



Summit aims to inspire -- and caution
Annual conference seeks to rally Hispanics around education's importance and challenges
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Sergio Castro came to this country from Mexico at age 10; now a high school senior, he is heading to college in the fall. 
Staff Photo by Chris Seward 



	


Marti Maguire, Staff Writer
Sergio Castro has done in a few short years what usually takes a generation. The senior at Jordan-Matthews High School in Siler City, who arrived in the United States from Mexico when he was 10, will start as freshman at UNC-Chapel Hill in the fall. 

"I took English as a Second Language courses at first," he said. "Then when I got to high school, I took Advanced Placement courses. I think I'm prepared." 

For the 700 Hispanic middle and high school students who gathered Friday in Raleigh for the Hispanic Educational Summit, Castro's is a success story. The yearly summit aims to keep Hispanic students in school and put them on the road to college. 

But Castro's battle isn't over, and the battle of many of his peers has just begun. 

The dropout rate among Hispanic high school students -- twice that of white students in North Carolina -- has long been a point of concern among educators. 

Even among those who graduate from high school, studies show their chances of finishing college are far lower than that of their white, non-Hispanic peers; nationwide, 11 percent of Hispanics in their late 20s have college degrees. 

Among students at the summit Friday, money was the first concern. Many are from poor families, and would be the first in their families to go to college. 

Some came to this country illegally and would have to pay the out-of-state tuition rate at state universities and community colleges even if North Carolina is the only home they know. 

Some community and private colleges in North Carolina don't accept students who are in the country illegally. 

The luck factor 

Teachers and counselors who help illegal immigrants enroll in college say policies are so informal that the admissions official who handles your application can determine how much you'll pay. 

"It can be kind of cloak-and-dagger," said Carol Massenburg, who teaches English as a Second Language at Smithfield-Selma High School in Johnston County. 

Nearly half of Hispanic graduates in North Carolina go to community colleges, which set their own policies for students who are not in the country legally. 

In the past, some community colleges charged illegal immigrants a separate price between in-state and out-of-state tuition, said Marco Zarate, president of the N.C. Society of Hispanic Professionals. The group, founded by successful Hispanics, has held the summit for seven years. 

Zarate said the students who gathered Friday can fill important jobs as nurses, teachers or other professionals. 

"This community is here to stay," Zarate said. "We need to make sure these students can find those educational opportunities and take on better careers." 

Ana Mata Alvarez, an 18-year-old sophomore at Millbrook High School in Raleigh, came to the United States when she was 15, and hopes to earn a bachelor's degree, starting in community college. Like many Hispanic students, she plans to take time off to save money for college before she starts, and she expects she'll have to take more breaks between semesters. 

"I might have to work at McDonald's, but I'll go," she said. 

National studies show each break makes it likelier they'll find jobs and not finish school. 

Alvarez was one of 450 students to sign a petition in support of the DREAM Act, which would allow students who graduate from U.S. high schools to enroll in college as citizens even if they are not legal residents. 

The measure is stalled in the U.S. Senate. Last year, a proposal to give the North Carolina immigrant students in-state tuition also stalled amid fierce opposition. 

Massenburg said that by avoiding the hot-button issue, policymakers are denying them opportunities. "By not making a decision about what to do with these students, they're making a decision about their futures." 

Sharing experiences 

Students who have made it to college shared their success and troubles Friday. At a panel on college life, current UNC-Chapel Hill students talked of culture shock, demanding classes and financial problems. With few other Hispanic students on campus, junior Canek Aguirre said he felt out of place in class and out of touch with campus activities. 

"I'm not gonna lie, it's real, real hard," said Aguirre, who came from Los Angeles to attend UNC. "I almost dropped out several times." 

The advice students heard Friday was, in part, that they are responsible for their own success despite the obstacles. 

Rogelio Salazar found inspiration in the story of Alvaro Villa, a Colombian immigrant who spoke to students about his rise from an impoverished youth to a career making robots for movies. Villa said he sneaked into college by telling school officials his high school diploma was on the way. 

A freshman at East Chapel Hill High School, Salazar only recently quit taking extra classes to improve his English. He said extra help makes it easier than it used to be for immigrant students. 

"It was a lot harder for him," he said of Villa. "His teacher told him to just get out of school."
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