
FINDINGS 
 
As Minnesota’s immigrant population has increased over the last three decades, our institutions 
of education have wrestled with questions of how to integrate immigrant students into our schools 
– and whether our schools are up to the task. There is little consensus over how best to educate 
immigrant students, and little information is available to show us where or whether we have been 
successful.  
 
This much is clear: both moral and economic imperatives demand that immigrant students (and 
all students) are ready for and successful in higher education. The moral argument is compelling: 
public schools have always served as an introduction to American culture and citizenship for new 
immigrants – and one of the fundamental roles of public education is to develop the capacity of 
citizens to self-govern and participate in our democracy. In addition, we have a particular 
responsibility to refugees, who make up a significant proportion of Minnesota’s immigrant 
population, and who are often sent to resettle in Minnesota after enduring unimaginable 
hardships and with little to say in the matter. The economic stakes are equally clear: the coming 
retirement of the baby boom generation and unprecedented competition from the global economy 
add to those demands: to maintain our standard of living, Minnesota needs to increase the 
number of students who complete some form of higher education.  
 

 
MINNESOTA NEEDS MORE HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS TO COMPLETE SOME FORM OF 
HIGHER EDUCATION 
 
Minnesota is at a critical juncture in its economic and social future. The global information 
economy demands a highly-educated, highly-skilled workforce, but Minnesota’s capacity to meet 
that need is shrinking. At the same time that our Baby Boomers will begin to retire, the numbers 
of students graduating from high school and receiving bachelor’s degrees in Minnesota will 
decline. To maintain its strength in the U.S. and world economy, Minnesota needs more of its 
high school students to complete some form of higher education.  
 
In 2011, the Baby Boom generation will start to turn 65. Over roughly the same period, the 
number of college graduates retiring from the Minnesota workforce will grow from 9,000 to 25,000 
each year, and by 2020, Minnesota will have more retirees than schoolchildren for the first time in 
its history.
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Recent work by the Minnesota Private College Council puts the discrepancy between the 
number of workers Minnesota’s economy will need and the number of graduates Minnesota 
schools are producing in bold relief: 
 

• Between 2003 and 2013, the number of high school graduates in Minnesota will 
decrease by 10.3 percent. 

• Between 2007 and 2017, the number of bachelor’s degrees awarded in Minnesota 
each year will decline by 12 percent – that adds up to 3,000 fewer college graduates 
per year. 

• Over roughly the same period, the number of college graduates retiring from the 
Minnesota workforce will grow from 9,000 to 25,000 each year.  

• On top of the need created by retirements, new job growth in professional and high 
tech industries will demand an additional 10,500 college graduates each year.  

 
Source: Minnesota Private College Council, “Demographic Challenges and Opportunities: 
Higher Education & Minnesota’s Future,” April 2006 



This demographic shift will have profound implications for Minnesota’s economy: we will be 
depending on a smaller pool of workers to support a growing pool of retirees, who will be living 
longer lives than any previous generation.  
 
At the same time, the number of high school graduates and the number of bachelor’s degrees 
awarded each year will decline. Between 2003 and 2013, the number of high school graduates in 
Minnesota will decrease by 10.3 percent – significantly more than the national average of 4 
percent.
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As a result of historically lower college-going rates by students of color – who will make up an 
increasing proportion of Minnesota’s student population in coming years – the number of 
bachelor’s degrees awarded in Minnesota will decline even further. The Minnesota Private 
College Council predicts that, between 2007 and 2017, the number of bachelor’s degrees 
awarded in Minnesota will decrease by 12 percent.
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The number of jobs in Minnesota requiring some college education and providing a living wage 
will grow by 21 percent from 2002 to 2012, while jobs requiring only a high school education will 
grow by 12 percent.
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  Nine of the ten fastest growing jobs in the next decade will require some 

form of higher education.
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In short, Minnesota’s need for college-educated workers will be growing at the same time that its 
pool of new workers is shrinking. To maintain its global competitiveness and local quality-of-life, 
Minnesota must take advantage of and invest in the skills, knowledge and ability of all of its 
students – its “human resources.” 
 
IMMIGRANT STUDENTS ARE AN INTEGRAL PART OF MINNESOTA’S HUMAN 
RESOURCES  

 
While the number of non-minority students in Minnesota schools will decrease by more than 50 
percent in the coming decades, the number of students of color in our schools will increase 
significantly.
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 Because immigrant students are not tracked statewide, we cannot say for certain 

that the number of immigrant students increase, but the increasing number of immigrants in 
Minnesota of child-bearing age suggest that it will. Furthermore, many immigrant students have 
assets that merit special attention, including proficiency in languages other than English and 
international perspective, experience and connections.  
 
Since 1970, the number and proportion of immigrants living in Minnesota has increased rapidly 
(Figures 1, 2). By 2004, there were approximately 304,000 immigrants living in Minnesota, 
making up 6.1 percent of the state’s population.
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 In some Minnesota communities, that number is 

much higher: immigrants make up approximately 15 percent of the populations of both 
Minneapolis and St. Paul and almost 20 percent of the population of some Twin Cities suburbs 
and Greater Minnesota cities (Tables 1,2). 
 
According to the 2000 census, the largest immigrant groups in Minnesota come from Mexico 
(41,592), Laos (25,968), Vietnam (15,727), Canada (13,183) and China (including Hong Kong 
and Taiwan, 10,003).
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 However, recent trends in immigration show a different story. In 2004, the 

top five sources of immigration to Minnesota were Somalia, Ethiopia, India, Mexico and the 
Philippines.
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Minnesota’s immigrant population differs significantly from the rest of the country. Compared to 
the United States overall, Minnesota has a substantially higher proportion of immigrants from 
Africa and Asia and a comparatively smaller proportion of immigrants from the Americas (Figure 
3) and a substantially higher proportion of refugees (Figure 4). In fact, Minnesota has the highest 
proportion of refugees of any state.
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Little is known about immigrant students in Minnesota’s schools and institutions of higher 
education. Each school district in Minnesota collects different information about its students – and 
most do not track the immigration status of students and their families. As a result, few data are 
available to answer the most basic questions about the number and academic performance of 
immigrant students and children of immigrants in Minnesota schools. 
 
Similarly, most colleges and universities in Minnesota do not track students by immigration status 
or ethnicity. Most colleges and universities, both public and private, depend on government 
appropriations for much of their financing. The current political debate over immigration and 
terrorism may put many of these institutions in the uncomfortable position of sharing student data 
to help enforce immigration law, which acts as a disincentive to collect sensitive student data at 
all.  
 
The U.S. Census tell us that in 2000, there were approximately 96,000 children of immigrants in 
Minnesota schools.
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 However, there is disagreement among immigrant communities and 

communities of color regarding the validity of this estimate. 
 
Minnesota’s public schools do track whether students are “English Language Learners” (ELL), 
and the ELL designation is commonly used as a proxy for immigrant students. Approximately 
seven percent of Minnesota public school students are English Language Learners (57,665 total).
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 Unfortunately, ELL is an imperfect proxy for “immigrant.” According to the National 

Clearinghouse for English Language Acquisition and Language Instruction, just over half of ELL 
students in U.S. schools are foreign-born.
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 At the same time, an Urban Institute analysis of 

Census data shows that only 40 percent of foreign-born students are ELL.
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  This means that 
when we use ELL as a proxy for “immigrant,” we include a significant number of students who are 
not foreign-born but who – for any number of reasons, including growing up in an immigrant 
family or speaking indigenous languages – are receiving English language instruction in schools, 
and we exclude a significant number of students who are foreign-born but who are proficient in 
English.  
 
While studies from other states suggest that, on the whole, immigrant students are relatively 
successful in K-12 education,
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 the results of these studies cannot be extrapolated to Minnesota. 

Minnesota’s immigrant population differs significantly from that of the rest of the country; we 
cannot say whether our immigrant students are likely to be more, less or equally successful as 
immigrant students in other states.  
 
The coming demographic and economic changes necessitate that Minnesota take advantage of 
all of its “human resources,” but immigrant students have special assets that merit particular 
attention in our increasingly global economy. Many immigrant students, especially those who 
spent significant time in their home country before coming to the United States, speak several 
languages (in addition to English) and have international perspectives, experience and 
connections. These assets are too often treated as problems that our educational systems need 
to work around, rather than as resources that can improve learning for all students.  
 
 



CONCLUSIONS  
 
THE KEY QUESTION: HOW CAN MINNESOTA INCREASE IMMIGRANT STUDENT 
READINESS FOR AND SUCCESS IN HIGHER EDUCATION? 
 
The current political conversation about immigrant students has focused almost entirely on the 
Development, Relief, and Education for Alien Minors Act (for more information on the DREAM 
Act, see below). To increase participation and success of immigrant students in higher education, 
Minnesota must expand this conversation to include other policy challenges – and other voices. 
The responsibility for addressing the policy challenges raised in this report should not be held 
exclusively by government, but also by the other institutions that serve immigrant families and 
communities.    
 
The Study Committee on Immigration and Higher Education identified key policy questions in four 
areas – information, culture, cost and preparation – that are key to increasing immigrant students’ 
readiness for and success in higher education: 
 

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

 

• Culture: How can educational institutions and individuals educators learn to adapt to the 
changing cultural makeup of their student population?  

 

• Cost: What do immigrant families need to overcome the financial challenged related to 
higher education?  

 

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

 
 
INFORMATION 
 
Felipe is nineteen years old. He was born in the United States; his parents were immigrants from 
Mexico. In high school, Felipe was an excellent student – he took Advanced Placement classes 
and won a track-and-field scholarship to Texas A&M University. He turned down the scholarship. 
“I wanted to learn about my parents’ life,” he said, so he took a job in a factory. When his family 
moved to Minnesota he knew he wanted to go to college, but he didn’t know where to start. “I 
didn’t know what colleges there were here, what kinds of colleges or how I could find them.”  
 
Norma and Albina are mothers and advocates in their children’s schools. They work hard to make 
sure that Latino families and students are included in school activities. Even for these active 
parents, though, it is difficult to stay on top of what they need to do. “There should be more 
information in other languages, not just English. The kids have to be the translators for the 
parents so not all the information gets home,” Norma said. “They are supposed to have a 
translator but they don’t always.” Albina was hired by the school to talk to teachers about Latino 
culture. “There should be more outreach,” she said, “they shouldn’t just wait for a call.” 
 
How are information and services about K-12 and higher education best delivered to 
immigrant students and their families? 
 
All students and families need information and support as they navigate Minnesota’s educational 
systems, and immigrant families would benefit from support targeted to their specific needs. In 
general, immigrant students are unlikely to be familiar with Minnesota’s educational systems, 
postsecondary options, career planning and the higher education admission process. In addition, 
immigrant families usually do not have the same “insider information” – what kinds of 



extracurricular activities impress college admissions officers, how local colleges differ from each 
other – that helps American students prepare for and succeed in higher education.  
 
There are a multitude of resources available to provide information and support to immigrant 
families within the public school system, institutions of higher education, nonprofit organizations, 
community associations and informal networks. However, no system exists to coordinate these 
resources; as a result individual students cannot always access them – and it is difficult to tell 
what programs and resources are most effective.  
 
School-based counselors might not be the best answer 
 
In the past, school-based counselors were the bridge between students and the multitudes of 
programs, systems, institutions and resources that were available to them. Today, counselors are 
overwhelmed by the number of students they must support and cannot always give individual 
students the personal attention they need. Minnesota public schools have, on average, one 
counselor for everyone 792 students – almost eight times the 100:1 ratio recommended by the 
National Association of College Admission Counselors for college and academic counseling. 
Minnesota is ranked 49

th
 in the country for its student-to-counselor ratio; only California has fewer 

counselors per student.
xvi

 
 
Minnesota’s high counselor-to-student ratio means that students get little individual support from 
their counselors. The students that participated in our focus groups told us that their counselors 
were too busy to offer much help. Students who know what they are looking for can get the 
information they need from counselors, but students who need additional support often have a 
hard time finding it at school.  
 
Compounding the problem for immigrant students, counselors and college admissions officers do 
not always have accurate information, especially for undocumented students. For example, 
students and parents told stories of counselors who told them that because they were 
undocumented they could not attend college (they can). In many Minnesota communities, the 
influx of immigrants is relatively recent and the staff and faculty of schools are still learning about 
the special challenges that immigrant students face.    
 
Outside resources are available but uncoordinated 
 
Many immigrant families, particularly refugees, have strong relationships with local community 
organizations and mutual assistance associations. Many students told us that they turned to 
those organizations first for information, support and resources to help with their education. 
Unfortunately, while some students have access to programs or individuals that can help them be 
successful in school, many students do not – and little is known about the quality and 
effectiveness of the programs themselves. Minnesota should evaluate and explore both 
school- and community-based effort to deliver information and services to immigrant 
families and students.   
 
CULTURE 
 
Khadra is a senior in college and is working on her applications for graduate school. She was 
born in Somalia and spent several years in a refugee camp in Kenya before moving to Minnesota 
when she was twelve years old. She lived with her family in a Twin Cities suburb and, along with 
her brothers, was one of the only students of color in her high school. “Somali parents try not to 
get too close to schools… because they don’t want their kids to lose their culture.” As a result, 
she did not participate in any extra-curricular activities, and said that she spent high school 
feeling like an outsider. Her counselors didn’t help: although she was an excellent student (when 
we met her, Khadra was in the process of applying to PhD programs), her high school counselor 
discouraged her from taking challenging college preparatory classes, telling her that they were 
“too hard.”  



 
Tou, who came to the United States from Cambodia when he was very young, was frustrated by 
the way teachers responded to students from other countries. “Language is one thing, but culture 
is another. Teachers should try to understand the cultures that the kids come from. If a kid is 
doing something weird, instead of just attributing it to cultural differences and leaving it at that the 
teacher should just ask the kid ‘Why are you doing that?’ The same goes for building 
understanding between teachers and parents.”   
 
How can educational institutions and individual educators learn to adapt to the changing 
cultural makeup of their student population?  
 
Immigrant students have to navigate both their native cultures and the culture of American 
educational systems in order to be successful in school. In school, they have to adapt to new 
methods of teaching, different expectations for interacting with authority figures, and a wide array 
of choices (What class should I take? What college should I consider?). At home, they are 
expected to live up to traditional cultural norms, and often mediate between their families and the 
outside world.  
 
Sometimes, these cultures come into conflict, but much of this conflict would be avoidable if 
Minnesota’s immigrant communities and educational systems better understood each other. 
Immigrant families are constantly learning to adapt to American institutions and systems. 
Minnesota’s educational systems need to do their part and develop the capacity to adapt to the 
changing cultural makeup of their student populations.  
 
Increases in the number of immigrant students produce new challenges for Minnesota schools 
 
The increase in the number of immigrant students has introduced new challenges to school 
districts and individual teachers. For example, students in the St. Paul Public school speak over 
100 languages and dialects and students in the Minneapolis Public Schools speak over 150 
languages and dialects. Even if teachers are committed to learning about new cultures, it is very 
difficult for them to become familiar with all the languages, cultural backgrounds and experiences 
that their new immigrant students bring with them to the classroom.  
 
Family cultural norms are sometimes in conflict with American ideas about education  
 
American expectations about the relationships between schools, teachers, parents and students 
are often at odds with the tradition and experience of immigrant communities. As described in 
Khadra’s story above, Somali parents expect to defer educational decisions to teachers and 
school administrators. American teachers sometimes perceive this deference as a lack of interest 
on the part of parents in their children’s education. American schools expect parents to show up 
at student-teacher conferences, volunteer in the classroom, and watch over students’ shoulder to 
make sure they complete their homework.  
 
Students serve as a bridge between their schools and their families 
 
Many immigrant students serve as a bridge between the schools, which are struggling to serve 
students from a wide variety of backgrounds, and their parents, who do not understand what the 
schools expect of them. The students we spoke to were familiar with this role and frustrated by it. 
They told us that kids who immigrate as teenagers are more successful because they are well 
grounded in their home culture before arriving in the United States – and conversely, that 
students who came to the United States when they were very young feel pulled between the 
culture of their families and the American culture in which they are being educated. (However, a 
recent paper from the National Conference of State Legislatures suggests that immigrants who 
arrive as teenagers have a more difficult time learning English, and as a result struggle to adapt 
to American culture and to learn the material necessary for success on standardized tests.
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Schools need to learn to adapt to the changing cultural makeup of their student populations 
 
Immigrant students are both challenged and supported by their cultures – and they face those 
challenges both at home and in the schools. They are usually the first in their families to adapt to 
unfamiliar American customs and institutions. Their families are in a constant state of learning, 
and immigrant students feel a responsibility to help them. To ease that burden, Minnesota’s 
systems of education need to develop the capacity to adapt to the changing cultural 
makeup of their student populations.  
 
COST 
 
Claudia & Eduardo, both from Guatemala, have four daughters. Their eldest is a student at the 
local community college, their second daughter went away to a private four-year liberal arts 
college and the two youngest girls are in elementary school and junior high. They worked hard to 
put their daughters through a private Catholic school, and they are willing to do whatever it takes 
to put them through college, too. Other families they know struggle, they said, because they try to 
save their money so that they can go back home. “What I earn is for the family,” Eduardo said, 
“so they can do what they want to do.” Their second daughter, Jackie, had the same attitude: “I 
know I’m going to have loans, but I will be able to pay them and choose what I want to do with my 
life.”  
 
Mary works for a large corporation based in Minneapolis. When her son was getting ready to 
graduate from high school, the first place she turned to for help paying for college was her 
employer. “They had a college fair, they had information about financial aid, and they have 
scholarships.” Her son received one of the company’s scholarships – and now he works there, 
too. 
 
What do immigrant families need to overcome the financial challenges related to higher 
education? 
 
For most low- and middle-income families, the cost of higher education is a significant barrier. 
The financial challenges that affect low-income and first-generation college students affect 
immigrants disproportionately – more immigrants live under the poverty line than native-born 
students.
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 In addition, many immigrant students face other constraints unique to their native 

cultures or immigrant status.  
 
The cost of higher education is daunting  
 
The cost of higher education continues to climb, and for many families it feels out of reach. In the 
2005 Measuring Up report, Minnesota received a “D” for the affordability of its institutions of 
higher education – which, while among the highest grades received by any state, reflects a 
significant burden to Minnesota students.  Attending a community college in Minnesota requires 
22 percent of an average family’s income. Attending a public college or university requires 26 
percent of an average family’s income; private colleges or universities require 54 percent.
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Federal financial aid has not kept pace with the increasing cost of attending higher education. In 
2004, the average Pell Grant covered 25 percent of total costs at public four-year colleges, down 
from 47 percent in 1975.

xx
 Under Minnesota state law, any increase in federal grant aid (such as 

an increase in the maximum Pell Grant) is accompanied by a corresponding decrease in state 
grant aid, so the amount the student pays stays the same.  
 
The high cost of a college education produces other, more subtle, barriers in addition to the core 
challenge of raising the necessary funds. Some of the students we talked with told us that the 
financial benefits of going to college, weighed against the expense, are either unclear (because 
some jobs, such as construction or skilled factory work, can pay as well as the jobs students 
would get after college) or are so far in the future that they are not a significant incentive. Families 



told us that even if scholarships and other financial aid are abundant, it is hard to conceive of 
spending or borrowing the cost of education when living paycheck to paycheck, and relatively 
small expenses – like a $200 deposit on a dorm room – are a major stumbling block. 
Undocumented students worried that they would graduate with significant college debt and still be 
unable to get a job in the United States.  
 
Immigrant students face other challenges to financing higher education  
 
Cultural expectations, religious requirements, and immigration status create other challenges to 
financing higher education for some immigrant students.  
 
Immigrant students are often obligated to help support their families in a variety of ways. Many 
immigrant families come to the United States to that they can earn enough money to assist 
families in their home countries – and eventually to earn enough to go back themselves. Boys are 
often expected to work while they are in school – or take better paying jobs that do not allow them 
to attend higher education. Girls, in many immigrant cultures, marry and have children at the 
same age that their peers are preparing for and starting college.  
 
Some immigrant students face additional constraints. For example, under sharia law, the 
principles that guide Islam, Muslims are not permitted to pay or receive interest (although this 
restriction is not universally understood by Muslims to apply to education), which sometimes 
forces Muslim students to choose between their faith and their education.  
 
Undocumented students in Minnesota are not eligible for in-state tuition or state or federal 
financial aid; these students have to turn to the limited supply of scholarships that do not require 
applicants to have a Social Security number.  
 
Minnesota should be at the forefront of exploring and developing mechanisms that allow 
immigrant students to finance higher education in ways that are consistent with their 
familial obligations, culture and faith.   
 
PREPARATION  
 
Fatima’s boys, Ahmud and Abdi, are six and ten years old. Ahmud started Kindergarten this fall; 
Abdi is in fifth grade. Fatima is worried about the education they are getting in the Minneapolis 
Public Schools; she doesn’t think the English Language Learner classes they are taking are 
helping them. “Why do they spend a whole month learning one letter? They do ‘B’. His homework 
is to write ‘B’, ‘B’, ‘B’. He already knows the whole alphabet!” 
 
Maria has three children: two boys who are in school now and a baby daughter who is still at 
home. They live in a small town in southern Minnesota. “The biggest problem is English,” she 
said. “In Mexico, the schools are better; they know more than the other students. In Mexico, they 
are doing 4

th
 grade math, but here they don’t know English, so they do 1

st
 grade math. They 

shouldn’t have to do that just because they don’t know English.”  
 
What is the best way to prepare immigrant students for college-level English skills? 
 
To increase the number of college graduates, Minnesota must first ensure that its high school 
students are adequately prepared for higher education. For many immigrant students, gaining 
proficiency in English is an essential first step to success in other subjects – and for too many, the 
English Language Learner systems currently in place are not doing the job.  
 
A lack of proficiency in English hinders students’ abilities to succeed in high school and higher 
education 
 



Almost 58,000 Minnesota public school students are classified as English Language Learners 
(ELL).

xxi
 Improving the English proficiency of these students must be a priority for Minnesota. 

English Language Learners are held back in all subjects because their comprehension of the 
language prevents them from demonstrating their skills: on the Minnesota Comprehensive 
Assessments (MCA) and Basic Skills Tests (BST), in all grades and subjects, English Language 
Learners score substantially lower than other students. In 2005, for example, 74 percent of 
English proficient students had “proficient” scores on the 11

th
 grade math MCA. Only 34 percent 

of English Language Learners had proficient scores on the same exam.
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English Language Learners are also less likely to graduate from high school.

xxiii
 Even students 

who are technically proficient in English struggle when they enroll in higher education: the basic 
level of language proficiency provided by ELL programs in primary and secondary schools is not 
as rigorous as the language required to be successful in higher education. Remedial English 
classes at the state’s public colleges and universities are full (with both immigrant and native-born 
students); students who require remedial language instruction use up scholarships and 
government financial aid on those classes, leaving them with more limited funding for degree-
based coursework.   
 
Immigrants today need higher-level English skills than previous generations  
 
Learning English has always been a challenge for new immigrants. Today’s students face an 
even greater challenge than earlier generations of immigrants: to be successful in Minnesota’s 
information economy, they must be proficient in rigorous academic English–something that was 
rarely expected of earlier immigrants. The English Language Learner systems in Minnesota were 
built to an earlier standard of basic proficiency, and too often they do not adequately prepare 
students for higher education or professional careers.  The ELL programs administered by local 
school districts are an essential part of the solution, but the ultimate goal must be to build a 
system that prepares immigrant students not just for proficiency in English but also for 
the college-level English skills required for success in higher education.  
 



PRINCIPLES 

 

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

education should be encouraged, and it should be a realistic opportunity, for all 

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

• All students should be able to afford higher education. 
 

• High school should adequately prepare all graduates for higher education, so that they 
are not inhibited by the cost of remedial education 

 
• Higher education application and financial aid processes should be simple.  
 
• Educational pathways and funding options should be flexible, to allow students to work 

and fulfill family obligations while attending school. 
 

• Students should receive individual attention from well-informed advisors, mentors or 
counselors. 

 
• Educational leadership in immigrant communities is crucial to immigrant students’ 

success.   
 

• Students should not be held back in other subjects because their English skills are 
temporarily limited.  

 
• Schools must understand the interplay between the cultures of their students, the school 

and education in the United States, and they must be able to find the means to effectively 
communicate with students and their families.  

 
• Education is a shared responsibility among schools, students, families and communities. 

 



RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

Immigrant students, while they face some additional challenges, have the same needs as 

the rest of Minnesota’s students. The Study Committee on Immigration and Higher 

Education could have written a report on fundamental reforms to Minnesota’s K-12 and 

higher education systems that would have increased access to higher education for all 

students – including immigrants.  

 

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

students. Several other organizations in Minnesota are focused on reforming K-12 and 

higher education (see resources, page XX).   

 
INFORMATION 
 
1. Develop a statewide “Six Year Plan” that all students are required to complete before 

graduating from high school. 
 
Planning for postsecondary education should be mandatory for all students in Minnesota. 
Requiring such planning would ensure that all students are encouraged to attend higher 
education and receive some support in preparing for it. 
 
A standardized platform used by all schools would allow students that transfer between schools 
or school districts in Minnesota to continue working on the same plan throughout their high school 
education. The platform should:  
 

• Provide access to high school transcripts and standardized test scores, including the 
Minnesota Comprehensive Assessments and common college entrance exams like the 
SAT and ACT.  

• Allow students to create a portfolio of their best work, to be used in college and 
scholarship applications.  

• Link students to online advisors and mentors, including those provided by the state 
Department of Education, school districts, nonprofit and community organizations and 
individual volunteers. 

• Automate the application process to public and private colleges and universities in 
Minnesota, using students’ transcripts, test scores and portfolios. 

• Guide students on “pathways” and preparation necessary for a variety of professions.  
• Include a database of available scholarships and college access programming in 

Minnesota. 
 
Individual schools and school districts should maintain autonomy in how they choose to 
implement the standardized Six Year Plan platform, but all schools must provide students with in-
school time to work on the plan and a guidance counselor or teacher-advisor who stays with the 
student for the entirety of their high school career.  
 
2. Increase and improve the mentoring and advising available to immigrant students. 
 
High student-to-counselor ratios mean that Minnesota students have limited access to advising 
and mentoring in their schools. Ongoing budget limitations make it unlikely that those ratios can 
be significantly reduced in the near future – and even if the number of counselors in Minnesota 
schools were doubled, the ratio of students to advisors would be too high to allow for the 
intensive, supportive advising that many immigrant students need. 
 



Rather than relying only on high school counselors, school districts, colleges and universities, 
nonprofit and community organizations and volunteers can work together to provide mentoring 
and advising to immigrant students – without straining school budgets. Such a collaboration 
would require leadership, both to coordinate activities among the involved institutions, and to 
organize support for the initiative.  
 

• Encourage colleges and universities to create programs to encourage immigrant 
college students to serve immigrant high school students in accessing higher 
education.  
 
Immigrant students who are currently attending college or university are an often-
untapped resource for immigrant students preparing for higher education. Their cultural 
expertise, community connections and experience in navigating admissions, financial aid 
and college life make them ideal advisors.  

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

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

 
• Encourage immigrant college and university students to mentor and advise 

immigrant high school students. 
 
At many colleges and universities, immigrant students are well-connected to each other 
through cultural affinity groups. These groups should recruit members to share their 
experience and serve as advisors to immigrant high school students preparing for higher 
education.  
 

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

 
People who serve as mentors or advisors to immigrant students do not always have the 
information or training they need to provide the best service to the students they advise. 
Many serve this role as a volunteer; those who advise students professionally are usually 
not specifically trained to work with immigrant students or equipped with information to 
support these students’ unique needs. 

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

 
• Create a new position within school districts that is responsible for coordinating 

resources available to immigrant students.  
 

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



 
Before creating new programs, we should ensure that students can access those 
programs and opportunities that already exist. While most schools or school districts in 
Minnesota have bilingual personnel in a variety of positions, those staff people are often 
used mainly as interpreters – and their cultural knowledge is left untapped.  

 
 
CULTURE 
 
3. Expect teachers, advisors and school administrators in Minnesota to have experience 

with and be committed to effectively educating immigrant students.  
 
Immigrant students need teachers who understand the strengths and challenges they bring with 
them to school. As the number of immigrant students in Minnesota increases, the need for 
teachers and other school staff who are experienced with and committed to working with 
immigrant students increases. 
 
Not every teacher need be an expert in educating immigrant students – but some should, and all 
teachers should have a basic understanding of the role that culture plays in the education of 
immigrant students.  
 

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

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

 
• Add content to current urban education programs to prepare students to serve 

immigrant students.  
 

Urban education programs at Metropolitan State University and Hamline University 
(MORE?) go beyond traditional education programs to prepare their graduates to teach in 
urban environments. Because immigrant students make up a large and growing 
proportion of the student population of Minnesota’s urban school districts, these 
programs should include content focused on preparing teachers to work with immigrant 
students.  
 
 
• Create new centers for excellence in teaching and advising immigrant 

students.  
 

Following the model of the urban education programs, new centers for excellence in 
teaching and advising immigrant students should be created. These centers would 
prepare graduates who are committed to working in largely immigrant schools and 
districts to be experts in teaching immigrant students.  
 
Because Minnesota’s urban school districts are already served by the urban education 
programs at Metropolitan State University and Hamline University, and because 
immigrant students make up a larger proportion of the student population in many 
Greater Minnesota districts than in the Twin Cities, the centers for excellence in teaching 
and advising immigrant students should be located in Greater Minnesota. Two logical 
locations are Southwest State University and Minnesota State – Mankato, both of which 



currently have teacher education programs and are located in regions with large 
immigrant student populations. 

 
4. Increase opportunities for immigrant adults to become teachers, counselors and 

school administrators.  
 
Immigrant adults with experience as or desire to become a teacher are an untapped resource for 
educating Minnesota’s immigrant students. Not only would these adults provide a bridge for 
students between the culture of home and the culture of American education, they would also 
serve as role models and help develop educational leadership in immigrant communities. 
 
It is important to note that we do not recommend that inexperienced immigrant teachers be thrust 
into the schools, but rather that programs be established to develop expert teachers from 
immigrant communities. Possible models include: 
 

• Masters-level teaching certification program, such as the Newcomer Extended 
Teacher Education Program at the University of Southern Maine (see text box, page 
XX). 

 
• Cohort program with intensive training, mentoring and ongoing support, similar to 

Teach for America.   
 
 
Cost 
 
5. Equalize treatment of non-traditional students at higher education and scholarship-

granting institutions. 

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

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

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

 
Students in Minnesota who are have Temporary Protected Status or who are undocumented pay 
out-of-state tuition rates at most of Minnesota’s public colleges and universities. The higher tuition 
makes the financial barrier to education – already a roadblock for many immigrant students – 
even more significant. 
 
Minnesota should pass state legislation that would allow all students who meet residency 
requirements (such as living for a given number of years in Minnesota and graduating from a 
Minnesota high school)  to pay in-state tuition rates at public colleges and universities, regardless 
of their immigration status. 
 
Focusing lower tuition on students who meet residency requirements – rather than creating a flat 
tuition at all public colleges and universities – will allow Minnesota to make higher education more 
affordable for Minnesotans, without diverting resources to out-of-state students. 
 



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

 
Currently, both state and federal financial aid is not available to students who have Temporary 
Protected Status or who are undocumented. While the State of Minnesota cannot override federal 
law to offer federal aid to students with TPS or undocumented status, Minnesota should make 
state financial aid dollars available to these students.  
 
8. Develop a standardized financial aid application that can be used to obtain state 

financial aid and institution-specific scholarships. 
 
To obtain federal and state financial aid, students must complete the Free Application for Federal 
Student Aid (FAFSA). In addition, many higher education and scholarship-granting institutions 
use the FAFSA to award scholarships, grants and other financial aid.  
  
The FAFSA form is complicated and confusing, and requires detailed information about a 
student’s family’s financial situation, including Social Security numbers. As a result, many 
students do not complete the form, either because they are ineligible for federal aid and believe 
that there is no reason for them to fill out the FAFSA, or because the form itself is too difficult. 
These students lose the opportunity to obtain not only federal aid, but also private aid that might 
be available even to students who have Temporary Protected Status or who are undocumented.  
 
A standardized alternative financial aid application – similar to the Common Application, accepted 
by many colleges and universities for admissions decisions – would allow students to apply for 
state financial aid and private scholarships without completing the FAFSA. We do not recommend 
that higher education or scholarship-granting institutions require students to complete the 
alternative application – which would add a complicating step to the admissions and aid process 
for many students – but rather than they accept either the FAFSA or the alternative application as 
they make their financial aid and scholarship awarding decisions.  
 



 
 
English Language Preparation 

 
9. Provide additional support to students identified as English Language Learners, in the 

form of longer school days, a longer school year or programs outside of school.  
 
English Language Learners (ELL) have more to learn than other students: they must master the 
language in addition to the subject content required of all high school graduates. To ensure that 
these students are not given substandard academic content, and that they are prepared for 
higher education when they have graduated high school, English Language Learners should be 
given more classroom time. 
 
This additional time could take the form of a longer school day, a longer school year, a special 
intensive English program during the summer, or partnerships between the school district and 
outside organizations. The additional time should be made available at no cost to ELL students. 
 

Description of La Escuelita as a potential model.  

 

Federal Immigration Legislation 
 

Immigration status is, for many students, the most significant barrier to higher education. Students 

who are undocumented are not eligible for public financial aid and many private and institutional 

scholarships, pay out-of-state tuition rates at public colleges and universities in most states, have 

difficulty finding working after receiving their degrees, and live under constant fear of deportation. 

Students who are on Temporary Protected Status are also ineligible for federal financial aid.  

 

While there have been attempts to address these barriers by various states, immigration is 

fundamentally a federal matter. State policy changes, such as those that we recommend, can 

reduce the cost of higher education for some immigrant students. However, state policy changes 

cannot legalize students’ residency, allow them to work, or make them eligible for federal student 

loans. Removing all of these barriers would dramatically increase the opportunities for 

undocumented immigrant students to attend higher education. 

 

The Study Committee on Immigration and Higher Education learned about and discussed several 

policy proposals that would reduce or eliminate these barriers, including the Federal DREAM Act 

(see box on page XX). However, federal immigration policy, with its implications for the economy, 

government services, and foreign relations, is beyond the scope of this study committee, and we 

have not taken a position on any federal legislation. 

 



 
Adding classroom time for ELL students will be expensive, but it is essential.  Without gaining 
proficiency in English, these students cannot hope to be successful in higher education – or in the 
high-skilled jobs that the global information economy demands. It is also possible that the cost of 
adding classroom time will be offset as students progress more quickly in their comprehension of 
English and require less remediation in other subject areas.  
 
10. Improve Minnesota’s English Language Learner systems. 
 
There is no one English Language Learner system in Minnesota. Instead, responsibility for 
ensuring that students are proficient in English is devolved to individual schools and school 
districts. Schools and districts in Minnesota develop their own systems for identifying and 
assessing ELL students, and can use the curricula of their choice to provide English language 
instruction. 
 
Local authority over schools is at the core of American educational philosophy. For ELL students, 
though, it means that, depending on where they live, they may or may not be identified as 
needing additional language instruction – and once they are in ELL classes, where they live will 
determine what instruction they receive and at what point will they be considered proficient.  
 

• Develop a standardized process to identify and assess English Language 
Learners, to be used by all Minnesota school districts. 

 
The same process should be used to identify and assess all ELL students in Minnesota, so 
that every student who needs additional instruction receives it – and so that students who 
move during the school year do not lose their status as English Language Learners. The 
process should include an intake evaluation, annual assessments, and an individualized 
plan that provides each student with the appropriate services.  
 
• Set aggressive goals for individual English Language Learner student progress 

and proficiency. 
  

The standard for achieving proficiency should be more aggressive, and the goals for the 
percentage of a given school population that reaches that standard should also be more 
aggressive. 
 
NOTE: FACT CHECK HERE 

 
• Identify and expand best practices to deliver high-quality English instruction to 

English Language Learners at all levels.  
 

The Minnesota Department of Education should take a more active role in identifying, 
assessing and promoting best practices for English Language Learners – not only in K-12 
schools, but also in programs offered by colleges and universities, nonprofit organizations 
and informal community collaboratives. 
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