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Abstract:

The Cochise College Douglas Campus is located adjacent to the US-Mexico border. The student body is largely Hispanic and many were born in Mexico. Border security issues in recent years have directly affected College operations and blocked many students from attending the college. In the days following 9/11, the college lost nearly 200 students when requirements for student visas were tightened. Reaching the students of the region across the international boundary has involved a number of strategies. The paper will discuss the issues, problems and possible solutions involved in cross border education.

Introduction:

The US-Mexico border in Southeast Arizona lies within sight of the Douglas campus of Cochise College, a small, rural community college.  The socio-economic and political issues that surround the border daily affect student life and college operations. Legislative and policy decisions made in Washington, DC and in Phoenix, the state capitol, often influence the College in unexpected and deleterious ways.  Legal mandates aimed at stemming illegal border traffic impact the ability of students to enroll, attend classes and graduate. 

Cochise College is the second oldest in the Arizona Community College system, founded in 1962 after a successful local election created a junior college district. Its border location midway between the towns of Bisbee and Douglas reflected the rivalry between the communities of Bisbee and Douglas (fig. 1). Bisbee has a long history as one of the oldest mining districts in the state and the copper mines there led to its selection as county seat in 1929. Douglas, 20 miles to the east, was built around the smelter established to process the copper ore from the Bisbee mining district and as a major border crossing to Mexico. Both towns vied for the college, a parcel of land approximately equidistant between them was donated, and the college was built (See figure 1, Cochise County Map).

The mining based economy of the county collapsed with closing of the mines in the 1970s and the eventual dismantling of the smelter in the 1980s. Both towns lost significant population and the Douglas campus suffered as well. The expansion of Ft. Huachuca, a US Army base near Sierra Vista, led to a boom in that community, and a second campus there soon outpaced the Douglas campus in size and number of students.  The economy of Douglas shifted from one based on copper and its population of blue-collar mine workers to a service and retail system supported by cross-border shoppers from Sonora, Mexico, with a majority Hispanic population. Its sister city of Agua Prieta has grown rapidly with the construction of maquiladoras or factories built to take advantage of free trade incentives, and with the ever increasing numbers of migrants seeking jobs or looking to cross the border. Today, the Douglas region has a population of approximately 27,700 and Agua Prieta’s population numbers more than 120,000 (Applied Economics 2005). 

Today, the College has two main campuses, the original near Douglas and the largest in Sierra Vista plus centers in Benson, Willcox, Nogales and on the Fort Huachuca Military Post. 

Overall Cochise County has a population of approximately 132,000 residents, with about 33% of Hispanic ethnicity.  The Cochise College student population mirrors those percentages overall as shown in the second chart and Douglas Campus (DC) reflects the same percentages as the community of Douglas, with more 65% of the student body classified as Hispanic (Cochise College 2005) (See figures 2 and 3). 

Until 2001, a significant number of students from Agua Prieta took advantage of the College’s location and crossed the border daily to attend classes. In the 100 years of Douglas’s existence, it has become a cross-border community in which many families have members in both towns, and relatives crossed the border freely to visit, do business and attend school. The small communities of Naco, Arizona and Naco, Sonora, Bisbee’s border counterparts, mirror the same close ties. The economies of the border communities are closely linked with residents from both sides of the border crossing to shop in the sister town.  

Because of the unique position of the College, the mission of Cochise College has expanded to include working to become a true border college and not just a college on the border.  

The Issues:

The events of September 11, 2001 radically changed the way cross border communities coexist and had a dramatic impact on Cochise College when, overnight, Douglas Campus lost close to 20% of its student population.  The immediate tightening of regulations governing the issuance of visas and especially those pertaining to students was felt at all levels. The impact on the economies of border communities was abrupt and severe. Because of the implication that some of those responsible for the attacks had entered the US on student visas, the requirements needed to qualify for these visas became much more onerous, making it nearly impossible for many students to get the needed documentation to attend. 

At the same time, economic and political factors in the US and Mexico led to a dramatic increase in the numbers of migrants seeking to enter the US illegally looking for employment. Since the border was first established in its current alignment with the Gadsden Purchase in the 1850s, job seekers have crossed it looking for opportunities in the more-prosperous north. Until recent years, migrants crossed with relative ease to work in agriculture and other industries.  Economic crises in Mexico, especially in the rural areas, and an ever increasing demand for low cost labor in the US led to dramatic increases in the number attempting to enter the US both legally and illegally.  The rhetoric at both the national and state levels concerning immigration issues continues to elicit debate. The possibility of immigration reform in the foreseeable remains elusive as demonstrated by recent debates surrounding the Secure Borders, Economic Opportunity and Immigration Reform Act of 2007. (Jansen 2006, NILC 2007). 

To obtain a student or F-1 visa, the applicant must meet a long list of stringent requirements including proof of financial resources in Mexico that would indicate their commitment to return to their country of origin. The applicant must register for the SEVIS (Student and Exchange Visitor Information System) list maintained by the Department of Homeland Security. To even start the process, the student must have a Mexican passport and if he or she is a minor, the parents must also provide this paperwork. Cost for the process is at least $300.00, and that does not include travel and other incidental costs. For students attending Cochise College, the nearest consular office that can process student visas is more than a two hour drive away and it usually requires at least three trips to complete the application process. This puts a visa out of the reach of the vast majority of students from a region where more than half of the residents make less than $10.00 per day (Popli et al 2005).  When the cost of out-of-state tuition is added to the visa cost, it becomes impossible for all but the wealthiest students. 

The problems for students who are in the United States illegally are even greater. Under federal law, proof of citizenship is not required for K-12 students and there are tens of thousands of children attending US schools whose parents brought them to the US illegally at a very early age.  Many have attended US public schools since kindergarten. Although those students can and do attend elementary through high-school without the need for legal residency, that changes when they are ready for college in Arizona.  State law requires proof of citizenship or legal residency before a student can qualify for in-state tuition. Two ballot propositions passed by voters in recent years in response to reports of wide-spread use of publicly funded social programs by illegal immigrants are as follows:

· Proposition 200, 2002: A ballot measure that would amend the state's laws to require applicants to show proof of citizenship in order to register to vote, require agencies administering state and local public benefits to verify applicants' immigration status, and charge state employees with reporting violations of immigration law to federal authorities. Proposition 200 further provides that the failure of state employees to report violators may be punishable as a misdemeanor. 

· Proposition 300, 2004: Sec. 4. Title 15, chapter 14, article 2, Arizona Revised Statutes, is amended by adding section 15-1825, to read:  Prohibited financial assistance: A person who is not a citizen of the United States, who is without lawful immigration status and who is enrolled as a student at any university under the jurisdiction of the Arizona Board of Regents or at any community college under the jurisdiction of a community college district in this state is not entitled to tuition waivers, fee waivers, grants, scholarship assistance, financial aid, tuition assistance or any other type of financial assistance that is subsidized or paid in whole or in part with state monies. (ASOS 2007)

In addition to encouraging college admissions personnel to act as immigration enforcement officers, these laws in effect close off a higher education to students who grew up in the US and were brought here at young ages when they had no say in the matter. Even returning to Mexico and getting a passport and student visa is not possible because although the student could obtain the Mexican passport, residency and other requirements for the US visa would not exist.  This was graphically demonstrated in 2002 when four students from a Phoenix, Arizona area high school on a trip to an international science competition in New York, crossed the US/Canada border while visiting Niagara Falls were arrested as illegal immigrants and threatened with deportation when they tried to return.  All had come to the US as small children. All were honors students. None were able to continue in Arizona higher education after graduation (Gutierrez 2007). 

Current proposed legislation for immigration reform includes the DREAM Act (Development, Relief and Education for Alien Minors) which would address this issue by allowing in-state resident status to students who have spent most of their school career in the US.  Debate continues on the legislation and the possibility of passage remains in doubt (US House of Representatives Judiciary Committee 2007). 

Arizona Proposition 103 in 2006 made English the official language adding further impediments to cross border education. 

Surges in drug related violence and legislation aimed at curbing international travel by community college personnel (AZSB 1363B) also threaten programs that target students in Mexico. ¹


Strategies:


Working to find ways to circumvent the obstacles of border policy and homeland security requires determination and goodwill from both sides of the border wall. Several strategies have emerged to deal with the ongoing issues in creative ways that provide the needed educational assistance in Mexico while staying within the parameters imposed by the Department of Homeland Security. 


Work towards solutions began at Cochise College in 2004 when teachers the Instituto Tecnológico Superior de Cananea in Sonora, Mexico approached the College’s Center for Southwest Studies and requested help with providing training in teaching English as a second language to teachers in Cananea, a community in the state Sonora, Mexico about 30 miles south of Naco. The Sonoran state government has implemented a program designed to require English language instruction at all levels of education. Although teachers in these classes were required to have certification, programs to train teachers were either non existent, too expensive or too distant.  Although at first glance, this seemed a perfect match between institutions, it proved much more difficult to implement.  Even though the Douglas campus is only an hour’s drive from Cananea, the Border proved a nearly insurmountable obstacle.  To participate in a for-credit program at Cochise College, teachers would be required to have a student visa. The Department of Homeland Security was not willing to provide any exception. For teachers in Cananea with an average of less than $5000.00 annually in salary, a program that required a visa, tuition, travel and other costs is out of reach. Conversely, Mexican labor laws would not allow a teacher from Cochise College to go to Cananea and teach the program there.   

With the realization that any program the College provided would not be recognized by the state of Sonora, the teachers in Cananea and instructors from the College decided to go ahead with a series of non-credit workshops that would help them obtain the skills they needed in the classroom. As a non-credit course taught through the community education department and paid for as a workshop, costs could be kept to a minimum and labor laws would not apply. Cochise College instructors volunteered their time to teach the workshops. For all involved, the experience was transformative.  The participants became known as the “Comadres Revolucionarias.”  They are in the process of completing 160 hours of instruction. The program has been so successful that Sonora recognized the completion of the workshop series as certifiable and the teachers received professional development credit for the class retroactively. Other institutions from the Tecnológico system have approached the College asking for the series of workshops.  

In the process of finding a viable solution, one of the College’s instructors, Dr. Janet Martinez-Bernal, applied for and received a Fulbright-Garcia Grant to assess best practices in ESL in the border region.  The framework from her studies will be used to design a binational certification program.

The concept of binational certification for ESL teachers has been proposed as an action item by the Arizona-Mexico Commission (AMC) for inclusion in the next plenary session, scheduled to held in Tucson, Arizona, June 14 and 15, 2007. The AMC is headed by governors of both Arizona and Sonora and guides policy between the two states.  The education committee will propose guidelines for recognition of ESL training.  They will also address the possibility of special visa and work permit categories for binational certification programs at the June 2007 meeting.

Since the original request from the Instituto Tecnológico Superior de Cananea, inter-institutional agreements or convenios in Spanish have been forged between the College and a number of educational institutions in Sonora providing the legal framework for cooperation. New agreements are in process and other border colleges are following suite. 


Distance learning on the surface seems like an obvious solution to the problem of cross-border teaching and learning, but barriers in technology prevent most students in Mexico from participating in traditional online classes. Many schools lack even basic computer systems and those with programs often lack access to high speed internet connections. Synchronous conferencing programs that require very little technology and can operate on a dial-up internet connection offer hope.  Discussions with teachers in Sonora have indicated that online tuition costs for one class a semester without the need for obtaining the student visa would be affordable in many cases.  By providing parts of the certification process online, many more teachers could participate in the program further stretching limited resources. 


These and the possibility of other solutions and collaborations have been furthered by the creation of the Border Colleges Consortium. The idea grew out of an earlier grant-funded effort that collapsed once the grant ended. The need to work together remained and a small working group consisting of Cochise College and Arizona Western College, our counterpart in the Yuma, Arizona area proposed creating a new consortium. Institutions in other border states and in Sonora were invited to participate.  In a series of meetings held at locations on both sides of the border, recommendations for other areas of binational certification including business, engineering and nursing have been brought forth. More than ten member institutions regularly participate in plenary sessions that have created a strong fellowship between the colleges in the two countries. The state education departments of both Arizona and Sonora recognize the value of the Consortium and regularly send representatives to the meetings. In addition to college faculty and staff, a joint meeting with students from the various institutions has created a network that has led to a cross-border literary journal. Collaborative art shows and musical presentations have also been held. 

Conclusion

The reality of the US Mexico Border affects our lives every day. The growing sections of metal fence that cross our landscape and divide families create special circumstances for residents of La Frontera.  Policies meant to curb illegal immigration can adversely affect the lives of all border residents and especially those of students.   In a global economy, the students in college today will only benefit from programs that bring our communities closer. By working to find creative ways across the wall, Cochise College is succeeding in creating a barrier free border. 
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Footnote

1.  Arizona Senate Bill 1363B

Be it enacted by the Legislature of the State of Arizona:

Section 1. Community college districts; 


International travel Moratorium

Notwithstanding section 15-1444, Arizona Revised Statutes, and any other law, a community college district in this state shall not spend any public monies on behalf of its officers or employees for transportation to or from a destination outside the United States or for food, lodging or any other expense associated with international travel until at least three hundred sixty-five days after the effective date of this act.
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