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Realizing the  

American Dream

  o students in the united states, part of the 
American dream is to pursue higher education. For stu-
dents who have been brought to the United States as 
children with their parents illegally, their dream is the same. 
But the hurdles to pursuing that dream are much more dif-
ficult. Still, many undocumented students somehow find 
a way to achieve their dream, and one shining example is 
Alfredo Quiñones-Hinojosa—also known as “Dr. Q”—who 
spoke to an audience of thousands of international educa-
tors at NAFSA’s recent annual conference in May 2013.

When Quiñones arrived in the United States, he did not speak 
English. He learned English at a community college. “I have no 
doubt that I would be where I am today if I did not have the sup-
port and help from a community college—that is where I found my 
first mentors in education, at Delta College in Stockton, California,” 
he told the audience. “It is the beginning for a lot of people like me 
who came from very humble backgrounds.”

He further admitted what a lot of undocumented students feel: 
fear. “I was afraid of my future,” he said. “I was embarrassed to tell 
people that I was a Mexican immigrant.” And that it hurt him when 
he was studying at the University of California, Berkeley and some-
one told him: “You are too smart to be Mexican.”

Quiñones started working in the United States as a farm worker 
and he received his temporary work authorization in 1987 due to 
a California immigrant reform for migrant farm workers. Later, he 
received a temporary green card, then a green card, and was a U.S. 
citizen by the time he graduated from Harvard Medical School.

Although Quiñones is a U.S. citizen, he says that he left part of 
his heart in Mexico. And now he believes a way he can give back is 
to help build bridges between the United States and Mexico. 

“The American dream is the most beautiful thing I can think 
of,” he said. “It allows us to be who we are even if a part of our heart 
belongs in another country.”

Quiñones’s story reveals that international educators can make 
a difference toward supporting undocumented students whether it 
is at a community college, four-year college, or university. 

Undocumented students—like all students—need support and 
encouragement from staff and faculty at institutions where they are 
trying to achieve their dream. IE


