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I have early child hood memo ries of streets, roads, and seem ingly end less
high ways. My fam ily was al ways go ing some where, some where that of fered 
a bet ter way or a bet ter life, a place that of fered peace and un der stand ing.

I was born in El Sal va dor, a coun try torn apart by a bloody civil war. I suf -
fered the chaos of my coun try as a small child. The suf fer ing was so deep that 
the im ages of the war were pushed from my con scious mind. The pain pre -
vented me from re mem ber ing my child hood. My par ents' strength dur ing
those trau matic times helped my brother, my sis ters, and me sur vive. They
have helped me re trieve some of those memo ries. Now I need to re live those 
events so that I can free my self and move on. I am the per son that I am to day
be cause of the ex pe ri ences that I have en dured. As my par ents have helped
me re call the events of the past, I have been able to gain a greater ap pre cia -
tion for the value of my cul ture and for the value of my life.

In the mid 1970s, peo ple were still pros per ous in El Sal va dor. My grand par -
ents owned a small res tau rant; my dad worked in a big fancy ho tel in San
Sal va dor and at tended the uni ver sity; my mom sold cut flow ers in her small
shop. My brother played ball with kids in the neigh bor hood and my sis ter
was just learn ing to talk. Our fam ily had a new baby in the house—they
named me Jenny. The grin gos from the north brought big tour ist dol lars
into our coun try. Peo ple spoke proudly of the crown ing of El Sal va dor's
own as Miss Uni verse in 1976. We were a small coun try that de pended on
other coun tries for many of our needs, but we were a hard- working peo ple.
Life was sim ple. Then things be gan to change.

In the sev en ties, as now, four teen fami lies owned ninety- eight per cent of the 
land and con trolled the econ omy. They, es pe cially, en joyed the fruits of the
pros per ous sev en ties. While the masses wanted land re form, those in power
wished to hold onto the status quo.

My fam ily was poor. We were de scen dants of the great Maya civi li za tion
that built great pyra mids, de vel oped a cal en dar, and cre ated an ad vanced
sys tems of mathe mat ics. When the Euro pe ans came five hun dred years ago,
the Maya civi li za tions had crum bled and my peo ple were left to toil in the
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fields for their co lo nial mas ters. In re cent times, the rul ing class has been
wealthy upper- class Mes ti zos (mixed an ces try) and peo ple of Euro pean de -
scent. In dige nous peo ple, like my fam ily, had to strug gle.

In the late '70s, a guer rilla war broke out. At first bank ers and busi ness men
were kid napped and held for ran som to fund the peas ants' re volt. Fear ing
for their safety, big cruise ships car ry ing wealthy tour ists quit com ing to El
Sal va dor. The econ omy suf fered. Dad lost his job—no grin gos, no jobs.
Busi nesses closed; wealthy Sal va dore ans be gan de pos it ing large sums of
money in Swiss bank ac counts. Es ca la tion of guer rilla ac tiv ity in the coun -
try side prompted a heavy re sponse from the gov ern ment. Army troops con -
ducted a country- wide crack down on any thing that looked like a re bel lion
by the peas ant popu la tion. By 1980, a full- scale civil war had be gun.

Bef ore the war, we lived in a mod est home, but when my dad lost his job, we 
had to live in a small room that was sub- divided so that other fami lies could
share the house. Eve ry one used the same bath room, kitchen, and yard. Sol -
diers with guns used to come to our house look ing for young men to con -
script. My sis ter, Wendy, was only four but she re mem bers that, as they
passed through our yard, we asked, “Are you here to knock on our door or
are you go ing to kill us?”

These ques tions were not the prod uct of chil dren's fan ta sies. My mother re -
calls many times that we were in the wrong place at the wrong time. Some -
times we were walk ing to the mar ket when sud denly gun shots rang out on
both sides of us. She had no where to run, so she hud dled in a cor ner of a
build ing to pro tect my brother and sis ters. She drew us to gether, hugged us
tightly, and used her body to cover us like a shield. We waited un til the gun -
shots died down and the skir mish was over; then, as we were leav ing, we
saw signs of the mad ness that had taken place. The streets were lit tered with
dead bod ies; the day was as si lent as the night. My mother tells me that I
used to point out where the life less bod ies were ly ing and count them as we
walked back home. I was a typi cally cu ri ous child, tak ing in the world
around me like a gi ant un fold ing movie. But my natu ral cu ri os ity did n't pro -
tect me from the harsh ness of my sur round ings. I was not equipped to un -
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der stand what my small- child eyes took in; nor did I know enough to look
away from a sight that a small child should not see.

My fa ther had been un em ployed for one year. He took care of us kids when
my mother was at work at the flo ral shop. Some times he went to the uni ver -
sity; that was where eve ry one shared the news about what was hap pen ing in
the coun try. Some times teach ers and stu dents did n't come to school be -
cause they feared they would be killed. One time in San Mar cos, we were on
a bus and some sol diers made us stop and get out. They made us file past a
pointed stick that had a school teacher's head im paled on it. Some times, sol -
diers even killed teach ers in front of their stu dents.

My mother was a de vout Catho lic. She at tended Bishop Ro mero's church in 
San Sal va dor. Ro mero openly sup ported the plight of the poor peo ple.
When my mother could n't at tend the masses, she lis tened to his daily broad -
cast of the re lig ious serv ices. The day Ro mero was as sas si nated my mother
was home. She went to San Sal va dor to at tend his fu neral serv ices. Dur ing
the serv ices the army opened fire on mourn ers in the town square who had -
n't been able to get into the al ready packed church. She was among the an -
guished peo ple run ning eve ry where look ing for cover. The next day my dad
found piles of shoes in the town square, left to rep re sent the in no cent vic -
tims of a cruel war. My fa ther and mother des per ately wanted to get us out
of the coun try.

Mother's Day was a good time for my mother's flower busi ness; also, it was
a good time to make money for the trip north. Our fam ily had worked hard
and had saved two hun dred dol lars. This was enough to get my dad a pass -
port, a bus ticket, and a visa to Mex ico. His visa was dif fi cult to get be cause
gov ern ment work ers si phoned off most of the le gal vi sas and sold them on
the black mar ket. Dad shared many tear ful “good- byes” and left our vil lage
the day af ter Mother's Day.

Eve ry thing on his trip cost money. He even had to pay to cross the Gua te -
ma lan bor der. The sol diers wanted fifty dol lars and threat ened to send him
back, so he waited for the night guard who in sisted on only twenty dol lars.
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From there he took sev eral weeks to get through Mex ico. He spent sev eral
days on bus ses and even longer pe ri ods wait ing in small towns un til the time 
was right. It was a long pas sage, and he took care ful notes so that we could
even tu ally fol low the same path. Af ter a long, hard jour ney, he reached the
U.S. He lived with his sis ter in Cali for nia and found a job. He sent money to 
us as of ten as he could. Our own jour ney had to wait; we would not fol low
for an other year and a half. To com pli cate mat ters, mom had got ten preg -
nant just bef ore my dad left.

Dur ing the long year- and- a- half, events did n't get any bet ter in El Sal va dor.
One day my mother was in a bus with my brother; some one threw a Molo -
tov Cock tail at the bus and it be came en gulfed in flames. In the fury as eve ry -
one tried to es cape, my mom be came sepa rated from my brother and he had
to break a win dow to get out. Of ten when we ac com pa nied my mom on the
twenty- minute ride to her work place, we saw sol diers in heli cop ters swoop
down and shoot at peo ple. Some times, in the big city of San Sal va dor there
were plas tic bags with body parts ly ing on the streets with blood ooz ing out
of them.

Some memo ries were n't so grue some, those I seem to re mem ber with out
my mother's prompt ing. I re mem ber when my brother's pet chicken died;
we sang the guer rilla an them over its grave. And then there was the night
that my mom started to have la bor pains. Mar tial law had been de clared and
the sol diers would n't let her go to the city. She in sisted, so they drove her to
the hos pi tal in a big army tank.

Other im ages are harder to re mem ber with out my mother's prompt ing. She 
re calls grimly the time that she was walk ing through the mar ket place with
us kids. She had to grasp my hand real tight and tug on it to get me past the
ugly and bru tal sights left by the gov ern ment's death squads the night bef -
ore. My natu ral cu ri os ity, once again, tugged back as we passed a dead body
left in the street of our vil lage, a sym bol left there by sick- minded sol diers to
warn our peo ple against get ting in volved in the war. I wanted to stop and
stare at the life less form ly ing limp on the street just a few feet away from
where I stood. The blood from this young peas ant oozed from a rag ged hole 
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in his chest and thick ened as it formed lit tle riv ers of red in be tween the cob -
ble stones at my feet. At the time, I was more cu ri ous than shocked; now, I
shud der and cringe.

The dead boy was like so many oth ers in our vil lage and from vil lages like
ours through out El Sal va dor. Yet, he seemed so still, and the va cant ex pres -
sion on his face seemed to cry for com fort. The flies that crawled across his
open eyes and into his nos trils and open mouth had no un der stand ing or
com pas sion for this young man—his pas sion for life, the fam ily he left be -
hind, the land or free dom that he fought for, the de sire to es cape from pov -
erty and op pres sion and bru tal ity and death.

For years I ef fec tively re pressed the ugly memo ries of death as well as the sad 
“good- byes” that my mom, my brother, my sis ters, and I made to our dad as 
he left us to flee to the north in search of a bet ter life for our fam ily. We re -
peated these dif fi cult “good- byes” to our grand par ents, aunts, and un cles,
cous ins, and friends months later when we had ac cu mu lated enough money
to join my fa ther in the United States. With his di rec tions, we were able to
fol low the same long route to free dom that he had taken.

We boarded a bus for Gua te mala, our first link to the long road to el norte.
We were headed away from po liti cal re pres sion, pov erty, and war in El Sal -
va dor and to ward free dom, abun dance, and peace in the U.S. I re mem ber
the bus ride; mostly I re mem ber snug gling around my mom and hold ing
her tightly as if she were a rock in the mid dle of some kind of rag ing river.
We boarded and un boarded many buses. My mother car ried most of our
pos ses sions on her back. When Wendy got sick, she had to carry her, too.
My brother and I had to take care of our lit tle sis ter and carry the rest of the
fam ily pos ses sions. We car ried eve ry thing that we owned—things to sus tain 
us along the way and things to give us a new start in our new home. All our
other pos ses sions had been given away to fam ily and friends back home.

I re mem ber the hum of the tires and the drone of the en gine as the bus
spewed die sel fuel be hind us. Out of the win dow I saw green moun -
tains—the dense tropi cal rain for est of Gua te mala. Thick mist clung to the
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tree tops around us. I re mem ber the bus slow ing down on moun tain roads
wait ing for slow traf fic or bur ros to get out of the way. We slept and ate on
the bus, get ting out only to change bus ses, go to the bath room, or wait in a
crowded sta tion for a trans fer.

At each stop, peo ple crowded in to fill the bus and food ven dors passed
through the aisles to sell their wares. I re mem ber the man goes that we
bought for pen nies; they left my lit tle sis ter's mouth and shirt cov ered with
yel low juice and pulp. I re mem ber see ing moun tains and val leys chang ing
shape as we wound our way north ward. Even the col ors and styles of cloth -
ing changed af ter we made our way through Gua te mala, Chia pas, and Oax -
aca to the cen tral states of Mex ico.

We pushed on up the road to ward Mex ico City. It seemed like an eter nity,
but the road be came my teacher and I knew that every mile took me closer to 
my fa ther and to my new home. Travel and be ing up rooted were new to me
and I did n't know what to ex pect. I knew noth ing of the dif fi cul ties that lay
ahead—trav el ing hun dreds of miles through Mex ico, run ning out of
money, wait ing for more money to ar rive, and find ing a way to cross the
Mexico-U.S. bor der.

“Where are we go ing?” we asked my mom when ever we got rest less and im -
pa tient.

“To see your dad,” she re plied.

“When will we get there?” was our come back.

“The one who will see your fa ther is the one who will sleep,” was al ways be
her fi nal re frain. And sleep we did.

Af ter four days of non- stop travel, we ar rived in Durango, Mex ico. In or der
to cross the Mexican-U.S. bor der, it was im por tant that we be seen as Mexi -
can citi zens. Cen tral Ameri cans would be sus pected of emi grat ing and
stopped. We stayed in Durango with some friends for a month while we ac -
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cli mated to the man ner isms and lan guage of Mex ico. Af ter trav el ing this far, 
we did n't want to get caught cross ing at some bor der town and get sent all
the way back to El Sal va dor. We bor rowed our friends' Mexi can birth cer -
tifi cates—these would be re turned by mail af ter we were safely in the U.S.
While stay ing in Durango, we had to sleep out side in a three- walled build -
ing; my face got dis col ored from the ex treme cold tem pera tures at night, a
dead give away that I was not from that re gion. My mother kept me out of
sight.

In the Durango bus sta tion, my mother got off the bus to buy us some food.
While she was gone, the bus started up and left the sta tion. In panic, my
mother ran to catch the bus, but it left the sta tion bef ore she could catch up.
Here we sat, my brother, sis ters, and me, struck speech less as our mother
ran be hind the bus in city traf fic. She cast aside her prized pos ses sions that
hung around her neck to in crease her pace, al most catch ing up when the bus
was de layed, then los ing ground as the bus surged ahead as the pace quick -
ened.

Fi nally, af ter about twenty min utes, she caught up with the bus and
pounded on the door to get in. She had lost some of her pos ses sions: our
fam ily pic tures, milk bot tles for my baby sis ter, ex tra clothes, shoes, our
toys, iden ti fi ca tion pa pers, and money. When she got back on the bus, we
did n't worry about what was lost. We were re lieved and happy to be back to -
gether again. We all hud dled to gether tightly, won der ing if we would ever
get to our new home.

Af ter the bus in ci dent, we could af ford only three seats on the bus for the
five of us. My mom even had to give up some of her meals for us. She got
pretty thin dur ing the rest of the trip from eat ing so lit tle.

Af ter we left Durango for Mazat lan we had a long, scary drive over moun -
tains to the coast. Our bus driver told us that the route was called El Paso de
la Muerte (The Path of Death). He ex plained that, if a bus went over the
edge, the authori ties would leave it where it fell, be cause the ter rain was too
steep and rug ged to pull it out. Our fam ily squeezed closer to gether at that
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thought. We passed through some of the moun tain re gion at night. I re -
mem ber that the full moon was so bright that we could look over the edge of 
the high way, way down into the can yon be low. I re mem ber say ing, “Es
hondo, hondo, hondo, hondo, ... (It's deep, deep, deep, deep, ...)” over and
over to my self be cause, in spite of the in ten sity of the moon light, I still
could n't see the bot tom of the can yon.

From Mazat lan, the drive to Ti juanna took an other three days. We had to
wait there two weeks bef ore we could ar range for a coy ote—a per son who
helps smug gle non- citizens across the bor der—to take us into the U.S. We
lived in a shack and had very lit tle food or wa ter. I re mem ber that my
mother crossed the bor der one day to make ar range ments for us. I had to
stay back with the woman who served as our coy ote be cause my skin was so
dark that I might be seen as a Cen tral Ameri can and at tract too much at ten -
tion at the bor der. Many refu gees were flee ing the war in El Sal va dor and
the Bor der Pa trol read ily stopped peo ple who looked like me.

Eve ry one I had ever known spoke of the goal of get ting into the U.S. We
would be safe there, and that thought com forted me. Fi nally the day came. I
re mem ber the ex act mo ment that we crossed the bor der.

We trav eled on to Los An ge les, we had to wait for two weeks for my dad to
drive down from Sun ny vale in north ern Cali for nia to pick us up. My dad
said that I did n't rec og nize him. It had been a year and a half since I had seen
him. For a long time I just called him tio (un cle). The older men liv ing in our 
house in El Sal va dor were my fa ther's and mother's broth ers, so I was used
to call ing men “un cle.” I was not liv ing with my un cles any more; this was
my dad!

My mother and fa ther wanted us to come to the United States so that we
could be to gether in peace and could live bet ter than we had among the hor -
rors com mit ted in El Sal va dor. To ac com plish that dream, we had to live
with out my fa ther for a year- and- a- half. My mother had to take her four
chil dren on a jour ney that lasted thirty- one days. Now we had ar rived in the
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land of the rich, the land of op por tu nity, para dise. But the re al ity we en -
coun tered was dif fer ent from the glo ri ous sto ries we had heard.

When we ar rived in Sun ny vale, we stayed in a house where ten other peo ple
lived. We were a fam ily of six, so all to gether we filled the tiny two- bedroom
house with six teen peo ple, half of them chil dren. My mom re calls those days 
viv idly. She told me that she hated liv ing in such crowded quar ters and of ten 
longed to re turn to her na tive coun try. We were very poor, but we still
strived to make the best of it. As a fam ily, we never asked for much, and
what we had was enough. Our par ents worked hard and saved their money,
un til we fi nally could af ford a place of our own.

We left the Sun ny vale house be hind, but the ex pe ri ence is still with me.
Those six teen peo ple were my fam ily, and every day their love nour ished my 
growth. I've al ways felt very close to my fam ily and my love for them is very
spe cial. My home has al ways been so full of love that I grew up never be liev -
ing that we were poor. My par ents made lit tle things seem like the world to
us; I thank them for that. They taught me to be grate ful for eve ry thing I
have. Ma te rial things are not what is im por tant in the world.

We set tled in Moun tain View, Cali for nia, and even tu ally we ap plied for and
re ceived le gal status as per ma nent resi dents through the Am nesty Act. My
brother, my two sis ters, and I en rolled in school and we learned Eng lish
quickly. Soon we were mak ing a new home for our selves in the U.S.

Much later, when I made a brief visit back to El Sal va dor, I found that the
situa tion had not im proved. In the night I could hear bombs and see sparks
of light fly. The con cus sions kept me awake un til dawn. My trip re minded
me that I am very lucky to have got ten out.

School was an other road for me. It was a road to suc cess, to share in the
abun dance of the Ameri can cul ture. I stud ied hard and learned the lan -
guage, got good grades, and en tered high school. In some ways, I guess,
trav el ing this road was eas ier for me than for my class mates. They al ready
had the se cu rity of citi zen ship, I did n't. I saw what hard work and study
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might give me some day; they just took what they had for granted. I looked
for spe cial chal lenges along the way—I did ex tra work in school, vol un -
teered to help the teacher, and looked for op por tu ni ties to ad vance my self.

When I got to high school my world grew even more as I re al ized how much 
there was to learn that did n't fit in the text book. I was a skinny fresh man lost
in the halls of high school. I could n't even re mem ber where my classes were
or where the bath room was. I was forced into a world of in de pend ence be -
cause I had to work. Yet I felt lost be tween school and my job. I did n't feel
that I be longed any where.

Then some thing spe cial hap pened. I was in vited to par tici pate in a pi lot pro -
gram to help an ex ist ing pro gram called The Learn ing Com mu nity ex pand.
A lunch meet ing was sched uled to dis cuss the “School of the Fu ture.” At
that time, the sub ject did n't in ter est me, but the free lunch did. I went to that 
first meet ing just to sat isfy my hun ger. To my sur prise the meet ing was not
what I ex pected; by the time it was over, I felt ex cited by the con cept of stu -
dents be ing re spon si ble for their own edu ca tion. I de cided to help work for
the ex pan sion of the pro gram.

As we con tin ued to meet dur ing my fresh man year, I grew to like the meet -
ings and the peo ple. In the end, the ex pan sion did not go through and our
pi lot pro gram dis banded. I felt really crummy be cause I had grown to like
the group. They gave me a sense of be long ing, and I felt that I was con trib -
ut ing to some thing spe cial. Then I was given a chance to be in the ex ist ing
Learn ing Com mu nity. I jumped at the chance. To me, here was a new road
to travel, a new chal lenge to con quer.

My sopho more year started. I had found a pro gram that ac tu ally gave stu -
dents the free dom to help de sign their own stud ies. Here, I could fol low my
in ter ests while achiev ing the edu ca tion I needed in or der to suc ceed. I
wanted to learn more about the world and un der stand why things were so
bad in El Sal va dor and so “good” in the U.S. I de vel oped my study con tract,
re searched ar eas of per sonal in ter est, and shared my ideas with the class.
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Some of the things that I learned through my re search were dis turb ing to
me. My former coun try was in volved in a bit ter class war, one that in volved
the whole re gion of Cen tral Amer ica. It was a war of the rich ver sus the
poor, the “haves” ver sus the “have- nots.” The rich, it turned out, were a very 
small mi nor ity of the coun try. They owned most of the land, di rected the
econ omy, and con trolled the Army. When peas ants tried to or gan ize, they
were im pris oned, re lo cated, or killed. Right wing death squads, funded by
the rich, kid napped in tel lec tu als, teach ers, and po liti cal ac tiv ists. They in -
timi dated or killed them and mas sa cred en tire vil lages. Even priests and
nuns were as sas si nated. A most dis turb ing fact, to me, was that the peo ple in 
power were funded by the U.S. gov ern ment in its at tempt to stop what was
branded a Com mu nist threat. My ide al ized road to U.S. citi zen ship took a
rocky turn at this point.

I added my new re search data to the old in for ma tion that I had been taught
in schools. The his tory les sons that I had learned in nine years of U.S.
schools had not taught me about Cen tral Amer ica, at least not what I had
learned study ing on my own for a few weeks. The of fi cial texts and courses
of study ap peared to be care ful not to em bar rass or of fend the gov ern ment.
The texts were care ful not to ex pose the for eign pol icy of its own gov ern -
ment. I guess my teach ers ei ther did n't know what had hap pened or were
pro tect ing us from los ing faith in the sys tem and its of fi cials.

Re search ing fur ther, I learned that the pe ri od of my life in El Sal va -
dor—which seemed like an eter nity to me—was a mere blink of the eye in
the his tory of per se cu tion and bru tali za tion of na tive peo ples in the Ameri -
cas. One even ing Gary at tended a talk at a lo cal book store by Vic tor Per era,
a Guatemalan- born writer and jour nal ist. Gary loaned me Per era's book,
which traced the four cy cles of con quest of Ma yan peo ple in Cen tral Amer -
ica. The book de scribed how the early con quer ors took our re sources, how
the co lo ni al ists took our land, how the mis sion ar ies re pressed and de stroy
our re lig ion tra di tions, and how, in pres ent time, the im pe ri al ists are strip -
ping and de stroy ing our en vi ron ment. I had ex pe ri enced first hand some of
what Per era was writ ing about.
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But my im me di ate chal lenge was to find some way to share my in ter ests and
stud ies with the rest of my class. Each week in our Com mu nity Meet ing we
planned the next three weeks and took re spon si bil ity to make pres en ta tions,
fa cili tate dis cus sions, con tact lo cal speak ers, and or gan ize field trips. Small
sub- groups were re spon si ble for im ple ment ing the larger group's ob jec -
tives. My sub- group's ob jec tive was to un der stand how so cial sys tems af fect
the peo ple of the world. Our task was to set up sev eral ac tivi ties through
which the group could work to ward their goal.

One of the ac tivi ties was pro posed by Erika, who had come to the US from
Mex ico. She wanted to con duct a semi nar on Propo si tion 187, a state- wide
bal lot ini tia tive that would pre vent non- citizens from us ing the state sup -
ported schools and hos pi tals. She wanted to de scribe the vol un teer work
that she was do ing with an or gani za tion that op posed the meas ure. Also,
she wanted to con duct a de bate on all the propo si tions that were com ing up
for a vote in our state in No vem ber.

I was sur prised at the di rec tions our group took these ideas. The dis cus sions
we had were dif fer ent from those in my other classes. Peo ple opened up;
they were really sin cere. The day that Erika tried to ex plain Prop 187 and
why she was op posed to it, Jer emy in ter rupted her pres en ta tion and said,
“Well, I don't see why we should let those peo ple into our coun try.” His voice 
hung on “those peo ple,” em pha siz ing the dis tance he proba bly felt from mi -
grants. Then he added, “They just use our schools and hos pi tals; they also
get so cial se cu rity bene fits when they don't even pay taxes.”

My sis ter Wendy was pissed. She tried to speak through her an ger and tears:
“Those peo ple you are talk ing about are peo ple like me! My par ents had to
leave our coun try so we would n't get killed; and my dad has worked al most
every day that he's been here.”

“Yeh, well, il le gal im mi grants get So cial Se cu rity, and it's break ing our sys -
tem,” coun tered Todd.
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“No, non- citizens don't get So cial Se cu rity,” an swered Erika, “and we do
pay taxes! I work over thirty hours a week, and a lot of my money is taken for 
taxes.” The dis cus sion went on for about an hour bef ore we took a break. It
left a cloud of bad feel ings hang ing over the group.

We spent most of the next days proc ess ing our dis cus sion. In the end, we
agreed that, in the fu ture, we needed to do a lot bet ter job of re search ing our
facts. Also, we needed to lis ten to one an other and re spect each per son's
point- of- view.

Wendy ex plained her frus tra tion, “My fam ily went through a lot—largely
be cause the U.S. gov ern ment sup ported the wealthy class in El Sal va dor.”
She con tin ued, “We saw sol diers car ry ing new guns and wear ing new boots, 
all pro vided by the U.S. We saw cara vans of tanks and Grand Chero kee
jeeps (we even saw the presi dent of our coun try in one) that were used
against our peo ple. They, too, were sup plied by the U.S. We had noth ing.
We came here for a new start, be com ing le gal resi dents through the Am -
nesty Act, and now, we've be come the ob ject of white Amer ica's in tol er ance
to ward La ti nos.”

The next day, Jer emy, who had been her chief an tago nizer, brought up our
dis cus sion again, want ing to set tle some thing with Wendy. He said, “I dis -
cussed the topic of im mi gra tion with my par ents last night. My grand fa ther, 
who is liv ing with us now, re minded me of my Jew ish back ground and his
flight from Nazi Ger many to es cape per se cu tion. I'm sorry, Wendy.”

I think we learned more about mu tual re spect from the dis cus sion than we
learned about im mi gra tion. Our group had grown close, but our be hav ior
was still in flu enced by a life time of deeply- seated re ac tion pat terns. I learned 
that it is n't easy to con vince an other per son of my view point just be cause I
have lived it. I also saw how ugly things can be when peo ple feel that their
own qual ity of life is threat ened. The road to the truth, I re al ized, is a long,
hard road and needs to be lived with tol er ance, un der stand ing, and pa -
tience. Every time I tried to con vince oth ers, I was forced to grow in side,
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too. It seemed that every is sue ap peared in a new light as I saw it from other
peo ple's view, too.

The chal lenge, I re al ized, was to look for the value in each point- of- view
from the per spec tive of a global citi zen. That would be a worth while road to
travel in the years ahead. For the im me di ate fu ture, our group was learn ing
valu able les sons to guide us in our dis cus sions and in the way we re lated to
each other.

When Erika shared her work as a po liti cal vol un teer, we be gan with a sim ple 
pres en ta tion which turned into an un planned class de bate. We found our -
selves em broiled in a full- fledged in ter per sonal, try ing to un snarl the hurt
and an gry feel ings and mis un der stand ings that erupted in our group. Then,
we set time aside to make sure that eve ry one had re solved their emo tional is -
sues; it was im por tant to un der stand what was fu el ing our dis agree ments.
Fi nally, we ex plored ways to con duct bet ter dis cus sions in the fu ture.

In the end, we agreed that, while the is sue of im mi gra tion was com plex, our
group's health was more im por tant than win ning or los ing. So we de cided
to study the is sue in more depth. We did n't want to avoid is sues; we wanted
to be come bet ter in formed; we wanted to un der stand each other; and we
wanted to un der stand the world. This de ci sion opened the way for richer ac -
tivi ties. Ex plor ing cul tural di ver sity be came one of the themes that our
group de vel oped for the se mes ter.

Some of our stu dents were in ter ested in learn ing more about the Ameri can
In di ans and how their lands were taken and their cul ture de stroyed by the
im mi gra tion of Euro pe ans. Wendy, Alma, and I wanted to know more
about the in dige nous peo ple of Cen tral Amer ica, es pe cially the Ma yas from
whom we are de scended. The econo mist in our group de cided to re search
the fi nan cial mo ti va tion for colo ni za tion of the West ern Hemi sphere. Our
gov ern ment spe cial ists looked at civil law and ways in which whole ter ri to -
ries and civi li za tions in the New World were traded about by the Euro pean
na tions. Some stu dents were much more in ter ested in con tem po rary po liti -
cal events and is sues; they stud ied U.S. for eign pol icy in Cen tral Amer ica
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and how it has evolved over the past forty years. Some stud ied the ef fects of
for eign poli cies on do mes tic is sues, like im mi gra tion. Some wished to read
nov els or po etry that brought eras and is sues to life.

It be came a very ex cit ing ad ven ture, with each per son find ing some way to
share with the group. One stu dent sug gested that we each share our heri -
tage; we ended up hav ing a lunch at which eve ry one shared foods that rep re -
sented their cul tures. We shared places where we had found our fa vor ite
re sources. We went to the pub li c li brary and book stores to gether. Joe
brought back a sched ule of authors speak ing at a lo cal book store. We surfed
the web and found data on al most any topic. We watched films: The Mis -
sion, Ro mero, El Norte. We hosted speak ers from lo cal de vel op ment agen -
cies. In ad di tion to be com ing in formed, we were in vited to get in volved.
Stu dents fa cili tated dis cus sions and gave pres en ta tions. We had more de -
bates. Af ter our first de bate on im mi gra tion, we re searched our po si tions
more care fully and of ten chose to ar gue the op pos ing view. Words like co lo -
ni al ism, im pe ri al ism, neo- colonialism, tyr anny, and sov er eignty took on
new mean ing. Our whole class gave a tech nol ogy dem on stra tion at a
teacher in serv ice us ing the cur ricu lum that we had cre ated.

I got to fa cili tate the play ing of an im mi gra tion game for the class that I had
learned from In ter na tional De vel op ment Ex change (IDEX), a non-
 government de vel op ment agency with which we were work ing. IDEX is a
sus tain able, global or gani za tion that matches First World do nors to Third
World proj ects. A few weeks ear lier they had in vited me to ac com pany their
staff to Los An ge les to help make a pres en ta tion to the Cali for nia Teach ers
of So cial Stud ies an nual con fer ence. I ac cepted the in vi ta tion. Af ter my
pres en ta tion, I got to go to other pres en ta tions. That's when I par tici pated
in the Im mi gra tion Work shop for the first time and met the peo ple who de -
vel oped the game. They pro vided me with all the ma te ri als that I would
need to run the game and en cour aged me to con duct it for our class.

The class jumped at the chance to role play; and they met the chal lenge to
think criti cally. The ap peal ing thing about the game is that it of fers pol icy
po si tions in which there is no pre de ter mined right or wrong choice. Par tici -

page ninety-three

On the Road to Citi zen ship



pants are, how ever, asked to de scribe their un der ly ing prin ci ples, and con -
sid er the rami fi ca tions of their po si tions. I asked the stu dents to choose one
of the fol low ing po si tion state ments about their coun try: 1) We should
adopt a pol icy of open bor ders and let any citi zen of the world en ter and
leave our coun try at will; 2) We should es tab lish and en force a fair quota of
im mi grants en ter ing the coun try each year; 3) We should set up a quota for
highly trained pro fes sion als and per mit them to im mi grate to this coun try
only when we need them; 4) We should sus pend all im mi gra tion and re -
strict resi dence in this coun try to cur rent le gal citi zens. Then stu dents
formed small groups con sis tent with their po si tion state ments, dis cussed
their po si tions, and pre sented to the larger group.

Later in the year our school spon sored a Mul ti cul tural Week. Janna, Adri -
enne, and I were in vited to run the simu la tion for other classes. Our ex pe ri -
ence in work ing with The Learn ing Com mu nity gave us con fi dence and
helped make our pres en ta tion more ef fec tive. Bef ore Learn ing Com mu nity, 
there was one ob sta cle that held me back, and that was my self. I was not
con fi dent that I could work in de pend ently, that I could be my own teacher.
Now I have done it. I have be come more open to ideas, and my aware ness of 
global is sues has grown. Learn ing in such a unique way has made me want
to be come a bet ter stu dent for my self.

In past school ex pe ri ences, I looked for un der stand ing, but did n't re ceive it.
Some times I felt as if school was just rush ing by like a train that would n't
stop to pick any body up, and never slowed down. I felt left be hind, and I
strug gled to get on the train, but I could n't. I felt that, even if I was a pas sen -
ger on the train, I would have lit tle con trol of the route or pace.

In the Learn ing Com mu nity, I feel that eve ry one is on board and look ing
out at the world from the train. We are all on task be cause we all are will ing
to work to gether. That is the dif fer ence be tween be ing un der stood and be -
ing told or forced to do some thing. I don't feel pushed or rushed in the
group. I learn things bet ter when they are stud ied as a whole rather than be -
ing bro ken up into dis ci plines. Les sons stay with me, and I re mem ber what I 
learn be cause I am ac tive in the pro cess. I en joy learn ing. I can be a leader in
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The Learn ing Com mu nity. I am a per son with a voice, and I can be un der -
stood for be ing my self. Now I am con duc tor of my train, and I am off to
visit the world, wher ever I wish to go.

As our school year pro gressed, the group had many more op por tu ni ties to
de velop group stud ies. We be came more ef fec tive and learned to ex plore
very con tro ver sial sub jects with a spirit of in quiry. In fact, the spirit of in -
quiry be came the fo cus for us. We en joyed each other, and we en joyed
learn ing from each other. To me, that's what com mu nity is all about. At this
point of my life, the road I had cho sen was no longer sim ply lead ing to a safe
ref uge for my fam ily or lead ing to the “Ameri can Dream” or even lead ing to
some place. Rather, I had found ac cess to a higher road which places real
value on lib erty and jus tice for its trav el ers all along the way and which has a
high tol er ance for truth. My road be comes our road; it can be shared by eve -
ry one on the planet; it is paved with the spirit of in quiry. On our road, we
are all equal citi zens of the world.
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