212 (56.7%)

Society is getting worse every year, n (%)
Agree
Disagree

741 (100%)
396 (53.5%)
159 (21.5%)

illegal, n (% illegal)
Agree
Disagree

366 (100%)
204 (55.7%)
71 (19.4%)

undocumented, n (% undocumented)
Agree
Disagree

375 (100%)
192 (51.2%)
88 (23.5%)
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The state’s immigration policies serve the greater good, n (%)
Agree
Disagree

734 (100%)
200 (27.2%)
219 (29.8%)

illegal, n (% illegal)
Agree
Disagree

364 (100%)
86 (23.6%)
115 (31.5%)

undocumented, n (% undocumented)
Agree
Disagree

370 (100%)
114 (30.7%)
104 (28.1%)

U.S. immigration policy needs to be restructured, n (%)
Agree
Disagree

739 (100%)
550 (74.4%)
50 (6.8%)

illegal, n (% illegal)
Agree
Disagree

365 (100%)
265 (72.5%)
28 (7.7%)

undocumented, n (% undocumented)
Agree
Disagree

374 (100%)
285 (76.3%)
22 (5.8%)

Similarly, as Table 6 shows, the priming of the terms did not seem to influence implicit
support for the belief in the status quo, except for the state’s (NY or NJ) immigration policies.
This study found that those students in the ‘undocumented’ condition were statistically
significantly higher in agreement (3.01 + 1.6) that the state’s (either New York or New Jersey)
immigration policies serve the greater good, compared to those in the ‘illegal’ condition (2.77 +
1.5), t (732)= -2.074, p= .038.
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Table 6
Mean Differences between Labels on General System Justification Scale
Outcome

In general, you find society to be fair.

M
1.89

illegal
SD
1.63

n
366

undocumented
M
SD
n
2.07
1.69 375

95% CI for
Mean
Difference
-0.42, 0.06

Everyone has a fair shot at wealth and happiness.

2.30

2.08

366

2.30

2.07

374

-0.30, 0.30

-0.01

738

Society is set-up so that people usually get what
they deserve.

2.05

1.75

366

2.21

1.84

375

-0.42, 0.10

-1.22

739

The United States is the best country in the world
to live in.

2.89

1.98

364

3.14

1.91

373

-0.53, 0.03

-1.76

735

In general, the American political system operates
as it should.

2.03

1.65

365

2.12

1.68

374

-0.34, 0.15

-0.78

737

Society is getting worse every year.

3.81

1.75

366

3.66

1.74

375

-0.11, 0.40

1.13

739

The state’s immigration policies serve the greater
good.

2.77

1.48

364

3.01

1.57

370

-0.45, -0.01

-2.07*

732

U.S. immigration policy needs to be restructured.

4.49

1.49

365

4.83

5.29

374

-0.90, 0.23

-1.17

737

* p < .05.

Group

t
-1.51

df
739
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This result seems contradictory, based upon earlier research on implicit support for the
status quo, political ideology, and the research hypotheses. It was expected that the ‘illegal’
condition would result in higher agreement for the state’s immigration policies, not
‘undocumented’. Two possible explanations are offered: a) as the means for each item on the
General System Justification Scale indicate, the term ‘undocumented’ may have had a “carryover” positive effect on all items, such that it increased agreement; or b) thinking about, and
using, the label ‘undocumented’, influences the tendency to support the status quo- perhaps
signifying that exposure to the label prompts more favorable thinking about a localized target
(i.e. state), rather than a distant (i.e. federal) target.
Following the results from a comparison between labels, and reflecting the research aims
and questions, attention is now turned towards a comparison between the colleges.
Attitudes regarding Unauthorized Immigrants by College. The NYCC and NJCC
sample responses did reflect a difference in attitude regarding unauthorized immigrants, with the
NYCC sample indicating a more pro-immigrant stance compared to the NJCC sample (Table 7).
Table 7
Percentage Comparisons between Colleges on Unauthorized Immigrant Scale

The word ___ accurately describes those who entered
the U.S. without authorization, n (%)
Agree
Disagree

Total Sample (N= 744)
730 (100%)
493 (67.5%)
149 (20.4%)

NYCC, n (% NYCC)
Agree
Disagree

455 (100%)
287 (63.1%)
101 (22.2%)

NJCC, n (% NJCC)
Agree
Disagree

275 (100%)
206 (74.9%)
48 (17.5%)
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___ immigrants are criminals, n (%)
Agree
Disagree

740 (100%)
129 (17.4%)
464 (62.7%)

NYCC, n (% NYCC)
Agree
Disagree

465 (100%)
53 (11.3%)
330 (71.0%)

NJCC, n (% NJCC)
Agree
Disagree

275 (100%)
76 (27.7%)
134 (48.7%)

___ immigrants receive better treatment than Americans, n (%)
Agree
Disagree

738 (100%)
80 (10.8%)
506 (68.6%)

NYCC, n (% NYCC)
Agree
Disagree

463 (100%)
33 (7.1%)
348 (75.2%)

NJCC, n (% NJCC)
Agree
Disagree

275 (100%)
47 (17.0%)
158 (57.5%)

___ immigrants take advantage of the system, n (%)
Agree
Disagree

738 (100%)
250 (33.9%)
318 (43.1%)

NYCC, n (% NYCC)
Agree
Disagree

463 (100%)
118 (25.5%)
238 (51.3%)

NJCC, n (% NJCC)
Agree
Disagree

275 (100%)
132 (48.0%)
80 (29.1%)

It is fine or acceptable to use the word ___ when describing
unauthorized immigrants, n (%)
Agree
Disagree
NYCC, n (% NYCC)
Agree
Disagree

738 (100%)
342 (46.3%)
223 (30.2%)
463 (100%)
189 (40.8%)
166 (35.9%)
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NJCC, n (% NJCC)
Agree
Disagree
___ immigrants are hard-working people, n (100%)
Agree
Disagree

275 (100%)
153 (55.6%)
57 (20.8%)
738 (100%)
471 (63.8%)
46 (6.3%)

NYCC, n (% NYCC)
Agree
Disagree

463 (100%)
316 (68.2%)
27 (5.8%)

NJCC, n (% NJCC)
Agree
Disagree

275 (100%)
155 (56.3%)
19 (6.9%)

___ immigrants are law-breakers, n (%)
Agree
Disagree

739 (100%)
233 (31.6%)
279 (37.7%)

NYCC, n (% NYCC)
Agree
Disagree

465 (100%)
113 (24.3%)
207 (44.5%)

NJCC, n (% NJCC)
Agree
Disagree

274 (100%)
120 (43.8%)
72 (26.3%)

___ immigrants are deserving of social welfare benefits
in the U.S., n (%)
Agree
Disagree

738 (100%)
277 (37.5%)
270 (36.5%)

NYCC, n (% NYCC)
Agree
Disagree

463 (100%)
215 (46.5%)
121 (26.2%)

NJCC, n (% NJCC)
Agree
Disagree

275 (100%)
62 (22.5%)
149 (54.1%)

___ immigrants are dishonest people, n (%)
Agree
Disagree

739 (100%)
52 (7.0%)
445 (60.2%)
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NYCC, n (% NYCC)
Agree
Disagree

464 (100%)
30 (6.5%)
298 (64.2%)

NJCC, n (% NJCC)
Agree
Disagree

275 (100%)
22 (8.0%)
147 (53.4%)

Although results indicate that the two groups of college students (NYCC and NJCC) did
not politically self-identify differently from each other, a series of independent samples T-tests
were conducted to measure the hypothesis that the students were different from each other in
terms of their agreement on the questionnaire scales. As shown in Table 8, these results seem to
reflect a general pro-immigrant attitude held by the NYCC sample, versus an anti-immigrant one
held by the NJCC sample. For instance, the NYCC sample was significantly higher in agreement
that unauthorized immigrants are hard-working people, and are deserving of social welfare
benefits in the U.S., compared to the NJCC sample. The NJCC sample, on the other hand, was
significantly higher in agreement that unauthorized immigrants are criminals, receive better
treatment than Americans, take advantage of “the system”, are law-breakers, and are dishonest.
While a multitude of factors may account for these differences, the hypothesis is validated that
NYCC and NJCC students view the topic of immigration with different lenses.
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Table 8
Mean Differences between Colleges on Unauthorized Immigrant Scale
Outcome

Group
M

NYCC
SD

n

M

NJCC
SD

n

95% CI for
Mean
Difference

t

df

The word ___ accurately describes those who
entered the U.S. without authorization.

4.02

2.02

455

4.37

1.81

275

-0.65, -0.07

-2.41*

728

___ immigrants are criminals.

1.36

1.72

465

2.41

1.90

275

-1.31, -0.78

-7.71**

738

___ immigrants receive better treatment than
Americans.

1.16

1.54

463

1.94

1.75

275

-1.02, -0.54

-6.32**

736

___ immigrants take advantage of the system.

2.28

1.80

463

3.25

1.83

275

-1.24, -0.70

-7.04**

736

It is fine or acceptable to use the word ___ when
describing unauthorized immigrants.

3.03

2.02

463

3.83

1.95

275

-1.10, -0.51

-5.31**

736

___ immigrants are hard-working people.

4.49

1.48

465

4.07

1.35

275

0.21, 0.64

3.92**

736

___ immigrants are law-breakers.

2.46

1.75

465

3.26

1.71

274

-1.05, -0.54

-6.02**

737

___ immigrants are deserving of social welfare
benefits in the U.S.

3.42

1.80

463

2.18

1.84

275

0.97, 1.51

8.98**

736

___ immigrants are dishonest people.

1.56

1.50

464

1.95

1.45

275

-0.61, -0.17

-3.48**

737

* p < .05.
** p < .01.
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Following these results , an analysis on status quo endorsement between the colleges was
performed.
General System Justification by College. Finally, the results from Table 9 seem to
reflect the general pattern of greater system justification amongst those who are politically
conservative. The NJCC sample tended to bolster the status quo more (compared to the NYCC
sample) on some, but not all, of the General System Justification Scale items.
Table 9
Percentage Comparisons between Colleges on General System Justification Scale

In general, you find society to be fair, n (%)
Agree
Disagree

Total Sample (N= 744)
741 (100%)
152 (20.5%)
485 (65.4%)

NYCC, n (% NYCC)
Agree
Disagree

466 (100%)
84 (18.0%)
321 (68.9%)

NJCC, n (% NJCC)
Agree
Disagree

275 (100%)
68 (24.7%)
164 (59.6%)

Everyone has a fair shot at wealth and happiness, n (%)
Agree
Disagree

740 (100%)
220 (29.7%)
443 (59.8%)

NYCC, n (% NYCC)
Agree
Disagree

466 (100%)
125 (26.9%)
287 (61.6%)

NJCC, n (% NJCC)
Agree
Disagree

274 (100%)
95 (34.6%)
156 (56.9%)

Society is set-up so that people usually get what they
deserve, n (%)
Agree
Disagree

741 (100%)
176 (23.7%)
448 (60.4%)
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NYCC, n (% NYCC)
Agree
Disagree

466 (100%)
111 (23.9%)
283 (60.7%)

NJCC, n (% NJCC)
Agree
Disagree

275 (100%)
65 (23.6%)
165 (60.0%)

The United States is the best country in the world
to live in, n (%)
Agree
Disagree

737 (100%)
265 (36.0%)
264 (35.9%)

NYCC, n (% NYCC)
Agree
Disagree

463 (100%)
146 (31.5%)
182 (39.3%)

NJCC, n (% NJCC)
Agree
Disagree

274 (100%)
119 (43.4%)
82 (29.9%)

In general, the American political system operates as it
should, n (%)
Agree
Disagree

739 (100%)
157 (21.2%)
436 (59.1%)

NYCC, n (% NYCC)
Agree
Disagree

464 (100%)
99 (21.4%)
168 (57.7%)

NJCC, n (% NJCC)
Agree
Disagree

275 (100%)
58 (21.1%)
168 (61.1%)

Society is getting worse every year, n (%)
Agree
Disagree

741 (100%)
396 (53.5%)
159 (21.5%)

NYCC, n (% NYCC)
Agree
Disagree

466 (100%)
263 (56.5%)
96 (20.6%)

NJCC, n (% NJCC)
Agree
Disagree

275 (100%)
133 (48.4%)
63 (22.9%)
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The state’s immigration policies serve the greater good, n (%)
Agree
Disagree

734 (100%)
200 (27.2%)
219 (29.8%)

NYCC, n (% NYCC)
Agree
Disagree

460 (100%)
117 (25.4%)
154 (33.5%)

NJCC, n (% NJCC)
Agree
Disagree

274 (100%)
83 (30.4%)
65 (23.7%)

U.S. immigration policy needs to be restructured, n (%)
Agree
Disagree

739 (100%)
550 (74.4%)
50 (6.8%)

NYCC, n (% NYCC)
Agree
Disagree

464 (100%)
342 (73.7%)
31 (6.8%)

NJCC, n (% NJCC)
Agree
Disagree

275 (100%)
208 (75.6%)
19 (7.0%)

As seen in Table 10, the NJCC sample was significantly higher in agreement that society
is fair, everyone has a fair shot at wealth and happiness, and that the United States is the best
country in the world to live in.
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Table 10
Mean Differences between Colleges on General System Justification Scale
Outcome

In general, you find society to be fair.

M
1.84

NYCC
SD
1.66

n
466

M
2.22

NJCC
SD
1.64

n
275

95% CI for
Mean
Difference
-0.62, -0.13

Everyone has a fair shot at wealth and happiness.

2.17

2.05

466

2.51

2.11

274

-0.65, -0.03

-2.18*

738

Society is set-up so that people usually get what
they deserve.

2.12

1.81

466

2.16

1.76

275

-0.31, 0.22

-0.33

739

The United States is the best country in the world
to live in.

2.80

1.88

463

3.38

2.00

274

-0.87, -0.29

-3.95**

735

In general, the American political system operates
as it should.

2.09

1.68

464

2.06

1.65

275

-0.22, 0.28

0.22

737

Society is getting worse every year.

3.81

1.78

466

3.60

1.69

275

-0.04, 0.48

1.64

739

The state’s immigration policies serve the greater
good.

2.77

1.54

460

3.09

1.49

274

-0.55, -0.09

-2.77**

732

U.S. immigration policy needs to be restructured.

4.54

1.49

464

4.86

6.11

275

-0.90, 0.27

-1.06

737

* p < .05.
** p < .01.

Group

t
-3.00**

df
739
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The hypothesis that the priming of the social label “illegal” or “undocumented” would
influence attitudes concerning unauthorized immigrants was not proven. Since the NJCC
students did not come across as viewing themselves as conservative compared to the NYCC
students, there may be an undisclosed factor that may be tuning their sociopolitical views.
Because the college itself seemed more influential than the experimental condition, there could
be an undisclosed factor, related to the college, operating behind these attitudes- namely, the
social environment both within and outside the respective colleges.
Exposure and Usage of Labels by College. A series of independent samples T-Test was
conducted to determine whether the students from the two colleges were different in terms of the
degree to which they either hear their friends or family members say the words “illegal”,
“undocumented”, “alien”, or any other term (as they relate to unauthorized immigration), the
degree to which they see those same terms when reading about immigration topics, and the
degree to which they hear those same labels when hearing about immigration topics.
As evidenced by Table 11, NYCC and NJCC students hear the words “illegal”,
“undocumented”, and “alien” at different levels to a significant degree, from their friends and
family members. The NYCC sample reported having a statistically significant higher percentage
of friends and family members that use the word ‘undocumented’ when talking about
immigration topics, as opposed to the NJCC sample who reported a statistically significant
higher percentage of friends and family members who use the words ‘illegal’ and ‘alien’ when
discussing immigration topics. Results also demonstrate that the NYCC sample reported seeing
and hearing the word ‘undocumented’, as it relates to immigration, to a statistically significant
higher degree than the NJCC sample, who reported seeing the word ‘alien’ more. One can begin
to postulate the effect that others have on social attitudes. Consistent with the hypothesis, there

78
does seem to be a potential for the socialization of sociopolitical attitudes as it concerns
immigrants and/or immigration. The answer to the question regarding the origins for the
divergent attitudes between NYCC and NJCC students may come in the form of the social labels
used by significant members of one’s social circle- most importantly, friends and family.
However, it is not simply the influence of significant members of one’s life that can bear
on our cognitions regarding sociopolitical topics but also the influence of the social environment
we find ourselves in. In terms of reading about immigration topics, NYCC students reported
seeing the word “undocumented” more, while NJCC students reported seeing the word “alien”
more. The argument can be made, then, that NYCC and NJCC students “read” different thingswhether they be newspapers, magazines, websites, and even social media. The argument can also
be made that the terms and social labels they read, or are exposed to, also has a significant
impact on their evaluative cognitions.
NYCC students also reported hearing the word “undocumented” to a significant degree
more than the NJCC students- though the latter group also heard the words “illegal” and “alien”
more than the former group (but not significantly more). This last set of results follows the
general pattern witnessed earlier- that NYCC and NJCC students “hear” different things, which
could originate from TV, radio, and even other individuals.
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Table 11
Mean Differences between Colleges on Observed Percentage Usage of Labels
Outcome

Group
M

NYCC
SD

n

M

NJCC
SD

n

95% CI for
Mean
Difference

t

df

When talking about immigration topics, what
percentage of your friends use the term illegal, or
illegals?

48.98

35.07

451

57.43

33.74

259

-13.74, -3.15

-3.13**

708

When talking about immigration topics, what
percentage of your friends use the term
undocumented?

18.46

24.42

447

11.09

19.35

258

3.89, 10.85

4.15**

703

When talking about immigration topics, what
percentage of your friends use the term alien, or
aliens?

13.13

20.37

446

17.47

23.29

259

-7.64, -1.05

-2.59**

703

When talking about immigration topics, what
percentage of your family members use the term
illegal, or illegals?

43.61

36.61

448

57.84

35.12

255

-19.79, -8.68

-5.03**

701

When talking about immigration topics, what
percentage of your family members use the term
undocumented?

25.66

31.44

446

17.51

28.25

253

3.47, 12.84

3.42**

697

When talking about immigration topics, what
percentage of your friends use the term alien, or
aliens?

11.32

20.58

441

15.06

24.05

254

-7.14, -0.36

-2.17*

693

* p < .05.
** p < .01.
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Outcome

Group
M

NYCC
SD

n

M

NJCC
SD

n

95% CI for
Mean
Difference

t

df

When reading about immigration topics, what
percentage of the term illegal, or illegals, do you
see?

47.48

28.84

444

45.47

26.60

254

-2.33, 6.34

0.91

696

When reading about immigration topics, what
percentage of the term undocumented do you see?

29.05

26.69

442

23.92

23.99

254

1.15, 9.11

2.53*

696

When reading about immigration topics, what
percentage of the term alien, or aliens, do you
see?

20.32

22.78

442

25.97

22.53

254

-9.15, -2.14

-3.16**

694

When hearing about immigration topics, what
percentage of the term illegal, or illegals, do you
hear?

50.00

29.07

449

53.22

26.52

255

-7.56, 1.12

-1.46

702

When hearing about immigration topics, what
percentage of the term undocumented do you
hear?

27.60

26.93

443

17.72

20.69

255

6.05, 13.71

5.06**

696

When hearing about immigration topics, what
percentage of the term alien, or aliens, do you
hear?

19.89

24.16

445

22.92

22.89

255

-6.69, 0.62

-1.63

698

* p < .05.
** p < .01
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As the research aim for Study I was to examine the cognitive and ideological implications
of the language in current and domestic immigration debate and policy, the results indicate a
mixed set of confirmed and unconfirmed hypotheses. The first research question dealt with
whether social label priming can influence political attitudes- specifically, whether the labels
‘illegal’ and ‘undocumented’ influence agreement or disagreement on statements regarding
unauthorized immigrants. The hypothesis that participants in the ‘illegal’ condition would
indicate less support for unauthorized immigrants, compared to participants in the
‘undocumented’ condition, was unfounded in terms of statistical significance. However, the scale
item means were lower for the ‘illegal’ condition and higher for the ‘undocumented’ condition.
In other words, anti-unauthorized immigrant attitudes tended to come from the ‘illegal’
condition, but not the ‘undocumented’ condition, providing experimental evidence that the labels
are perceived as different by a large and diverse college sample.
In addition, the second hypothesis that participants in the ‘illegal’ condition would
indicate more support for the status quo, compared to those in the ‘undocumented’ condition, as
measured by the General System Justification Scale, was also unfounded. In fact, contrary to the
hypothesis, the scale item means were higher for ‘undocumented’ and lower for ‘illegal’.
Therefore, while ‘undocumented’ allows for a more pro-unauthorized immigrant stance, it also
potentially leads to higher system justification. In other words, while the more positive
connotation of ‘undocumented’ leads to favorable attitudes about unauthorized immigrants
themselves, it can also implicitly motivate attitudes to support the prevailing social, political, and
legal structure. While statistical significance was not found for this hypothesis, results seem to
indicate that the labels can also direct thinking in sociopolitical ideology in the areas of
‘patriotism’ and ‘fairness’. As stated previously, a possible explanation resides in the emotional
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connotation of the labels, such that the more “positive” nature of ‘undocumented’ influences
cognitions of fairness and equality, whereas ‘illegal’ contains tinges of disproportion and
imbalance.
The third and fourth hypotheses dealt with the influence of social environment in
predicting sociopolitical attitudes such that students attending an urban community college will
indicate higher support for unauthorized immigrants (compared to students attending a suburban
community college), and that students attending a suburban community college will indicate
more support for the overarching social structure and system (compared to students attending an
urban community college). Both hypotheses were confirmed, as statistical significance was
reached for almost all scale items. Therefore, while label priming did not provide conclusive
evidence of the cognitive and ideological implications of the language in the immigration debate
and policy, social environment did- specifically, that urban and suburban settings provided a
point of difference in both unauthorized immigrant attitudes and sociopolitical ideology to a
significant degree. Urban students may be, know of, or have had actual interactions with
unauthorized immigrants to a higher degree than suburban students, and may therefore have
more positive attitudes towards that group. In addition, the “Benetton effect”, where diversity is
perceived as an asset, may be higher in urban and cosmopolitan settings compared to suburban
and homogeneous settings, where diversity may be viewed as problematic. In a cognitive effort
to maintain homogeneity, suburban students may wish to support the status quo, rather than wish
to alter it, compared to students in urban settings where diversity is the “norm”. While political
orientation should predict these attitudinal differences, the two college samples were essentially
politically identical. Therefore, an explanation for these attitudinal differences could reside in the
external (i.e. environment), rather than the internal (i.e. disposition).
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Finally, the last research question under this research aim, investigate the relationship
between social label exposure and social environment. Given the result that students in urban
settings were more positive in their attitudes, it was predicted that urban students would report
“hearing” and “seeing” the term ‘undocumented’ to a greater degree than suburban settings,
whereas suburban students would report “hearing” and “seeing” the term ‘illegal’ to a higher
degree. This hypothesis was confirmed, and used as evidence for the interactions that exist
between labels and individuals in differing contexts. These results indicate that the role of social
interactions, as well as interactions with media, have a powerful influence on sociopolitical
attitudes. In other words, these results provide an explanation as to the effect of social
environment on sociopolitical attitudes.
Subsequently, Study II sought to examine the social psychological determinants of
language and label usage- specifically investigating the beliefs and values behind the labels
‘illegal’ and ‘undocumented’.
Focus Groups
‘Illegal’ vs. ‘Undocumented’. A qualitative values analysis of how community/junior
college students view the social labels of “illegal” and “undocumented” as they relate to
immigration followed the quantitative results from Study I. Through Study II, an analysis into
the language, as well as the social representations, of labels, complements the previous results.
In total, there were three (3) NYCC focus groups, comprised of eight (8) students, and
two (2) NJCC focus groups, comprised of six (6) students. Of the eight (8) NYCC students, two
(2) were immigrants (Japan and Israel), and six (6) were U.S.-born. Of the six (6) NJCC
students, three (3) were immigrants (England, India, and Colombia).
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In order to illustrate the interplay between self and society through language, the unit of
analysis consisted of the definitions the student participants gave for the labels “illegal” and
“undocumented”. These definitions are seen as interactions between one’s thinking and language
to refer to those labels, and the prevailing societal discourse on those very labels. These
definitions are then seen as tools used to navigate their social understanding. Comparisons are
then made between individuals in different social contexts. Any differences uncovered between
the two college groups should then reflect a difference in how the tool of language varies from
one environment to the other, as a means of engaging in, and achieving particular goals. A
comparison of enacted values in diverse contexts is considered significant in terms of the beliefs
and practices encountered in settings.
A values analysis of the focus group transcripts of the students’ definitions of ‘illegal’
and ‘undocumented’ resulted in narratives organized around three principles- ‘Social Labels’ (in
general), ‘Illegal/Illegality’, and ‘Undocumented’ (see Table 12). The ‘Social Labels’ category
was created, after observation that the students had beliefs and emotions regarding not only the
terms given to them in the exercise, but also about the place and significance of social labels as a
whole.
As the aim of Study II sought to examine the social psychological determinants of
language and label usage, the research question investigated the labels “illegal” and
“undocumented” when discussing the immigration topic and debate. Higher or lower counts, or
frequencies, of values would indicate more (or less) popular representative thought, or discourse,
regarding either Social Labels, Illegality, or Undocumented. Higher or lower frequencies of
enacted values should also then represent accepted or rejected meaning-making cultural tools
used by individuals in particular social contexts (Daiute, 2014).
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For instance, the two highest frequency counts under the ‘Social Labels’ category
consisted of the values, “Labels are applied to particular immigrant groups” and “The labels may
seem different, but they are actually the same”. In other words, there seems to be divided opinion
on the purpose and nature of the ‘illegal’ and ‘undocumented’ labels- they either mark actual and
specific social groups, or there is no difference between them. This is considered generalizable in
the larger discourse on immigration (Carmichael & Burks, 2010).
Second, the highest frequency count under the ‘Illegal’ category came with the value, “If
it is illegal, it is against the law”. Offered as a strict definition of the nature of ‘illegal’, it is also
interpreted as the prevailing general thought of illegality synonymous with criminality. Through
the same logic, should something be ‘legal’, then it would be in compliance with the law,
Finally, the highest frequency count under the ‘Undocumented’ category came with the
value, “Undocumented refers to an individual’s particular situation”. While vague and general,
when applied to the immigration topic however, this value suggests the belief that
‘undocumented’ concerns the circumstances and conditions in an individual’s life.
From this perspective, the label ‘illegal’ offers an effortless and straightforward
definition, while ‘undocumented’ requires more active cognition. It is perhaps, then, not
surprising, that the discourse on immigration is often bridled with ‘illegal’ rather than
‘undocumented’.

86
Table 12
Frequency of Values Enacted in Focus Groups by College
VALUE
SOCIAL LABELS
Labels are applied to particular immigrant groups.
The labels may seem different, but they are actually the same.
Labels can be verbs, adjectives, or nouns.
The labels are different.
Understanding the history of the labels is important.
Label use depends on ingroup/outgroup membership.
Labels are seen and heard in the media.
Labels serve a political purpose.
Labels serve to 'Other' individuals.
Labels are part of the social environment.
Labels target people.
Other labels should be introduced.
ILLEGAL/ILLEGALITY
If it is illegal, it is against the law.
If it is illegal, it is unethical/immoral.
Legality is socially-constructed.
Illegal is dangerous.
Illegal is entering the country without permission.
Illegal is negative.
Illegal is used when there is no proof of citizenship, and to criminalize activities that immigrants do.
Activities are labeled 'illegal' to help protect the population.
Illegal is not precise or clear because it is overused.
Illegal is related to narrow-mindedness.
UNDOCUMENTED
Undocumented refers to an individual's particular situation.

NYCC

NJCC

TOTALS

3
2
1
2
0
1
1
1
1
0
0
0
NYCC
4
2
1
2
1
1
1
1
0
0
NYCC
2

2
2
1
0
2
0
0
0
0
1
1
1
NJCC
5
1
2
0
1
1
0
0
1
1
NJCC
1

5
4
2
2
2
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
TOTALS
9
3
3
2
2
2
1
1
1
1
TOTALS
3
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Undocumented is staying in a foreign country longer than authorized.
Undocumented is used when there is no proof of citizenship.
Being undocumented is like being lost, waiting to get help.
If it is undocumented, it is not official yet.
If it is undocumented, then it should not be allowed because there is no proof.
Undocumented is not dangerous.
Undocumented is less negative.
Undocumented is used to refer to labor.
Acknowledgement that we are all immigrants is important.
TOTALS:

2
1
0
0
1
1
0
0
0
39

0
1
2
2
0
0
1
1
1
36

2
2
2
2
1
1
1
1
1
75
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After the first round of categorization of value identification in the students’ narratives
across the three principles, the subsequent round dealt with whether the values were shared, or
not, between the two college groups as a comparison (see Figure 5). Cultural and social ideology
on the three principles can be viewed as reflective of either the particular social environment
(NYCC/urban or NJCC/suburban), or as insight into the difference between the two sites.
Figure 5
Comparison of Social Label Values between Colleges

It is important to acknowledge that social
labels can be verbs, adjectives, or nouns.

Value

It is important to realize that social labels
are socially-constructed.

NYCC
NJCC
If we understood the history of social
labels, we would acknowledge that we
are all immigrants.

Social labels are applied depending on
group membership, which often serve a
sociopolitical purpose in 'Othering'
individuals.
0

1

2

3

Count

4

5
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To begin, values surrounding social labels were seen when students expressed that “It is
important to acknowledge that social labels can be verbs, adjectives, or nouns.” As noted in the
Methodology chapter (p.51), values were identified as principles and beliefs concerning their
understanding of themselves, society/the world, and/or others. By acknowledging the linguistic
component of labels and their consequences, students here are expressing the value of knowledge
and the importance of language in their understanding of society. With this value, students are
stating that an acknowledgement of linguistics and grammar is important in understanding how
social labels are part of our society.
A similar value was seen when students stated that “It is important to realize that social
labels are socially-constructed.” Participants from the two college focus groups interpreted the
term “illegal” as contingent upon the social context where the “illegality” is occurring. In other
words, these students applied sociocultural variations to the definition of ‘illegality’.
The student excerpt below illustrates a combination of the two values- the value of
understanding how linguistic differences relate to their social understanding, and the value of the
social construction of words:
“And for the definitions, it was kind of long. Let’s see. Here’s
two parts to each word. There’s the adjective and noun. For
‘illegal’, the adjective is ‘when caught by authority figures
doing something that goes against the code of law’. Because
what’s legal in one country may not be legal in another country.
‘He was caught making an illegal U-turn.’ Or ‘He was caught
illegally going over the speed limit.’ Where if you’re driving
in Germany on the Autobahn, there is no speed limit. But there
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is in America, so there’s that.”(NJCC student)
The first five sentences of this student’s definition of the term ‘illegal’ reflects his/her belief that
grammar is a critical factor in the definition of words. However, the following five sentences
represent his/her belief that words and labels, such as ‘illegal’, are also dependent on context,
and thereby socially-constructed by nations, communities, and policies.
As these two values were observed in both college samples, it can be said that students do
consider the role of language and labeling in their understanding of the world. One NJCC student
who was a History major, on the other hand, expressed a value emerged that centered on the
notion that “If we understood the history of social labels, we would acknowledge that we are all
immigrants.” While a range of explanations might include the student’s academic focus, to the
institution’s curriculum, it is worthwhile to note that this value was not expressed by any of the
NYCC students.
Other values involving social labels were also observed- and these were not shared
between the two student groups. For instance, the NYCC sample generated a value which stated
that, “Social labels are applied depending on group membership, which often serve a
sociopolitical purpose in ‘Othering’ individuals”. Given the often indirect purpose of labeling in
order to target others, this value is considered to be significant in the understanding of social
labels. Students here connected the term with immigration, identifying the label as potentially
having racial undertones. One student, for example, said this:
“OK. You asked us to, like, kind of do the dictionary definition
of ‘illegal’. And at first, I was thinking like, you know, sort of
say what illegal is. But then, I was like, no. Illegal to me is like
used to refer to a non-naturalized person in the United States for
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the purpose of, like, dehumanizing them and ‘other’-ing them.
Because honestly, it’s like a very political word. Because illegals
aren’t a different type of person. They’re just people, generally,
that come to this country for their own reasons.” (NYCC student)
This value was not expressed by any of the NJCC students, which corresponds to the results
found in Study I, whereby beliefs regarding unauthorized immigrants are seemingly more
positive and varied in the NYCC sample, compared to the NJCC sample.
Regarding the term ‘Illegal’, diverse values arose from the NYCC and NJCC student
groups- again, some that were shared and another that was not (see Figure 6).
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Figure 6
Comparison of ‘Illegal’ and ‘Undocumented’ Values between Colleges

It is valued to be precise in legal matters.

Value

The value of 'illegal' lies in its protection
of the population.

'Illegal' is inflated because it criminalizes
daily normal activity and existence in its
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The one shared value of the label ‘illegal’ was in its precision of the law- in other words,
that it is important to be precise in legal matters. This value was observed in both college groups,
and with most frequency. Students from both colleges tended to view “illegal” in a very linear
and dichotomous sense. They interpreted the word “illegal” as the literal opposite of “legal”, in
other words- criminal, as evidenced by the strict and concrete applications in their usage
examples:
“I don’t know if I explain it well, but “illegal”, I put an
activity that’s – that is against the law… And, for example,
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like smoking in the building in New York is illegal.”(NYCC student)
Another value of ‘illegal’ that was not shared, however, came from one student in the
NYCC sample whose narrative expressed that “The value of illegal lies in its protection of the
population.” In other words, activities and actions marked as ‘illegal’ are done so in order to
keep the bad from the good, the unethical from the ethical, and the immoral from the moral:
“And I also drew, for “illegal”, like a little list. I wrote,
‘prohibited, against the law, unethical’, and also an attempt
to help people to be morally right and stay safe, such as how
they increased the age for cigarettes, and now it’s 21.” (NYCC student)
In terms of the value of ‘illegal’, both groups of students expressed the value that “illegal
is inflated because it criminalizes daily normal activity and existence in its overuse”. Expressing
this value, students viewed the label as vague, but also harmful, and stated that the label is
applied to certain groups but not others. Both NYCC and NJCC students reflected the belief that
the definition of ‘illegal’ has become diluted to such a degree that it is used to define a wide and
vague range of behaviors, while also potentially criminalizing existence, as seen in these two
student excerpts:
“…for ‘illegal’, I put a circle around it and crossed it out, because
I just don’t like that word. I think it’s negative, mean. I think it
represents the past. And because I’m a history major, I don’t
think that being in the past is good. And what I mean is, like,
the past of the word ‘illegal’ and how it was used toward certain
individuals. I also said ‘tunnel visioning’. I feel that that word
is just very, like, narrow-minded and, like, just – I don’t know.
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I just don’t like it. And then I put ‘what?’ with a question mark
and three dots, because what is it – like, it’s so vague, the word
‘illegal’. Murdering someone’s illegal. Jaywalking is illegal.
Illegal U-turns are illegal, so what does the word even mean?” (NJCC student)

“ ‘Illegal’, in parentheses, ‘(immigrant)’, I wrote, ‘A person who
exists in a country without documentation of citizenship, who is
unlawfully breathing that country’s air and unlawfully trying to
survive in their world.’ In parentheses, ‘(Shame on them.)’” (NYCC student)
Finally, in regards to ‘Undocumented’, both groups of students generated a similar value
that the label ‘undocumented’ describes particular circumstances, such as when there is no proof
of citizenship. As seen in the following example, the label ‘undocumented’ contains an implicit,
and perhaps more positive, emotional connotation:
“And then I put ‘undocumented’ in quotes, and I said it was
less heavy. It shows progress throughout history. And I said
‘change’ and then the last word I put next to it was, in quotes,
I put ‘lost’. And what I mean was somebody that’s undocumented
could just be lost, and somebody could just help them. And it
shows progression, change.” (NJCC student)
‘Undocumented’ is not the same as ‘illegal’ given the fact that undocumented does not
criminalize, or ‘Other’ the individual- it describes a particular set of circumstances befallen on
the person. As such, another shared value of ‘undocumented’ is in its representation of a liminal,
but non-dangerous group. In other words, the value of using ‘undocumented’ lies in its power to
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associate a group of individuals who happen to be in a particular situation that prevents them
from being visible in society, but are otherwise ordinary individuals:
“For ‘undocumented’, the noun is ‘it’s a term used as a euphemism
for illegal immigrants’. For example, many of the undocumented
are used as a labor force in New York. Or as an adjective, it’s
‘a way used to describe the status of illegal immigrants in
America.’” (NJCC student)

“…And undocumented is more like – it’s blue because,
you know, you come here. You’re legal and then, you know,
there’s really no danger.” (NYCC student)
One value surrounding ‘undocumented’, which was also unshared, was that “The value of
undocumented is in its prohibition without proof or evidence.” This value was expressed by a
NJCC student who stated that:
“And ‘undocumented’, it’s a word – ‘word, phrases, beliefs,
or laws with no physical paper or digital existence; it’s said,
not placed.’ And there is no proof of it physically preceding
it. And my example is the testimony in court was useless,
because the proof was undocumented. It’s just hearsay.”
It seems to be the case that the term illegal generates dichotomous thinking into the areas
of morality, legality, and brevity. In other words, something (or someone) is either ‘legal’ or
‘illegal’, or that an action is either ‘legal’ or ‘illegal’, and/or ‘good’ or ‘bad’. This contributes to
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a strict and punitive application of the term to the topic of immigration- not allowing for the
existence of a 3rd, or middle, space for describing unauthorized immigrants or immigration.
This alternative space might come in the form of ‘undocumented’, which was seen as
affectively different in comparison to illegal. There were more creative attempts at describing the
term, primarily because the term was difficult to strictly define in the first place. Yet one NJCC
student did not see ‘undocumented’ as the final answer to addressing this lexical puzzle. He
suggested using a label popular in Europe (according to him): foreigners.
“If I could use a different word, like probably ‘foreigner’. I feel
that’s an easier way. And in Europe, I don’t know any European
people, even people I game with. They’re from Europe. I don’t
even hear them say these words. They just say ‘foreigners’. It’s
just a nicer word. It’s – I don’t want to say politically correct,
because I – that’s just nonsensical, but just the word ‘foreigners’,
easier and I feel like everybody’s a foreigner. Because
everybody’s from everywhere, I guess.”
It is unclear how (or when) ‘foreigners’ would, or could, be used in descriptions, but this
comment suggests a non-legal to the description of unauthorized immigrants or immigration in
the United States context that could be offered as a linguistic alternative.
In summary, group level comparisons in regards to value analysis indicated varied
responses with divergent implications. NYCC students tended to generate values that revolved
around the legality of immigration- laws are either used/misused, how the usage of the labels
reflect shared experiences (i.e. ‘illegal’ serving to protect the population), an the psychological
ramifications of each. NJCC students, on the other hand, acknowledged that label use is part of
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the social environment. In fact, the NJCC transcripts reflect a deeper appreciation for the social
nature of the labels.
Interviews
‘Alien’, ‘Illegal’, and ‘Undocumented’. As in Study II, values analysis was applied to
individual interviews conducted with undocumented community/junior college students. In total,
there were seven (7) students interviewed, consisting of four (4) NYCC and three (3) NJCC
interviews/students. The four (4) NYCC students were “Asia” (born in Antigua), “Diana” (Peru),
“Lorena” (Mexico), and “Eddie” (Mexico). The three (3) NJCC students were “Roberta”
(Brazil), “Christopher” (Colombia), and “Elsa” (Ecuador). All printed names are pseudonyms.
In reference to the research question of how language operates on the socialization of
young immigrants, a lexical pattern emerged from the labels ‘alien’, ‘illegal’, and
‘undocumented’. Of the seven (7) students interviewed at NYCC and NJCC, only one (1)
student, “Christopher” (NJCC), referenced the term ‘alien’ in his interview, embedded in the
value of “The consequences of violating U.S. immigration policy is non-existence.” He used it,
however, to reference his legal status (albeit in a sarcastic manner):
“Why I am hiding? Oh yeah, you’re an unregistered alien. You’ve
become an alien now. You’re not a human being. You’re an alien.”
Christopher continued to use the label ‘alien’ to position himself as an “outsider looking in”,
critically questioning his sense of self interacting with domestic immigration policy:
“Why is it that I am suddenly not a person anymore, but just an
unlawful alien?”

“You don’t know when being an unlawful student or unregistered
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alien student could affect your future.”
Christopher was currently in the process of renewing his DACA status, but was fearful
and anxious that it would either arrive after his current status expires, or worse, be declined. He
utilizes ‘alien’ in reference to U.S. immigration policy, and how he thought DACA was going to
ameliorate his liminality:
“I’m becoming a legal alien here.” (after receiving DACA)

“I don’t know if I’m going to be a legal alien anymore.”
(if his DACA status expires)
As mentioned, Christopher was the only student to use the label ‘alien’ in his interview,
though it is telling that he used it similarly to how it is used in “official” discourse- the language
of policy and law. Domestic immigration law dictates that ‘aliens’ are non-native born
individuals of that country, broadly-speaking. Legal and resident aliens are non-citizens who are
allowed to reside in that country for vocational and educational purposes, while ‘illegal’ aliens
are in violation of the law. This collective official discourse differentiates between the ‘resident’
and the ‘alien’, the law-abider and the criminal, and the insider versus the outsider. Christopher
chooses to utilize the ‘alien’ term to reference himself in a legally-framed, as well as sarcastic,
manner- thereby rejecting it when it references his social identity, but accepting it as it relates to
his legal identity.
The term ‘illegal’ was also policy-oriented, but used more frequently (present in 5 out of
7 interviews), and in an almost self-reflective and pejorative manner. The term was rarely used to
reference themselves or their identities- except when they were “speaking” as other people:
“[My brother] knows what I’ve been through, so he’s like, “I don’t

99
ever want to go to the U.S., and for them to call me an immigrant
or illegal.” (“Lorena”; NYCC)

“My friends were like, ‘President Obama is doing something for
illegals’.” (“Eddie”; NYCC)
Indirectly, both Lorena and Eddie recognize and acknowledge that Others, in the broader
society, use the label ‘illegal’. As with Christopher, this term was used very often by Eddie, to
reference his work and employment status, and always as an adverb:
“My parents can’t pay for school, so I don’t get no financial aid.
If I try to get a job, I can’t work legally. I will have to work illegally.”

“I’m basically here illegally, and I can’t get a job, and I won’t be
able to pay forschool.”

“I have to work under the books, something you say illegally- it’s
not legal,because I don’t have a Social Security number, which is
needed in order to work.”
“Elsa” (NJCC) also utilized ‘illegal’ in conjunction with the topic of employment:
“My mom works, you know, illegally, technically, and so does my sister.”
‘Illegal’ in this sense, seems to serve as a place marker by which to describe one
important aspect of life- gainful employment. What is also observed is the application of statesponsored terminology to a practical element of everyday life: work. “Eddie” seemed to use the
label the most in this manner, as a young man thinking about what to do after NYCC, and the
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role he plays in his family as a DACA recipient. Yet both Eddie and Elsa do not use ‘illegal’ as
an adjective to define their identities, but rather as a circumstance that defines their vocational
status.
A combination of the previously-mentioned ‘3rd-party speak’ and the effects of policy
was voiced by “Diana” (NYCC), who displayed a combination of the terms ‘illegal’ and
‘undocumented’ in her interview:
“It was hard for us [her family] to put on applications, ‘Are you a
citizen?’, ‘Are you a resident?’, or ‘undocumented illegal immigrant?’”

“The [DACA] requirements are OK for me. I think we don’t want
to keep adding to what people have in their mentality, off on the
undocumented illegal immigrants.”

“If they don’t do a reform directly, like to illegal immigrants or
undocumented immigrants, they should start with DACA students
petitioning their parents.”
Diana was the only student to display this label blend, perhaps viewing the terms as
synonymous and interchangeable, and not significant enough to warrant a differentiation.
However the differentiation of labels did appear as they relate to race, in both Eddie’s and
Diana’s interviews, where they implicitly argue that the terms reference different types of
immigrants, along a racial spectrum:
“They [fictitious person] had more difficulty adjusting and they were
able to get pinpointed and be like, ‘Oh, he’s illegal’, as opposed to me.
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I’m very light-skinned, very well-spoken, and I’m tall. I’m not the typical
immigrant that most people like to point out.” (Eddie)

“And when I do [share my life story], people ask me, ‘Oh so you’re
undocumented or illegal? What’s the difference? I’m an undocumented
immigrant because I came with a visa. And I know illegal, they had
to cross the border, if I’m not mistaken.” (Diana)
It was interesting to note that for both Eddie and Diana, the two terms signified
essentially “good” and “bad” immigrants. Moreover, these evaluations carried racial biases
where particular physical features, such as skin color and height, mark the ‘illegal’ immigrant, as
opposed to the undocumented immigrant. Significantly also, is how the students have come to
view the terms ‘alien’ and ‘illegal’ as exemplars of the “official discourse”, spoken by the
government and its citizens through its laws and its interactive conversations. Because neither
Eddie nor Diana had previously used any term to ‘define’ themselves, it was striking to note that
‘illegal’ was neither acceptable nor correct. The students use the two labels as a way of
distancing themselves and their identities from this type of discourse.
The label ‘undocumented’ however, generated the closest connection to their selvesparticularly in active ways- in regards to the educational component of their lives. “Asia”
(NYCC) referenced the NYCC website in stating that what attracted her to the school was that it
“had a section for immigration, and people who are undocumented.” Eddie stated that “being an
adult student (at NYCC), and being undocumented, is hard because I need to work.” “Lorena”
(NYCC) states that while she was in high school in California, “I was shocked that I wouldn’t be
able to continue my studies because I was undocumented, and I wouldn’t be able to apply for
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financial aid or any scholarship.” “Roberta” (NJCC), on the other hand, used the label
‘undocumented’ all throughout her interview, without exception, undoubtedly due to her activity
and role as an immigrant-rights activist in New Jersey:
“I always kind of knew that I was undocumented.”

“I was the first person my (high school) counselor ever had in
Roxbury who was undocumented.”

“So I organized students, both that had dropped out and were still
registered, who are undocumented.”
Therefore, what is observed in these quotes of label usage is how language operates on
the socialization of young immigrants. Not only are the labels accepted or rejected, but they are
strategically used for different purposes in conjunction with immigrant status- whether to
reference policy and the ‘legal’ realm (i.e. ‘alien’), or whether to reference education,
relationships, and the ‘social’ realm (i.e. ‘undocumented’). The students also almost
unequivocally seemed to reject the terms ‘alien’ and ‘illegal’- perhaps viewing them as
synonymous, but also as part of a discourse they oppose. The students who stated
‘undocumented’ explicitly however, used the term in relation to everyday life and their
experiences without a Social Security number, without financial aid, without a driver’s license,
and without a semi-defined future. ‘Undocumented’ was used to reference daily life, but also a
laborious one, replete with struggle.
Shared Values by College. A values analysis of the interview transcripts resulted in
narratives revolving around three major areas of their lives (as prompted by the interview
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protocol)- themselves, the world, and the future. The unit of analysis therefore consisted of the
responses the student participants gave to the interview questions, which were then
deconstructed in terms of the values present in their narratives. After the first round of the
identification of values, the subsequent round dealt with whether the values were shared, or not,
between the two college groups as a comparison (see Table 13).
A review of these vast and diverse values reflects the complexity of development within a
politically contentious issue, across two distinct social landscapes. As stated previously (see Data
Analysis Plan), by dividing the values into shared and unshared categories, tentative conclusions
can be made regarding the universality of being undocumented in a community college (shared),
or the potential influence of the social environment on the lives of undocumented youth
(unshared). Shared values are, then, argued to be generalizable to the larger population of
undocumented community college students in the U.S., while the unshared values are offered as
evidence for the differences between urban and suburban academic institutions, located in
politically liberal and politically conservative environments.
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Table 13
Frequency of Values Enacted in Interviews by College
SHARED VALUES
It is important to acknowledge that undocumented individuals encounter many social, vocational,
and educational obstacles.
'Passing', or being in disguise, is needed for survival.
Family support and guidance are valued elements in the life of an undocumented individual.
Education is a valued element in the life of an undocumented individual.
Having money, or a means of income, is needed for survival.
Financial aid is critical to achieving one's educational goals.
Having a life purpose is needed for survival.
Despite one's immigration status, it is important to be determined in achieving one's goals.
It is important to be understood as an undocumented individual.
The United States provides many benefits and opportunities to young undocumented individuals and
their families.
It is important to remain optimistic despite a current state of affairs.
UNSHARED VALUES
As an undocumented individual, it is important to be mature, responsible, disciplined, and
independent.
It is important to help fellow family members.
Advocating for immigrant rights is needed for survival.
It is the role of the community college to support its community of students, including the
undocumented.
Having an in-state tuition policy is critical to achieving one's educational goals.
It is important to retain one's culture in the United States.
A parent's presence is particularly critical in the life of an undocumented individual.
While 'lifestyle' has improved, life quality has not.
It is unfair that undocumented college students face greater academic demands and pressure than
U.S.-born students.
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To start, there were shared values between NYCC and NJCC undocumented students
regarding their daily life survival, Others’ understandings of their lives, and their outlook for the
future, as seen in Figure 7.
Figure 7
Shared Values of Undocumented Students between Colleges
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Concerning daily life survival, both groups of students expressed the value that “Having
money, or a means of income, is needed for survival.” It is perhaps not surprising to note this
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value, given that these are young adults, but it is considerable to note that for them, having
money is important because of their responsibilities- as students and as family members.
Another shared value dealt with their life purpose, in that “Despite one’s immigration
status, it is important to be determined in achieving one’s goals”. This value appeared
concurrently with two additional ones: “Having a life purpose is needed for survival”, and
“Education is a valued element in the life of an undocumented student.” These values appeared
when students were describing how they viewed their lives before and after receiving DACA.
Roberta, Christopher, and Elsa claimed that DACA allowed them to become “human” again, by
allowing them to not live in the shadows of society. DACA, in fact, helped reignite the desire to
pursue education for Elsa, who found herself aimless and without hope during the year after her
high school graduation. Eddie stated that having DACA has motivated him to imagine and want
to pursue more education beyond the Associates degree, in order to obtain a degree where he
could prevent others from dropping out of school and encourage students to complete their
degrees. The confluence of money, education, and the value of DACA is reflected in the shared
belief that “Financial aid is critical to achieving one’s educational goals.” Financial aid is
important to any student in higher education, but obtaining DACA has assisted these
undocumented students in continuing their studies.
Having undocumented status serves, in some ways, as a motivating factor in their pursuit
of achievement, even with DACA status. Roberta commented that being undocumented “makes
me feel like I have to be perfect in almost every way in order to succeed.” This drive for
perfection, then, has made these students work harder for their goals, despite the legal barriers
inherent in unauthorized status. Both groups of students also report that this drive to succeed
adds some degree of pressure to accomplish what others cannot- including their parents, siblings,
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and friends. In other words, these youth find DACA status to serve as gasoline to their fires of
ambition, particularly when living in a mixed-status household where some family members may
not qualify for DACA or any other federal immigration program. This weight on their shoulders
is not interpreted as a burdensome weight, but rather a weight of support and encouragement.
Not surprisingly, then, the value of “Family support and guidance are valued elements in the life
of an undocumented student” was observed in both groups.
In terms of their relationships with Others, both groups of students shared the value that,
“It is important to be understood as an undocumented individual.” This value tended to appear
with another value: “It is important to acknowledge that undocumented individuals encounter
many social, vocational, and educational obstacles.” Implicitly found in their interviews,
undocumented students were demanding and expressing the need for empathy and understanding
by Others into their plights. As students detailed their day-to-day routines, such as their often
frantic school and work schedules coupled with their familial obligations in caring for others, or
their difficulty in associating with peers due to their social and legal circumstances, these
students were expressing the belief that Others should be more cognizant of what it means to be
undocumented.
In fact, the topic of how romantic relationships intersect with immigration status struck a
personal tone with Christopher, when he voiced his uncertainty regarding not just his legal
future, but also his amorous one:
“I don’t know if I’m going to have to do that [marry a U.S. citizen].
I don’t know if I’m going to be able to meet a girl, love her, and then,
just because the fact I am undocumented, no. Or because I need the
help in change of my status, if she’s going to be upset with me because
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I’m asking her to marry me. So it’s just weird, having- stressful how
phenomena like this also affects the basics, such as somebody wants
to fall in love or be with somebody. That’s why it’s kind of tough for
me, to almost having to force myself to be colder; be a loner,
romantically-wise. You know?”
Earlier, Christopher admitted to be a bit of “hopeless romantic”, but it is striking to hear
how immigrant status affects the psychological development of these youth- both in their
professional as well as social lives. In Christopher’s case, he readily admits that his status has
interfered with the “basics”- the biological and psychological desire to be, and form a significant
relationship, with someone- and instead, has steered him into rejecting others, and possibly
himself. This isolation corresponds with the small circle, both geographic and social, that many
undocumented youth operate in, due to the need for identity (read: immigration status)
concealment (Patel, 2013).
The role of “disguise” also played prominently in both groups’ narratives, as reflected in
the value of “Passing, or being in disguise, is needed for survival.” With this value, students
expressed the need to be “in disguise”, either intentionally or not. In some cases, students were
instructed at an early age, by their parents, to never disclose their legal status to others due to the
potential negative ramifications, including the almost certain deportation for themselves and
others due to the lack of due process in detention centers (Kanstroom, 2007). In other cases,
students acknowledged that their friends and co-workers are not even aware of their legal statuswhich they prefer. In other words, “passing” for a U.S. citizen or Permanent Resident (i.e.
“normal”) and concealing their stigmatized identities, is a part of their daily lives, and
occasionally for survival purposes (Goffman, 1961). Ironically, “learning to be illegal” and
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maintaining secrecy, is as much an early part of the psychological development of undocumented
youth as other mundane experiences such as learning how to tie one’s shoelaces (Gonzalez,
2011).
The last of the shared values came in the form of optimism, expressed as “It is important
to remain optimistic despite a current state of affairs.” This value was seen most readily when
students were discussing immigration reform. Despite its current status, students reflected the
belief that reform may occur in the future, and therefore, it is important to remain productive and
optimistic- a belief echoed by many other undocumented youth (Patel, 2013; Perez, 2009).
Unshared Values by College. While both NYCC and NJCC undocumented students
shared many of the same values regarding perseverance despite social and legal barriers, the
need to be ‘understood’ by the general public, and the importance of hope, there were also many
other values that were not shared- that is, that displayed more or less prominently in the
interview narratives by college, as seen in Figure 8.
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Figure 8
Unshared Values of Undocumented Students between Colleges
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The sole NYCC value that was unshared, which appeared significantly more than in the
NJCC narratives, was the value that “It is important to help fellow family members.” With this
value, students stated that much of their lives involve assisting other family members- whether
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immediate, or in the home country. This could come in the form of remittances, as in the case of
Lorena who sent her work earnings back to Mexico, and purchased a home and automobile for
her mother and younger brother to use. It could also come in the form of Asia’s assistance, in
helping her mother and sister pay their rent and utility bills, while serving in the military. It was
surprising to note how many of the NYCC interviews mentioned the need, and want, to assist
family members in tangible and symbolic ways, thereby upholding their end of the immigrant
bargain (Smith, 2008).
The NJCC interview narratives, on the other hand, provided nearly all of the unshared
values, ranging from the importance of activism to the loss of freedom.
The value of “Advocating for immigrant rights is needed for survival” played
prominently in the NJCC narratives, compared to the NYCC ones. This is not surprising, given
that both Roberta and Christopher acknowledged their participation in advocating for various
initiatives at the college involving tuition and financial aid for undocumented students, including
in-state tuition rates. None of the NYCC students mentioned the need for activism involving
their rights as undocumented students, but this value was clearly tilted in the NJCC direction.
This value concurred with three other values, which again were seen much more in the
NJCC interviews than in the NYCC ones, which were “Having an in-state tuition policy is
critical to achieving one’s educational goals”, “It is the role of the community college to support
its community of students, including the undocumented”, and “It is unfair that undocumented
students face greater academic demands and pressure than U.S.-born students.” These values
were seen as distinct from each other, yet grouped under the premise that life as an
undocumented community college student is difficult because the academic and financial
demands placed upon them are inequitable, compared to their U.S.-born peers.
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As mentioned previously, both groups of students reported that their undocumented status
indirectly gave them a sense of ownership and agency over their lives. This experience, of
course, is not entirely positive given the demands and obligations they face as students,
employees, and sons and daughters. As a result of this pressure to excel, succeed, and be
seemingly perfect in the eyes of others, they feel that non-immigrant, and especially nonundocumented, students do not fully understand the struggle of “living in the shadows” and all
the limitations inherent in not having a Social Security number. They believe that their U.S.-born
peers take advantage of the educational system by not taking their lives and academics as
seriously as they should, and drawing a comparison between “Us” and “Them”.
The one major crucible in their lives as community college students, however, was the
economic and psychological effects of paying for their tuition. Roberta at NJCC claimed that
before obtaining DACA, she had the unfortunate and repetitive experience of having to pay her
tuition in cash, by which she received quizzical looks by students as well as the administration.
In December 2013, the Tuition Equality Act (also known as the “NJ Dream Act”) was passed by
the New Jersey state legislature which allows undocumented students to pay in-state tuition rates
(Portnoy, 2014). However, since they are still barred from receiving Federal and State financial
aid, they are still faced with high tuition costs despite this policy change. This lack of financial
aid as a barrier in life, in terms of not permitting the relative ease and flexibility in paying for
college, was seen readily in the NJCC interviews.
In terms of the quality of education, the NYCC and NJCC students generally felt that
their academic experience as the respective institutions was a positive one. For instance,
Christopher at NJCC and Lorena at NYCC both stated that their professors were not only good,
but also helped them to excel in their classes. Yet, Roberta and Christopher at NJCC also felt that

113
college administrators should be more knowledgeable, or play a bigger role in understanding, the
struggles faced by undocumented students- whether at NJCC or at the 4-year transfer colleges
that these students are aiming to apply to. Christopher recounted an experience he had contacting
a small liberal arts college in southern New Jersey, and being frustrated at their lack of
knowledge regarding the particularities of being an undocumented student. In fact, this
acknowledgement of the struggles of undocumented students was what pushed Asia to come to
New York City from Georgia, and enroll at NYCC- after noticing a section on the school website
devoted to undocumented student affairs. Lorena at NYCC also felt that, at least compared to
other schools she inquired into in California, NYCC seemed to “understand” them. Perhaps not
surprisingly, educational institutions who work with a significant immigrant student population
hold greater knowledge about them and their needs, compared to other, even more prestigious
institutions (Patel, 2013). In her case, she had been offered paid employment at the college by
the Vice President of Student Affairs, thereby fostering a continuing a relationship to the school,
and giving her an opportunity to “polish her skills”.
Lastly, two additional values displayed in the NJCC interviews dealt with having to
embrace maturity and responsibility in the face of a loss of freedom.
The value of “As an undocumented individual, it is important to be mature, responsible,
disciplined, and independent” was expressed vividly in the interviews with Roberta, Christopher,
and Elsa in their mention of a hyperawareness of themselves and their status and the potential
consequences of their daily actions, which has affected their psychological development. These
NJCC students reported having to “grow up”, or mature faster than their college peers. The
educational and vocational limitations brought on by undocumented status has forced them to
work extremely hard in the classroom, devote any hours remaining in the day to their
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employment in order to pay for their tuition and fulfill their familial and personal economic
obligations, but also sacrifice hours of sleep and leisure for social activities.
Coupled with this value was “While lifestyle has improved, quality of life has not.” What
is stated in this value is that while lifestyle factors, such as safety and means of income, have
greatly improved since arriving in the United States, the quality of life has not. This should not
be viewed as contradictory, since being undocumented does not signify having access to
improved living conditions. However, what is lost since arriving in the United States is freedom,
and this point was not lost on the NJCC students. Christopher spoke the most regarding what
undocumented status feels like to him, when he stated that, “It’s like a tattoo you don’t want on
you.” Clearly, Christopher feels and thinks that immigrant status is given to you involuntarily,
rather than through conscious volition. In his interview, Christopher also commented that “[my]
current status haunts me”, again reflecting a negative evaluation of having undocumented status,
at least as seen through the eyes of society. Finally, he provided one of the most telling quotes
amongst all the interviews, when he stated, “When I moved to the land of the free, I didn’t know I
was sacrificing my freedom.” He makes an implicit connection between conferred-upon legal
immigration status, and the loss of liberty and freedom- through an action (or a series of actions)
where he was non-agentic.
This lack of agency, in fact, was a critical element in all of the interviews, as to how these
students viewed their positions in the DACA process. Christopher, again for instance, reported
that with undocumented status, one has to be very cautious in life because, “Anything you could
do wrong, could lead to your deportation.” This immediate need to be careful in one’s dealings
with society, as “no one really understood their situation” is most certainly haunting, and leads to
Christopher stating that he felt like, “[I felt like] I was in jail.” Having the tattoo of
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undocumented status removes agency, at least in the form of being able to be completely free to
interact with others without fear of ‘making an error’.
DACA. Finally, the last question from the interview asked the students what their
impressions were of the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) Program. Both groups
of students report that although DACA has offered them some tangible and even symbolic
benefits worth having (such as an increase in wages with a Social Security number), their status
is still undefined even with DACA. Students feared that given the nature of DACA as an
Executive Action conferred by a particular President, which the subsequent administration could
modify or abolish the policy. As a result, they are uncertain about the future and what
immigration law might resemble in one to two years (Fine, 2013). As a means of ameliorating
their status uncertainty, the students look to marriage with a U.S. citizen and military service as
ways in which they would not have to rely on these federal immigration programs. Yet, while
marriage was stated as a possibility in the interviews for both groups of students, only military
service was reported at NYCC from Asia, who had served in Afghanistan and been honorably
discharged.
In the meantime, both groups claim that having DACA is better than not having it, at
least in the present. “DACA allows you to do more” than someone who does not have it, but it
certainly could benefit from certain improvements. Therefore, in response to the third research
question of how the interpretation of deferred action affects the discourse on current and
domestic immigration policy, the students at both NYCC and NJCC state that the benefits of
obtaining DACA far outweigh any negatives that the program might have. It allows for one to
come out of the (undocumented) shadows, and feel like one is part of society, partly because one
is now “identified” and given a tax-payer identification number. The paying of taxes allows for
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direct and indirect benefits such as higher wage employment and tuition benefits. In fact,
students reported that friends and family who did or do not qualify for DACA ultimately drop
out of school due to the costs of attending college classes, as well as the psychological barrier of
helplessness due to their legal status. Lorena, for instance, offers a very frank quote: “DACA is
like giving me quarters and not a dollar.” In her interview, Lorena argues that while DACA is
good, what would be better is a policy similar to the DREAM Act. With her analogy, Lorena is
comparing the DACA program to a piecemeal attempt at Comprehensive Immigration Reform
(CIR). She goes on to advocate for a program for the parents of undocumented youth (to be later
created by Executive Order on November 20, 2014 and named “DAPA”), and a pathway to
permanent residency and eventual citizenship. Christopher, although residing in a different social
context, echoes Lorena’s sentiments by asking, “I help you, why can’t I get help too?”, as he
makes a claim that as responsible and mature adults, and now with DACA status, that
undocumented youth should be offered more than what is currently available to them. At the
very least, both Lorena and Christopher argue for a decrease in the DACA application renewal
fees (which are over $400, not including lawyer fees), and/or an extension of the time period for
DACA status (currently two years).
Given the limited time frame of DACA and its perceived instability, it is not possible or
even advised to plan life too far off into the future. This most certainly affects the discourse on
current and domestic immigration policy because without a long-term solution to a long-term
stalemate, governmental policies- no matter how benevolent- will be continuously short-term
solutions: providing much needed immediate relief, but unfortunately and ultimately “deferred”
until further notice.
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CHAPTER IV
DISCUSSION
During the early quarter of the 20th century, Vygotsky drew attention to the absence of
empirical work on the relationship between language and thought (Vygotsky, 1986). Grounded
in the belief that one’s psychological activities and functioning cannot be understood without
reference to the social environment (both as cause and consequence), he proposed that cultural
tools, such as language, are developed from social practices and interactions, whose meaning can
only be understood as a mediated one between self and society.
As DuBois (1903) had written over three-quarters of a century before, Anzaldúa (1987)
referred to the double-consciousness that exists in the borderlands between cultures and social
systems. The hybridity that exists in borderlands (whether geographical or psychological) results
in new consciousness and perspective that can only come from being within a system while
retaining the knowledge of an outsider who comes from outside the system. Those living in
borderlands, she asserts, become adept at switching between both worlds.
A blend of these two epistemologies is reflected in the work of contemporary scholars
who investigate psychological functioning under contentious and difficult social climateswhether social strife (Daiute, 2010), identity surveillance (Fine & Sirin, 2007), or deportation
(Brotherton & Barrios, 2009). This dissertation is an attempt to add further understanding into
the world of a borderland through language.
Consistent with the research question of whether social label priming can influence
political attitudes, the experimental design of Study I sought to test two hypotheses: A) that
participants in the ‘illegal’ condition would indicate less support for unauthorized
immigrants/immigration, compared to those in the ‘undocumented’ condition; and b) that
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participants in the ‘illegal’ condition would indicate more support for the status quo, compared to
those in the ‘undocumented’ condition. These two hypotheses were generated from previous
work indicating that political conservatism is correlated with anti-immigrant attitudes, as well as
providing moral and intellectual support by resisting change and rationalizing the existence of
inequality (Jost et. al., 2004).
The results from this dissertation lend support to the dual-processing model of social
cognitive psychology (Kahneman, 2013) - namely, that there are two pathways by which our
minds function: an automatic and reflexive pathway, and a more controlled and voluntary
pathway. While the initial hypotheses regarding whether the subtle priming of social labels can
influence political attitudes (both in a specific and general sense) did not prove significant, the
means for the attitude scale on unauthorized immigrants was higher on almost all of the items
under the ‘undocumented’ condition (and lower for the ‘illegal’ condition), suggesting that the
two social labels generate differences in terms of cognition and possibly emotion. The means for
the ‘undocumented’ term were higher on the General System Justification scale (compared to the
‘illegal’ term), on the other hand, which seems to indicate that perhaps the priming of social
labels can also guide our thinking on society- its values, its welfare, and its policies. Therefore,
more emphasis should be placed on measuring the implicit and automatic factors on attitudes,
such as language and social labeling.
However, because the experimental manipulation did not prove significant for the
majority of the scale items, the social labeling itself may have been too subtle to exert an effect.
As recent research on the relative importance of labeling on immigration attitudes has noted
(Merolla, Ramakrishnan, & Haynes, 2013; Pearson, 2010), while exposure to the terms
themselves may not be sufficient in shifting attitudes, the sociolinguistic framing around these
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labels does. Social labeling priming, then, may not be sufficient in evaluating the underpinnings
of attitudes.
A more voluntary pathway of social cognition would predict that self-reported political
orientation would determine attitudes on sociopolitical topics. However, as the item gauging
political orientation was not asked until near the end of the questionnaire, and the two groups of
college students were essentially similar in this regard, self-reported political orientation cannot
be fully trusted in determining attitudes. Given the fact that the experimental manipulation came
first in the questionnaire, with the demographic items at the end, this dissertation suggests that
social label priming can supersede political orientation (at least temporarily).
Attention is shifted towards social context- as an example of where the dual-processing
model interacts with others. The social environment is, at times, chosen for us. It is a “given”our workplace, our school, our homes. An individual may not have the ability to voluntarily pick
and choose their environment. Similarly, those environments may consist of psychological
elements- words, colors, social groups, etc. that I also have no (or limited) control over. Yet, if I
consider myself an autonomous human being, then an argument can be made for the selective
choosing of these elements- such as words- and my thoughts surrounding them. I can also
selectively choose the media I wish to see and hear, but self-selection into different news streams
is not entirely sufficient in explaining the group-wise data between media exposure and attitudes
on unauthorized immigration (Facchini et al., 2009). The subsequent question, then, is how do
we choose? The answer comes in the social interactions we as individuals have with other
autonomous individuals.
Social psychology speaks of how others can influence our thinking, feeling, and
behaving- and as the results demonstrating the difference in immigration label exposure show-
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different contexts lend themselves to different sociopolitical “languages”. Those closest to us in a
psychological sense- our family members and friends- form an indelible component of our lives,
and as such, cannot be underestimated in the realm of the formation of sociopolitical attitudes.
The words they use to refer to topics, as well as any affective and/or behavioral attachment to
that word, can be readily adopted by us- in some cases under a controlled fashion, and in others
more automatic. The social environment itself may explain the difference in attitudes. In this
case, New York City has a larger foreign-born population than NJCC County, New Jersey- and
therefore, there is a higher probability that one will have a personal social interaction with an
immigrant in the former, rather than the latter. Research on intergroup relations has indeed
shown that, generally speaking, the more interactions we have with outgroup members, the more
favorable my attitude becomes regarding them. However, these individuals are still out-group
members to me. If my in-group (e.g. family members and friends) has a particular attitude on this
social out-group or topic, barring any significant negative associations or emotions related to this
in-group, they will exert more of an influence on my thoughts, feelings, and behaviors than mere
intergroup interactions.
The results from Study II generated a different perspective on what the labels of ‘illegal’
and ‘undocumented’ represent to these two groups of students. As a whole, students tended to
view the social labels as functionally different. In other words, the labels were interpreted as
divergent in terms of their grammar. Specifically, ‘illegal’ was interpreted as an ‘action label’, in
that individuals ‘do illegal’, such as the functions of verbs. However, some students recognized
the phenomenon that when ‘illegal’ performs a descriptive function, such as an adjective, then a
violation is committed against its true purpose- that of a verb.
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Undocumented, on the other hand, was uniformly interpreted as an adjective- in other
words, ‘undocumented’ described the individual rather than state a particular action they may
have committed. Pertinent to immigration, ‘undocumented’ was related to situational
circumstances that describes an individual’s place, position, and status (in the U.S.), without the
necessity of detailing the possible legality or morality of entering the United States.
Group level comparisons in regards to value analysis, indicated varied responses with
divergent implications. NYCC students tended to generate values that revolved around the
legality of immigration- laws are either used/misused, how the usage of the labels reflect shared
experiences (i.e. ‘illegal’ serving to protect the population), an the psychological ramifications of
each. NJCC students, on the other hand, acknowledged that label use is part of the social
environment. In fact, the NJCC transcripts reflect a deeper appreciation for the social nature of
the labels.
The results from the life interviews of Study III indicate that undocumented community
college students most certainly evaluate the social labels of ‘illegal’, ‘undocumented’, and ‘alien’
differently, but also utilize them for different purposes as they relate to specific components of
their lives. Values analysis conducted on the interview transcripts revealed stark differences
between the two groups of students in regards to how they view themselves, how they view
Others (including their respective academic institutions), and what the future may hold for them.
It is argued that these value differences are attributed to the different social environments
found in urban New York City and suburban NJCC County, New Jersey. Being undocumented in
a populous and diverse city is not the same as being undocumented in a smaller and
homogeneous community, psychologically-speaking. Victoria Malkin coined the term “Benetton
context” to differentiate between sites where ethnicity is viewed as “cool” and “hip”, versus
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“racialized” and “stigmatized”- a possible categorization between urban and suburban
environments. While both groups of students found themselves having to work harder to
accomplish their goals, the NJCC students seemed to have the added pressure of having to
psychologically develop into well-groomed adults at a faster pace, compared to their NYCC
peers. This maturity and determination is the undertone to their psychological experience in the
United States, as they will rest upon these qualities to achieve their individual goals. On the other
hand, NYCC students seemed more content with achieving a more collective-centered goal, in
helping their families obtain needed resources.
The respective colleges play a major role in this dynamic as well, as the NJCC students
were much more expressive regarding their plight paying their tuition without financial aid.
Undoubtedly a reflection of differing state immigration policies, as well as these students’ roles
in the undocumented student activist movement, a harsh moral comparison is implicitly drawn
between themselves (as hard-working and diligent students), and their U.S.-born peers (as
oblivious to their struggles, and non-conscientious in their work ethic). While not “born
American”, they were “raised American”, and demand the same benefits and privileges.
Results also suggest that although the students may have been located at distinct colleges,
there were some similarities in how they defined ‘immigrant status’ and deferred action, and
what their particular positions were in the process, as well as what their possible trajectories
beyond the community college might be. The students also had policy recommendations for
DACA, as a reflection on how they interpret this Executive Action- providing a first-hand
account of how current and domestic immigration policy affects those “living in the shadows”.
Finally, these life interviews also demonstrated how the students viewed themselves, their lives,
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and their futures within the educational realm- specifically within the public community college,
given the deferred action process.
Returning to Deaux’s (2006) model (see Methodology), the three levels of analysis were
investigated in this dissertation. At the Macro level, Study I primed participants with social
labels to measure their attitudes on unauthorized immigrants, at the Micro level. However, what
proved more influential were the respective social environments (Macro) of the participants and
the elements therein. While the priming of labels did not explain their attitudes, the labels heard
and seen from others, including the media as well as friends and family discourses, proved
significant. It is here where the Meso level confirms Deaux’s (2006) stipulation that social
psychologists have much to add to the study of immigration, given the emphasis in the field on
the interactions between people. This Meso level, then, is both influenced by, and in turn
influences, the Macro and Micro levels of social attitudes.
This is also readily seen in Study II, where students defined the labels without any
priming. The definitions often rested on a policy-framed discourse (immigration, criminal
justice), while others were more socially-framed. The participants’ definitions, as examples of
value-laden belief systems, may be reflective of their social environments (Macro), including the
academic institution. As such, in Study III, the lived experiences of undocumented college
students (Micro) reflect a combination of interactions with policies (Meso), both legal and
academic, as well as their exposure to these same labels found in the environment (Macro).
The research design and analyses in this study brought relationships across these levels to
life. In addition, language in several forms enacted those relationships across individuals and
societal organizations. Language became endorsed or not based on the conditions surrounding it
in the survey study. Language interactions in different constellations within focus groups and
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interviews engaged reflection in that the object of sociopolitical belonging was analyzed in terms
of the values that guide them. The complexity of values within and across the levels of
sociopolitical meaning indicates the complexity surrounding labels such as ‘alien’, ‘illegal’, and
‘undocumented’.
Study Limitations. While various items on the survey in Study I inquired into participant
demographics, questions relating to race or ethnicity were not included. Therefore, associations
between participant demographics and their views on unauthorized immigrants are not able to be
made. Likewise, personal connections between participants and the topic of unauthorized
immigration were not investigated, thereby limiting the analysis between who the participants
were in relation to unauthorized immigration and their attitudes, as reflected in the survey.
Similarly, a gender analysis was also not conducted. Although gender was a demographic
item on the survey, an exploration into the role of gender on labeling and attitudes was not
included as part of the hypotheses and therefore excluded. Nevertheless, future work on gender
will certainly be applied in future research.
In terms of statistical analyses, main effects were solely explored due to the research
questions of the study, While factorial regressions on the various demographic items could
certainly yield more results, this study was limited to the main effects of label and college.
Sampling and sample size were also limited in Study II and III. As participant
recruitment for the focus groups did not occur until the summer, the number of student
participants available to participate decreased to a large degree. In a similar vein, sampling for
the interviews rested on gatekeeper access to undocumented student groups and individuals
whose primary aims were to draw awareness to the challenges and plights encountered by this
very group. Therefore, the values and beliefs enacted in the student interviews may be indicative
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of activist-oriented undocumented students. While the qualitative methodology utilized for Study
II and III focused on a more nuanced and contextual investigation into language, social
relationships, and environment, a comparison between the colleges is offered with the caveat
limitation of a small sample.
Implications for Future Research. The varied results demonstrated in this dissertation
add credence to the motto that “Language matters”. While words themselves may not sway
attitudes or beliefs on people or topics to a significant degree, an emphasis should be made on
targeting the sources of mass communication- the printed media, television, radio, and the
Internet- as these sources have the power to reach millions, and plant the seed of thought. An
attitude scale, for instance, may be administered before and after the reading of a fictitious news
story regarding an ‘illegal’ or ‘undocumented’ immigrant.
Coupled with this implication is the importance of affect within and around language.
Future research stemming from this dissertation could point in the direction of how affect drives
the values surrounding the labels, or vice-versa. As principles and values are often embedded in
sociopolitical topics and issues, an analysis as to the emotions sitting under language could add
to the research on attitudes towards minority populations- namely, that emotions can be more
telling than words can.
In addition, while the results demonstrated in this dissertation relied solely on printed and
spoken language, there also exists an opportunity for future research into how Braille and Sign
Language might present a varying perspective on the discussion of language and thought. For
example, are social labels “thought of” or “felt” differently among the visually and hearing
impaired? Research into all forms of communication seems worthwhile if we are to construct an
inclusive science, and understand the mechanisms of power within language.
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There is also the need to examine discourse in the context of power relations within
research paradigms. For example, future research may delve into interactions between the
“documented” and the “undocumented” through discourse. The acknowledgement that Others
use the label ‘illegal’ mentioned in Study III, is often seen in groups speaking from minority
positions. Power relations in discourse, particularly shifting power relations, should be carefully
considered not only as the focus of the particular study but also in the implementation of
research.
Finally, there are implications for the application of multiple research methodologies in
examining social processes. While the methodologies in this dissertation were ‘mixed’, they
were also interactive, such that the results from one study advanced and complicated the results
of the others- rather than presenting parallel studies through statistical comparisons. By using
mixed and interactive research designs, social psychologists (and all social scientists) have an
opportunity to tell a much richer story for phenomena that evades simple and direct explanation.
Implications for Policy. College-based initiatives are vital in the life of the
undocumented student, if they are to continue their academic progression and become the
nation’s next leaders. The country’s suburban and rural community colleges should support their
undocumented student population by offering them feasible means by which to pay for their
tuition (Perez, 2009). These students are yearning for an education- providing them with in-state
tuition rates and institutional financial aid options (to start), would be a boon to their confidence
(as well as the institution’s enrollment). Similar to how the state of Texas saw an increase in
undocumented youth enrollment in its public colleges and universities after passage of its in-state
tuition legislation (HB 1403) in 2001, it is predicted that more undocumented youth would
matriculate and complete their degrees (Perez, 2009). Despite their age, these youth manage
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more responsibilities than many adults do. By facilitating, or even removing, the barriers found
in higher education, such as tuition and financial aid, obstacles to social inclusion into American
social and civic life would also be lowered. Otherwise, as Smith has noted (2006), a large,
disenfranchised segment of the undocumented population grows, fostering the “rainbow
underclass” that segmented assimilation theory (Portes & Zhou, 1993) claims would occur. Yet,
recent research suggests that providing in-state tuition is insufficient in ensuring graduation
(Conger & Chellman, 2013). While the removal of this barrier is viewed as critical, other
academic resources such as guidance and mentoring should also play a pivotal role in the
academic life of any student, but particularly so for the undocumented.
College-based events at the two sites should aim to accomplish different objectives. At
NYCC, efforts should be made to expose students to the socio-historical elements of immigration
(including social label usage), while at NJCC, efforts should be made to expose students to the
criminal justice side of immigration- including how legal policies, either in part or in wholeaffect diverse dimensions of the undocumented immigrant lived experience.
Implications for Activism. The results from this dissertation also add to the increasing
number of voices that argue for the synergy between research and social activism. Specifically,
there exists an opportunity for language and communication research to coincide with the
fieldwork of social activism in an effort to address disparity and inequality. For example, Rinku
Sen, Executive Director of Race Forward (raceforward.org), launched the “Drop the I-word”
campaign in 2010, drawing not only awareness to the racial undertone of the term used by the
media in the immigration debate, but also aiming to have media outlets cease in their use and
application of the term. This important work can only be assisted with the results academic
research, demonstrating not only that “language matters” and that “social environment matters”,
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but rather in understanding the intersection of both. In other words, a campaign such as “Drop
the I-word” would accomplish much more in suburban communities than in urban ones, given te
results presented in this dissertation. Targeting smaller news media sources in suburban and rural
settings could hasten the cognitive and affective changes needed to drop all racially tinged terms
from our common lexicon.
Finally, as others have noted (Martinez, 2014; Zatz & Rodriguez, 2015), comprehensive
immigration reform with a path to citizenship for undocumented youth is sorely needed in the
United States. Undocumented students want to be heard. They want to be understood by those
who may have never crossed the desert, or given a false passport. They want others to understand
that, yes, their presence in the United States is not completely “legitimate”, but that the decision
to come here was not entirely theirs. Despite this, they have attended school, learned English,
made friends, and done what any other “documented” young adult has done. In some cases, they
have exceeded what has been expected of them. But they also want to be protected. And they
want their families to be protected. While DACA has proven itself to be worthwhile and
beneficial in its three-year history (Gonzales, Terriquez, & Ruszczyk, 2014), they do not want a
temporary solution to a permanent problem. While there are many avenues to the immigration
debate, this dissertation has focused on the “DREAMers”, a growing number of young men and
women from around the world, who want to be heard.
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APPENDIX
Recruitment Email to Faculty
a) NYCC:
Dear colleagues in the ________ Department,
I would like to request your assistance in a research study I am conducting as part of my
dissertation in the Social Psychology program at the CUNY Graduate Center. If you allow, I
would like to invite the students in your courses to complete a survey that should take no longer
than 10-15 minutes, on their thoughts and feelings regarding social issues like immigration. This
study also involves a focus group and/or interview, on their thoughts and feelings as community
college students, but that will be done outside of your class time at a later date.
With your permission, I would like to speak to your class(es), and if possible, also have
them complete the survey.
I thank you for your help, and I look forward to your response.
With appreciation,
David Caicedo, MA, MPhil
Instructor, Psychology
Social Sciences and Human Services
b) NJCC:
Dear faculty members in the ________ Department,
My name is David Caicedo, and I am a professor at New York Community College
(NYCC). The purpose of this email is to request your assistance in a research study I am
conducting as part of my dissertation in the Social Psychology program at the CUNY Graduate
Center. If you allow, I would like to invite the students in your courses to complete a survey that
should take no longer than 10-15 minutes, on their thoughts and feelings regarding social issues
like immigration. This study also involves a focus group and/or interview, on their thoughts and
feelings as community college students, but that will be done outside of your class time at a later
date.
With your permission, I would like to speak to your class(es), and if possible, also have
them complete the survey.
I thank you for your help, and I look forward to your response.
With appreciation,
David Caicedo, MA, MPhil
Instructor, Psychology
Department of Social Sciences and Human Services
New York Community College
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November 1, 2013

Department of Anthropology, Sociology & Economics
New Jersey Community College

Dear Sociology and Economics faculty and colleagues,
My name is David Caicedo, and I am a professor at the New York Community College (NYCC).
The purpose of this letter is to request your assistance in a research study I am conducting as part
of my dissertation in the Social Psychology program at the CUNY Graduate Center (IRB
#475901-2). My research area of interest revolves around linguistics and immigration. As such, I
am looking to investigate the connection between these two fields.
If you allow, I would like to invite the students in your courses to complete a survey that should
take no longer than 10-15 minutes, on their thoughts and feelings regarding social issues like
immigration. This study also involves a focus group and/or interview, on their thoughts and
feelings as community college students, but that will be done outside of your class time at a later
date.
With your permission, I would like to speak to your class(es), and if possible, also have them
complete the survey.
I thank you for your help, and I look forward to your response.

With appreciation,

David Caicedo, MA, MPhil
Instructor, Psychology
Department of Social Sciences and Human Services
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Survey Oral Script (to be administered in-person)

Good morning/afternoon.
Thank you Professor ________ for allowing me to talk to your class today.
My name is David Caicedo, and I am student in Social Psychology at the Graduate Center, City
University of New York, and also a Psychology professor at New York Community College.
I am inviting college students, such as yourselves, to participate in a research study I am
conducting called, “Immigration and Society”. The first part of this study involves completing a
10-15 minute survey which I will distribute. This is a survey of your thoughts and feelings
regarding social issues like immigration. The second and third parts of this study involve an
interview and a discussion group, where I am interested in knowing your thoughts and feelings
as a community college student.
However, I am only asking for your voluntary participation in the survey now. Although your
Professor has allowed me to speak to you today, you are in no way obligated to participate if you
don’t want to. I will pass around a sheet explaining this more in detail [begin to distribute the
Consent Form]. This is a Consent Form, which explains the nature of the study in more detail,
your rights as a participant, and my contact information if you have any questions. After you
have finished reading the form, I will ask that you sign and date it, and then I will do the same.
As compensation for your participation, your Professor may offer extra credit.
If you are interested in participating in the interview and/or discussion group, please indicate that
on this sheet, which I will pass around now [begin to distribute Contact Sheet].
This is a completely anonymous and confidential survey, so please remember to not write your
name on any of the pages. Once you’re done, you can leave it face-down in this box. Also
remember that there are no right or wrong answers- I would just like to know what you think.
Thank you for your time-
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Survey Consent Form
CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK
Graduate School and University Center, CUNY
Department of Psychology
CONSENT TO PARTICPATE IN A RESEARCH PROJECT

Project Title: Immigration and Society
Principal Investigator: David A. Caicedo
Graduate Student
Graduate School and University Center
365 Fifth Avenue, 6th Floor
New York, NY 10016
917.673.3361
Faculty Advisor: Colette Daiute, Ph.D.
Professor
Graduate School and University Center
365 Fifth Avenue, Room 6304.11
New York, NY 10016
212.817.8711
Site where study is to be conducted: New York Community College (NYCC)
New Jersey Community College (NJCC)
(Rooms to be decided pending administration and faculty approval)

Introduction/Purpose: You are invited to participate in a research study. The study is conducted under
the direction of David Caicedo, Graduate Student, The Graduate Center, CUNY. The purpose of this
research study is to find out how college students think and feel about immigration, by asking about your
thoughts and feelings regarding immigration, what you may have seen or heard about the topic, and what
your friends and families might think or say about it. The results of this study may add to the scientific
knowledge on the beliefs and attitudes of college students in the United States.
Procedures: Approximately 150 individuals are expected to participate in this part of the study. Each
subject will participate in one survey. The time commitment of each participant is expected to be 10-15
minutes.
Possible Discomforts and Risks: The risks from participating in this study are no more than encountered
in everyday life. To minimize any risk of discomfort, names of people or any identifying characteristics,
are not included on the survey. Each survey will have a number, but that number is not linked to this
form. If you are bothered as a result of this study, you should contact your college wellness center.
Benefits: There are no direct benefits. However, your participation in this study will add to the scientific
knowledge on the beliefs and attitudes of college students in the United States.
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Voluntary Participation: Your participation in this study is voluntary, and you may decide not to
participate without prejudice, penalty, or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. At any time
you can refuse to answer any questions and end the survey. If you decide to leave the study, please
contact the principal investigator David Caicedo to inform him of your decision.
Financial Considerations: Participation in this part of the study will involve no cost.
Confidentiality: The data obtained from you will be collected via this survey, which is a written
document. All information gathered will be kept strictly confidential, and will be stored in a locked file
box, to which only I will have access. In addition, this form will be kept separate from that survey.
Contact Questions/Persons: If you have any questions about the research now or in the future, you
should contact the Principal Investigator, David Caicedo, 917.673.3361, dcaicedo@gc.cuny.edu. If you
have any questions concerning your rights as a participant in this study, you may contact Kay Powell,
IRB Administrator, The Graduate Center/City University of New York, (212) 817-7525,
kpowell@gc.cuny.edu.
Statement of Consent:
“I have read the above description of this research and I understand it. I have been informed of the risks
and benefits involved, and all my questions have been answered to my satisfaction. Furthermore, I have
been assured that any future questions that I may have will also be answered by the principal investigator
of the research study. I voluntary agree to participate in this study.
By signing this form I have not waived any of my legal rights to which I would otherwise be entitled.
I will be given a copy of this statement.”

______________
Printed Name of
Signed
Subject

____________________________________
Signature of Subject

__________________
Date

______________
Printed Name of
Signed

____________________________________
Signature of Person Explaining Consent Form

__________________
Date

______________
Person Explaining
Consent Form

____________________________________
Signature of Investigator

__________________
Date Signed
Investigator
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Focus Group Consent Form
CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK
Graduate School and University Center, CUNY
Department of Psychology
CONSENT TO PARTICPATE IN A RESEARCH PROJECT

Project Title: Immigration and Society
Principal Investigator: David A. Caicedo
Graduate Student
Graduate School and University Center
365 Fifth Avenue, 6th Floor
New York, NY 10016
917.673.3361
Faculty Advisor: Colette Daiute, Ph.D.
Professor
Graduate School and University Center
365 Fifth Avenue, Room 6304.11
New York, NY 10016
212.817.8711
Site where study is to be conducted: New York Community College (NYCC)
New Jersey Community College (NJCC)
(Rooms to be decided pending administration and faculty approval)

Introduction/Purpose: You are invited to participate in a research study. The study is conducted under
the direction of David Caicedo, Graduate Student, The Graduate Center, CUNY. The purpose of this
research study is to find out how college students think and feel about immigration, by asking about your
thoughts and feelings regarding immigration, what you may have seen or heard about the topic, and what
your friends and families might think or say about it. The results of this study may add to the scientific
knowledge on the beliefs and attitudes of college students in the United States.
Procedures: Approximately 50 individuals are expected to participate in this part of the study. Each
subject will participate in one discussion group with 3-5 peers. The time commitment of each participant
is expected to be 60 minutes.
Possible Discomforts and Risks: The risks from participating in this study are no more than encountered
in everyday life, but your participation in the discussion group with peers from your college, involves
talking about topics that might make you feel uncomfortable. To minimize this risk, I will provide a
respectful and safe environment for these conversations. If you wish, you may use a pseudonym, or a fake
name, during the discussion group. Whether you use your real name, or a fake name, your participation
will not be linked to this form. If you are bothered as a result of this study, you should contact your
college wellness center.
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Benefits: There are no direct benefits. However, your participation in this study will add to the scientific
knowledge on the beliefs and attitudes of college students in the United States.
Voluntary Participation: Your participation in this study is voluntary, and you may decide not to
participate without prejudice, penalty, or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. At any time
you can refuse to answer any questions and exit the group discussion. If you decide to leave the study,
please contact the principal investigator David Caicedo to inform him of your decision.
Financial Considerations: Participation in this part of the study will involve no cost. For your
participation in this part of the study, you will be offered the opportunity to participate in a $15 Visa gift
card raffle after the discussion group session.
Confidentiality: The data obtained from you will be collected via an audio recording, so that I will be
sure to not forget any information you share with me. All information gathered will be kept strictly
confidential, and will be stored on a password-protected computer, to which only I will have access. If
you wish, you may use a pseudonym, or fake name, during the discussion group. In addition, this form
will be kept separate from that audio recording. I may publish results of the study, but names of people, or
any identifying characteristics, will not be used in any of the publications- unless you give me permission
to do so.
I give permission to the researcher to use my voice recording in published materials:

Yes

No

Contact Questions/Persons: If you have any questions about the research now or in the future, you
should contact the Principal Investigator, David Caicedo, 917.673.3361, dcaicedo@gc.cuny.edu. If you
have any questions concerning your rights as a participant in this study, you may contact Kay Powell,
IRB Administrator, The Graduate Center/City University of New York, (212) 817-7525,
kpowell@gc.cuny.edu.
Statement of Consent:
“I have read the above description of this research and I understand it. I have been informed of the risks
and benefits involved, and all my questions have been answered to my satisfaction. Furthermore, I have
been assured that any future questions that I may have will also be answered by the principal investigator
of the research study. I voluntary agree to participate in this study.
By signing this form I have not waived any of my legal rights to which I would otherwise be entitled.
I will be given a copy of this statement.”

______________
Printed Name of
Signed Subject

____________________________________
Signature of Subject

__________________
Date

______________
Printed Name of
Person Explaining
Consent Form
______________
Printed Name of
Investigator

____________________________________
Signature of Person Explaining Consent Form

__________________
Date Signed

____________________________________
Signature of Investigator

__________________
Date Signed
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Interview Consent Form
CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK
Graduate School and University Center, CUNY
Department of Psychology
CONSENT TO PARTICPATE IN A RESEARCH PROJECT

Project Title: Immigration and Society
Principal Investigator: David A. Caicedo
Graduate Student
Graduate School and University Center
365 Fifth Avenue, 6th Floor
New York, NY 10016
917.673.3361
Faculty Advisor: Colette Daiute, Ph.D.
Professor
Graduate School and University Center
365 Fifth Avenue, Room 6304.11
New York, NY 10016
212.817.8711
Site where study is to be conducted: New York Community College (NYCC)
New Jersey Community College (NJCC)
(Rooms to be decided pending approval by administration and/or faculty)

Introduction/Purpose: You are invited to participate in a research study. The study is conducted under
the direction of David Caicedo, Graduate Student, The Graduate Center, CUNY. The purpose of this
research study is to find out how college students think and feel about immigration, by asking about your
thoughts and feelings regarding immigration, what you may have seen or heard about the topic, and what
your friends and families might think or say about it. The results of this study may add to the scientific
knowledge on the beliefs and attitudes of college students in the United States.
Procedures: Approximately 30 individuals are expected to participate in this part of the study. Each
subject will participate in one interview session. The time commitment of each participant is expected to
be 30 minutes.
Possible Discomforts and Risks: The risks from participating in this study are no more than encountered
in everyday life, but your participation in the interview session involves talking about topics that might
make you feel uncomfortable. To minimize this risk, I will provide a respectful and safe environment for
these conversations. If you wish, you may use a pseudonym, or a fake name, during the interview.
Whether you use your real name, or a fake name, your participation will not be linked to this form. If you
are bothered as a result of this study, you should contact your college wellness center.
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Benefits: There are no direct benefits. However, your participation in this study will add to the scientific
knowledge on the beliefs and attitudes of college students in the United States.
Voluntary Participation: Your participation in this study is voluntary, and you may decide not to
participate without prejudice, penalty, or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. At any time
you can refuse to answer any questions and terminate the interview. If you decide to leave the study,
please contact the principal investigator David Caicedo to inform him of your decision.
Financial Considerations: Participation in this part of the study will involve no cost. For your
participation in this part of the study, you will receive a $20 Visa gift card after the interview session.
Confidentiality: The data obtained from you will be collected via an audio recording, so that I will be
sure to not forget any information you share with me. All information gathered will be kept strictly
confidential, and will be stored on a password-protected computer, to which only I will have access. If
you wish, you may use a pseudonym, or fake name, during the interview. In addition, this form will be
kept separate from that audio recording. You may also choose to review, edit, and/or erase any segment
of, or the entire recording. I may publish results of the study, but names of people, or any identifying
characteristics, will not be used in any of the publications- unless you give me permission to do so.
I give permission to the researcher to use my voice recording in published materials:

Yes

No

Contact Questions/Persons: If you have any questions about the research now or in the future, you
should contact the Principal Investigator, David Caicedo, 917.673.3361, dcaicedo@gc.cuny.edu. If you
have any questions concerning your rights as a participant in this study, you may contact Kay Powell,
IRB Administrator, The Graduate Center/City University of New York, (212) 817-7525,
kpowell@gc.cuny.edu.
Statement of Consent:
“I have read the above description of this research and I understand it. I have been informed of the risks
and benefits involved, and all my questions have been answered to my satisfaction. Furthermore, I have
been assured that any future questions that I may have will also be answered by the principal investigator
of the research study. I voluntary agree to participate in this study.
By marking an “X” on this form I have not waived any of my legal rights to which I would otherwise be
entitled.
I will be given a copy of this statement.”

______________
Printed Name of
Person Explaining
Consent Form
______________
Printed Name of
Investigator

____________________________________
“X” Signature of Subject

__________________
Date Marked

____________________________________
Signature of Person Explaining Consent Form

__________________
Date Signed

____________________________________
Signature of Investigator

__________________
Date Signed
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‘Undocumented’ Survey
I would like to know your attitudes about immigrants. Please circle one answer
choice to the following questions.
The word undocumented accurately describes those who entered the U.S. without authorization.
-

3----------2----------1---------0---------1---------2---------3

completely
disagree

neither agree
nor disagree

completely
agree

Undocumented immigrants are criminals.
-

3----------2----------1---------0---------1---------2---------3

completely
disagree

neither agree
nor disagree

completely
agree

Undocumented immigrants receive better treatment than Americans.
-

3----------2----------1---------0---------1---------2---------3

completely
disagree

neither agree
nor disagree

completely
agree

Undocumented immigrants take advantage of “the system”.
-

3----------2----------1---------0---------1---------2---------3

completely
disagree

neither agree
nor disagree

completely
agree

It is fine or acceptable to use the word undocumented, when describing unauthorized immigrants.
-

3----------2----------1---------0---------1---------2---------3

completely
disagree

neither agree
nor disagree

completely
agree

Undocumented immigrants are hard-working people.
-

3----------2----------1---------0---------1---------2---------3

completely
disagree

neither agree
nor disagree

completely
agree

Undocumented immigrants are law-breakers.
-

3----------2----------1---------0---------1---------2---------3

completely
disagree

neither agree
nor disagree

completely
agree

Undocumented immigrants are deserving of social welfare benefits in the U.S.
-

3----------2----------1---------0---------1---------2---------3

completely
disagree

neither agree
nor disagree

completely
agree
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Undocumented immigrants are dishonest people.
-

3----------2----------1---------0---------1---------2---------3

completely
disagree

neither agree
nor disagree

completely
agree

This state’s immigration policies serve the greater good.
-

3----------2----------1---------0---------1---------2---------3

completely
disagree

neither agree
nor disagree

completely
agree

U.S. immigration policy needs to be restructured.
-

3----------2----------1---------0---------1---------2---------3

completely
disagree

neither agree
nor disagree

completely
agree

The next set of questions concern your political beliefs. Please circle one answer
choice to the following questions.
In general, you find society to be fair.
-

3----------2----------1---------0---------1---------2---------3

completely
disagree

neither agree
nor disagree

completely
agree

Everyone has a fair shot at wealth and happiness.
-

3----------2----------1---------0---------1---------2---------3

completely
disagree

neither agree
nor disagree

completely
agree

Society is set up so that people usually get what they deserve.
-

3----------2----------1---------0---------1---------2---------3

completely
disagree

neither agree
nor disagree

completely
agree

The United States is the best country in the world to live in.
-

3----------2----------1---------0---------1---------2---------3

completely
disagree

neither agree
nor disagree

completely
agree

In general, the American political system operates as it should.
-

3----------2----------1---------0---------1---------2---------3

completely
disagree

neither agree
nor disagree

completely
agree

Society is getting worse every year.
-

3----------2----------1---------0---------1---------2---------3

completely
disagree

neither agree
nor disagree

completely
agree
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The following questions concern language use. Please write a response in the blank spaces
below.
When talking about immigration topics, what percentage of your friends use the following terms:
illegal, or illegals?

_________%

undocumented?

_________%

alien, or aliens?

_________%

other: ________?

_________%
Total

__100____%

When talking about immigration topics, what percentage of your family members use the
following terms:
illegal, or illegals?

_________%

undocumented?

_________%

alien, or aliens?

_________%

other: ________?

_________%
Total

__100____%

When reading about immigration topics, what percentage of the following terms do you see:
illegal, or illegals?

_________%

undocumented?

_________%

alien, or aliens?

_________%

other: ________?

_________%
Total

__100____%

When hearing about immigration topics, what percentage of the following terms do you hear:
illegal, or illegals?

_________%

undocumented?

_________%

alien, or aliens?

_________%

other: ________?

_________%
Total

__100____%
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Finally, I would like to ask you several questions about yourself. Please circle or
write your answer choice.
Residence zip code:
________________________________________________________________________
Gender:
a. Male

b. Female

c. Prefer not to answer

Birth year:
________________________________________________________________________
Country of birth:
________________________________________________________________________
Country of citizenship:
________________________________________________________________________
Marital status:
a. Married or Partnered

d. Separated

b. Single/Never Married or Partnered

e. Widowed

c. Divorced

f. Prefer not to answer

Number of children:
a. 0

d. 3

b. 1

e. 4

c. 2

f. >4

How long have you lived in the United States?
a. <3 years

d. 11-14 years

b. 3-6 years

e. 15-18 years

c. 7-10 years

f. >19 years
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How long have you lived in this state?
a. <3 years

d. 11-14 years

b. 3-6 years

e. 15-18 years

c. 7-10 years

f. >19 years

How many languages are you fluent in?
a. 1

d. 4

b. 2

e. 5

c.

f. 6

3

How liberal or conservative would you consider yourself to be?
0---------1---------2---------3---------4---------5---------6---------7---------8---------9---------10
liberal

neutral

Which religion would you consider yourself to be a practitioner of?
a. Christianity (i.e. Roman Catholicism, Protestantism, Orthodoxy, etc.)
b. Judaism
c. Islam
d. Eastern Religions (i.e. Buddhism, Taoism, Hinduism, etc.)
e. None
f. Other __________________________________
g. Spiritual, but not religious
h. Prefer not to answer

conservative
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‘Illegal’ Survey
I would like to know your attitudes about immigrants. Please circle one answer
choice to the following questions.
The word illegal accurately describes those who entered the U.S. without authorization.
-

3----------2----------1---------0---------1---------2---------3

completely
disagree

neither agree
nor disagree

completely
agree

Illegal immigrants are criminals.
-

3----------2----------1---------0---------1---------2---------3

completely
disagree

neither agree
nor disagree

completely
agree

Illegal immigrants receive better treatment than Americans.
-

3----------2----------1---------0---------1---------2---------3

completely
disagree

neither agree
nor disagree

completely
agree

Illegal immigrants take advantage of “the system”.
-

3----------2----------1---------0---------1---------2---------3

completely
disagree

neither agree
nor disagree

completely
agree

It is fine or acceptable to use the word illegal, when describing unauthorized immigrants.
-

3----------2----------1---------0---------1---------2---------3

completely
disagree

neither agree
nor disagree

completely
agree

Illegal immigrants are hard-working people.
-

3----------2----------1---------0---------1---------2---------3

completely
disagree

neither agree
nor disagree

completely
agree

Illegal immigrants are law-breakers.
-

3----------2----------1---------0---------1---------2---------3

completely
disagree

neither agree
nor disagree

completely
agree

Illegal immigrants are deserving of social welfare benefits in the U.S.
-

3----------2----------1---------0---------1---------2---------3

completely
disagree

neither agree
nor disagree

completely
agree
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Illegal immigrants are dishonest people.
-

3----------2----------1---------0---------1---------2---------3

completely
disagree

neither agree
nor disagree

completely
agree

This state’s immigration policies serve the greater good.
-

3----------2----------1---------0---------1---------2---------3

completely
disagree

neither agree
nor disagree

completely
agree

U.S. immigration policy needs to be restructured.
-

3----------2----------1---------0---------1---------2---------3

completely
disagree

neither agree
nor disagree

completely
agree

The next set of questions concern your political beliefs. Please circle one answer
choice to the following questions.
In general, you find society to be fair.
-

3----------2----------1---------0---------1---------2---------3

completely
disagree

neither agree
nor disagree

completely
agree

Everyone has a fair shot at wealth and happiness.
-

3----------2----------1---------0---------1---------2---------3

completely
disagree

neither agree
nor disagree

completely
agree

Society is set up so that people usually get what they deserve.
-

3----------2----------1---------0---------1---------2---------3

completely
disagree

neither agree
nor disagree

completely
agree

The United States is the best country in the world to live in.
-

3----------2----------1---------0---------1---------2---------3

completely
disagree

neither agree
nor disagree

completely
agree

In general, the American political system operates as it should.
-

3----------2----------1---------0---------1---------2---------3

completely
disagree

neither agree
nor disagree

completely
agree

Society is getting worse every year.
-

3----------2----------1---------0---------1---------2---------3

completely
disagree

neither agree
nor disagree

completely
agree
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The following questions concern language use. Please write a response in the blank spaces
below.
When talking about immigration topics, what percentage of your friends use the following terms:
illegal, or illegals?

_________%

undocumented?

_________%

alien, or aliens?

_________%

other: ________?

_________%
Total

__100____%

When talking about immigration topics, what percentage of your family members use the
following terms:
illegal, or illegals?

_________%

undocumented?

_________%

alien, or aliens?

_________%

other: ________?

_________%
Total

__100____%

When reading about immigration topics, what percentage of the following terms do you see:
illegal, or illegals?

_________%

undocumented?

_________%

alien, or aliens?

_________%

other: ________?

_________%
Total

__100____%

When hearing about immigration topics, what percentage of the following terms do you hear:
illegal, or illegals?

_________%

undocumented?

_________%

alien, or aliens?

_________%

other: ________?

_________%
Total

__100____%
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Finally, I would like to ask you several questions about yourself. Please circle or
write your answer choice.
Residence zip code:
________________________________________________________________________
Gender:
b. Male

b. Female

c. Prefer not to answer

Birth year:
________________________________________________________________________
Country of birth:
________________________________________________________________________
Country of citizenship:
________________________________________________________________________
Marital status:
a. Married or Partnered

d. Separated

b. Single/Never Married or Partnered

e. Widowed

c. Divorced

f. Prefer not to answer

Number of children:
b. 0

d. 3

b. 1

e. 4

c. 2

f. >4

How long have you lived in the United States?
d. <3 years

d. 11-14 years

e. 3-6 years

e. 15-18 years

f.

f. >19 years

7-10 years
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How long have you lived in this state?
d. <3 years

d. 11-14 years

e. 3-6 years

e. 15-18 years

f.

f. >19 years

7-10 years

How many languages are you fluent in?
c. 1

d. 4

d. 2

e. 5

c.

f. 6

3

How liberal or conservative would you consider yourself to be?
0---------1---------2---------3---------4---------5---------6---------7---------8---------9---------10
liberal

neutral

Which religion would you consider yourself to be a practitioner of?
a. Christianity (i.e. Roman Catholicism, Protestantism, Orthodoxy, etc.)
b. Judaism
c. Islam
d. Eastern Religions (i.e. Buddhism, Taoism, Hinduism, etc.)
e. None
f. Other __________________________________
g. Spiritual, but not religious
h. Prefer not to answer

conservative
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Focus Group and Interview Contact Sheet
Immigration and Society Contact Sheet
Principal Investigator: David A. Caicedo, MA, MPhil
I would like to be contacted to participate in the individual interview and/or discussion group.
I understand that a screening process may prevent my participation in the interview.
Name
Phone
Email
Interview? (Y/N)
Focus Group?
(Y/N)
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Focus Group Instructions
“Using the materials provided, I would like you to do a drawing activity. You have a choice of
two options:
-

Draw a map of your journey from your home country or neighborhood to
NJCC. What got in the way? What was supportive? Include people, places, obstacles,
and opportunities along the way. You can use different colors to show different
feelings, or use lines and arrows. For example, you can use the color red for
obstacles, green for what got you going, and blue for support. These are just
suggestions. Be as creative as you like and, if you don’t want to draw, you can make
more of a flow-chart.
OR

-

Create a map of your identity, or identities. This should be a drawing of how you see
yourself as a community college student. You might include stereotypes about you or
others, and what you wish to say back. You are free to design the map as you wish.
You can use drawings, colors, symbols, words, language, etc.- whatever you need to
reflect who you are.”

AND
-

Create an entry for a Web-based dictionary (like urbandictionary.com), for the words
“illegal” and “undocumented”. Include a definition, and usage examples.
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Interview Protocol and Questions
Thank you for taking the time to speak to me today. I am interested in knowing your attitudes
and beliefs, as a college adult. There is no right or wrong answer to the following questions- and
everything you say will be kept anonymous and confidential. As a token of appreciation, you
will be offered a $20 Visa gift card at the end of this interview session.
Once you’re ready, I will begin recording.

Are you ready?

1.

Tell me your life history before coming to the U.S., and how you became undocumented.

2.

What is life like for you in the United States? What is your education, work, and family
life like?

3.

What does it mean to you to be living in the United States now?

4.

How do you make sense of your life in the context of your life experience?

5.

What is your opinion on the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program?
What makes you say that? Are there good, and not-so-good, sides to this program?

Thank you for taking the time to speak to me today.
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