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I. Introduction 
 

In 2015, UC Irvine Chicano/Latino Studies Professor Laura Enriquez and her research 

team provided an extensive report that examined how the undocumented status of 

students across the University of California system impacted student success. With the 

University of California serving the largest undocumented student population among 

colleges across the country, and with it experiencing a rapid growth spurt of 

undocumented students over a relatively short period of time (Between 2010 and 2014, 

the number of undocumented students at UCI alone grew 72% from 117 to 414)1, 

Enriquez and her team set out to identify student needs in order to recommend what 

resources were needed and how much of those resources were needed. Enriquez 

report identified several variables that proved to have an effect on students’ academic 

performance and achievement. Alarming factors that were documented in the report 

included; the high rates of students who were either distracted in class, missed class, or 

lost needed study hours because of issues related to their immigration status; students’ 

limits on accessing resources because of having to educate staff about their eligibility to 

receive a resource, being given inaccurate information, or going without course 

materials because of inadequate options or funds; the high rates of micro aggressions 

they experience in the classroom; and, the limited resources for post-graduate 

success.2 

The findings of the research team were underscored by the University of California 

Undergraduate Experience Survey3 survey data of 2016, which provided evidence of 

UC’s undocumented students’ struggle to navigate the large, decentralized university 

system and their negative experiences on and off campus that had an effect on their 
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academic achievement and progress. Compared to a sample group of their documented 

peers, undocumented students survey respondents expressed having poorer study 

habits, more depression and stress, inadequate study skills, more family 

responsibilities, a higher inability to concentrate, poorer study environments, and 

weaker math and English skills, among other factors. 

To address the wide-ranging needs of students with varying immigration status, UCI’s 

Division of Student Affairs’ DREAM Center and the Division of Undergraduate 

Education’s Student Success Initiatives developed a pilot initiative that combines a first-

year seminar focusing on capacity building and cultural capital with one-on-one, 

‘intrusive’ coaching and peer mentoring that emphasizes goal setting and coping skills. 

DREAM Scholars is a comprehensive program that considers all necessary resources 

within the university – including a new COMPASS analytics application – in order to 

address the achievement and opportunity gaps of this unique higher education 

population. As a pilot initiative, the DREAM Scholars implementation team has begun 

evaluating the program seminar through surveys that demonstrate students’ learning or 

disposition in 8 categories: 1) sense of belonging, 2) resiliency, 3) career exploration 

and development, 4) time management and work/life balance, 5) willingness to seek out 

and utilize resources related to mental health, 6) motivation to succeed, 7) study habits 

and skills, and 8) understanding and exploration of graduate study.3 Moreover, the 

evaluation team continues to do both summative evaluation on academic progress, 

achievement, and learned outcomes to determine evidence of successes, obstacles, 

and failures in relation to relevant comparison populations of students. 
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II. Project Description 

Dream Scholars at UCI is a collaborative program between Student Success Initiatives 

and the Dream Center at UCI. The mission of Dream Scholars is to provide 

undocumented students with the academic guidance and social support necessary to 

ensure their educational and personal success. The primary goal of the program is to 

promote the holistic development of undocumented students by connecting participants 

with the academic community and campus resources. 

The program focuses its efforts on providing first-year undocumented students with the 

necessary knowledge and tools to develop and achieve their academic and career 

goals in a safe and receptive environment through campus involvement, research 

opportunities, and essential faculty and staff guidance. The program’s primary goal is to 

support students’ academic performance (pass rates, matriculation, progress, and 

grade point average). The program also has a “plus” component designed for second-

year students and beyond that is still in a formation and design stage, with 

implementation occurring in stages. Further assessment and evaluation of the “plus” 

program is intended for the 2018-19 academic year. 

All first-year students in the DREAM Scholars program are provided access to the array 

of resources offered at both the DREAM Center, as well as Student Success Initiatives 

which include best and high-Impact practices that include a first-year seminar, ‘intrusive’ 

one-on-one advising coupled with a new, early academic warning system 

application4, and peer mentoring, and for some – an opportunity to reside in a living 

learning community designed specifically for undocumented students. 

http://dreamers.uci.edu/


5 
 

Services from the Dream Center include: legal aid and referrals, financial aid guidance, 

student wellness opportunities, housing options, student advocacy, and general 

consultations. Services from Student Success Initiatives include: One-on-one advising 

from a professional staff aimed at academic goal setting and tracking, crisis and 

emotional support; a Peer Writing Tutor employed and trained by the Center for 

Excellence in Writing and Communication, peer mentoring, workshops and events, and 

other resources including free printing, planners, and test materials. 

Students who participated in the one hour, once a week, and quarterly first-year 

seminar were able to build capacity around several student success factors including: 

adjustment to college, community building, sense of belonging, identity exploration, 

academic skill building, professional development, and financial literacy among others.  

In consideration of data demonstrating a lack of basic needs, students were offered 

services and benefits from the Fresh Basic Needs Hub, including supplemental meal 

swipes at one of the University Dining Commons.  

Students also had the option to participate in a living and learning housing community. 

The Firebaugh House provided undocumented students, students from mixed-

immigrant status families, and allies a living learning community that promoted safe 

space and active learning that included ongoing dialogue about immigrant identities, 

lessons to increase political consciousness, and the promotion of students’ overall 

academic growth and development. 

The development of a cross functional descriptive analytics project among the Office of 

the Vice Provost for Teaching and Learning, the Office of Institutional Research and the 

Office of Information Technology was simultaneously being piloted during the 2017-
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2018 academic year along with the Dream Scholars program. Known as COMPASS – 

short for Comprehensive Analytics for Student Success – the application is intended to 

make it easier to obtain student data, understand that student data, and effectively 

display that student data so that advisors and other student support staff could have 

access to comprehensive reports that provided insights into student success. In its 

current state of development, these comprehensive reports allow users to utilize 

descriptive analytics data to identify how specific student populations are academically 

progressing and to outreach and intervene immediately and strategically when a 

specific student population shows signs of needing support.  

ScoreShare, a platform that allows authorized staff to securely monitor and view 

students’ grades throughout the quarter as they are posted by their professors, was a 

tool utilized to address student academic achievement. The participants of this program 

were required to opt-in to ScoreShare in order to release their scores to authorized staff 

during the orientation process. The coordinators of the DREAM Scholars program 

monitored the participants’ academic progress by checking their scores during week 5 

of each quarter. This method allowed the coordinators to identify students who were 

struggling and to provide relevant and timely interventions and support.  

Currently, the project is funded by both one time (temporary) and permanent funding 

sources, and are both internal and external. The staff of the project consists of 2 co-

coordinators, one from the Division of Undergraduate Education’s Student Success 

Initiatives (50% time) and one from the Division of Student Affairs’ DREAM center (25% 

time). There are 8 student mentors who are paid on an hourly salary basis. Staff salary 

as a percentage of time is ~$60000 with the inclusion of benefits offered to non-
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represented employees. Programming budget consists of ~$5000. Classroom, meeting, 

and office space was already identified as existing resources. Professional staff 

members’ salaries are on permanent, state funding. Student staff salaries and 

programming funds are currently time-limited, and comes from both additional ‘one-time’ 

state funds, and funding made available from the system-wide Office of the President. 

Waivers for tutoring and other available benefits are existing, permanent resources 

available through Student Success Initiatives, but may vary in amount from year to year. 

III. Evaluation 

Formative and summative surveys were developed and implemented throughout the 

year in order to 1) obtain information about the participants’ needs and effectiveness of 

the seminar, and 2) to assess participants’ learning and disposition changes in 

consideration of the eight (8) determined student success factors to be measured.   

The formative and summative surveys were designed in a multistage process. Survey 

questions were carefully and intentionally designed to retrieve relevant information 

about the participants. The surveys included open and closed-ended questions as well 

as Likert scale questions to measure and assess how the seminar impacted the 

participants’ collegiate experience and to measure the seminar’s effectiveness.    

Surveys were conducted in person and in writing twice during the first quarter and once 

at the end of each quarter thereafter. The pre-survey (Appendix A) included questions 

that captured the participants’ demographic information, needs, and anticipated 

challenges. The results of the pre-survey were utilized to inform the curriculum. The 

results of the post-survey (Appendix B) allowed us to identify whether the intended 
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outcomes for each quarter were achieved and provided us with information for 

continuous improvement.  

Evaluation is still occurring to determine which services and opportunities may have 

benefitted students more than others (i.e. living learning participation, scholarship 

opportunities, etc.) 

IV. Initial Findings 

Several themes emerged from data collection, particularly among the student narratives 

received via open-ended survey questions regarding their participation in the seminar. 

Throughout the academic year, students were asked to reflect on their undocumented 

immigrant status. Many of the students indicated that the contemporary anti-immigrant 

climate exacerbated their fears and anxieties about being undocumented. One student 

described how being undocumented impacted her mental and emotional wellbeing. She 

explained, “Being undocumented has many challenges and there are many emotions 

that come with it. To begin, it feels scary. It feels like the world is against you and there 

is no safe place to be. There is so much fear in me because I’m undocumented. I often 

feel anxiety because of what’s going on in the news with undocumented people and it’s 

just scary not knowing what can happen next.” This student clearly how being 

undocumented has impacted her, and other students’, emotional health and wellbeing. 

The student continued to explain that being undocumented is also a source of pride. 

She shared, “Although I am scared being undocumented, I am proud of where I came 

from. I have no shame of my background. Of course I wish I wasn’t undocumented, or I 

wish I had every right as American citizens do. However, being undocumented means 

that my parents loved me so much that they wanted me to have an amazing education 
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so that I can do great things in life. I am proud of who I am/what I am nonetheless.” The 

seminar functioned as a safe space where students could be open about their 

undocumented immigrant status and where learning was a collaborative process. 

In consideration of the 8 learning/disposition categories, individual students 

demonstrated development across an array of factors.  

Sense of Belonging  

The seminar intentionally incorporated activities and events that enhanced the 

participants’ sense of belonging and to help build community among undocumented 

students at UCI. When asked to define community one student shared, “Community to 

me is a safe place. A community is somewhere you can be yourself and no one will 

judge you...In a community people should share interests in many things. They must 

also support others and help them in any way they can. It essentially is just a group of 

people supporting each other or helping one another. It’s all about doing it with love.” At 

the end of the fall quarter students were asked if and how the seminar impacted their 

experience at UCI. Out of the twenty-seven (27) respondents, sixteen (16) students 

indicated that the seminar helped them build community. In addition, one hundred (100) 

percent of the respondents agreed or strongly agreed that the seminar made a positive 

contribution to their educational experience at UCI. Another student described how the 

seminar made a positive contribution to their collegiate experience. The student shared, 

“[The seminar] has created a safe environment for me, I don’t know many dreamers or 

have met any throughout my time here in the U.S. It’s nice to see that I’m not alone.”  

Resiliency  



10 
 

Throughout their first year at UCI, the DREAM Scholars participants encountered 

various challenges. The top three issues the students identified encountering during 

their freshman year included academic, time management, and adjustment issues. One 

student shared, “The biggest obstacle that I faced this quarter was my drive, my 

initiative. Last quarter made me doubt my abilities as a student so this quarter I wasn’t 

really sure about how I was doing because I didn’t know if it was enough. It’s Thursday 

of week 10 and although I’m not sure if I’ve completely overcome my obstacle, I know I 

am improving. This quarter, I attended a wellness workshop in which I learned about the 

inner critic and self-compassion and I’ve been working on treating myself kindly and 

understanding myself like I’m my own friend.” Despite experiencing challenges, many 

students believed in their own ability to overcome obstacles showcasing their resiliency 

and determination. When asked to list their top ten qualities, the majority of the students 

mentioned the following characteristics as strengths: perseverance, determination, 

hardworking, motivation, and resiliency. One student explained, “As a student I am 

hardworking and determined, I set goals and expectations for myself and study hard to 

achieve those goals.” When asked whether or not the seminar helped the participants 

engage in goal-setting, over 90% of the respondents agreed or strongly agreed that 

they engaged in goal-setting in the seminar. Not only were students prompted to 

engage in goal setting during the seminar, they were also prompted to consider their 

peers as sources of support who could help them achieve their goals. A student 

explained, “This seminar inspired me to keep pursuing my dreams. I am proud of who I 

am and I also know I am not alone and that many people share my experiences.”    

Career Exploration and Development 
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During the beginning of the fall quarter students were asked to reflect about their dream 

jobs. One student shared, “Since I was a kid, I developed a unique love for science and 

as I grew up, I decided I wanted to be an Aerospace Engineer; but not a normal one, I 

wanted and still want to be a role model for future generations. I want to give back all 

that support my community has given me since I got to this country. I want to be THAT 

[sic] Latino immigrant working for NASA/Space X, or even better, a startup company 

that revolutionizes the space industry. I know it sounds difficult and it really is, but 

there’s no limit for a young dreamer who has nothing to lose but everything to win. It is 

impossible to reflect on my future without thinking about all these people that have 

helped throughout my journey. I will be forever thankful.” Throughout the academic year 

the coordinators made a conscious effort to incorporate career exploration and 

professional development into the curriculum. The coordinators invited campus partners 

from the Division of Career Pathways as well as undocumented professionals to speak 

to the class about professionalism and cover letter and resume development. By the 

end of the winter quarter when asked to identify three skills they acquired from the 

seminar, the top two skills were professionalism and cover letter and resume 

development.  

Time Management and Work/Life Balance 

At the end of the fall quarter, students were asked to identify obstacles they 

encountered during their first quarter in university. Twenty-one (21) out of the twenty-

seven (27) respondents indicated that they experienced challenges. Out of the students 

who identified experiencing challenges during their first quarter, the majority indicated 

that their challenges were related to time management. For example, one student 
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shared, “I encountered general obstacles like adjusting to college and time 

management.” During the fall quarter, students were provided with free planners and 

guided through a workshop about how to effectively manage their time. Over half of the 

respondents during the same quarter identified time management as a skill they gained 

as a result of the seminar.  

Willingness to Seek Out and Utilize Resources Related to Mental Health 

One of the primary goals of the seminar was to connect the participants to campus 

resources. During the fall quarter the coordinators tasked students to pair up in groups 

and to select a campus resource to present about during the following class. Students 

presented about various campus resources including the Counseling Center and the 

Center for Student Wellness and Health Promotion. During the fall quarter students 

were also tasked to visit at least three campus resources and to complete a resource 

verification form in which the students described the various services the campus 

resources offered. Many of the survey respondents indicated that the seminar was 

instrumental in connecting them with campus resources. One student noted, “This 

seminar has provided so many resources and connections for me. Although I know that 

these information are accessible on campus, having a designated time to hear these 

resources are very beneficial. I gained so much professional growth and words of 

inspiration through this seminar.”  

Motivation to Succeed 

At the beginning of the academic year students were asked to compare their drive to 

achieve with other students at UCI. Over 81% of the students rated their drive to 

achieve above average or highest 10% in comparison to the overall student population. 
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The majority of the participants were both motivated and goal oriented. When asked to 

reflect about their future, one student shared, “In five years, I see myself in medical 

school. I see myself having already completed my B.S. degree in chemistry. I see 

myself being on my path to becoming a general surgeon or a pediatrician.” Participants 

were provided with numerous opportunities to connect with professionals in their 

desired fields.  

Study Habits and Skills 

Data from the fall quarter pre-assessment survey indicate that many of the participants 

lacked confidence in their academic related skills. When asked to compare their 

academic, writing, and test taking abilities to other students at UCI, 74% of the 

participants rated their academic ability average, 85% of the participants rated their 

writing ability average or below average, and 80% of the participants rated their test 

taking abilities average, below average, or lowest 10%. The students were also asked 

to identify any classes they were concerned about. One student wrote, “Writing 37 

because I do not like writing and English is not my first language.” Given the various 

academic needs of the students, various academic campus partners, including 

representatives from the Learning and Academic Resource Center and the Center for 

Excellence in Writing and Communication, were invited to present to the students. The 

students also had access to free writing tutors and waivers for academic tutoring. When 

asked to identify three skills they acquired from the seminar during the fall quarter, the 

majority of the respondents indicated that the seminar helped them develop study habits 

and writing skills.  

Understanding and Exploration of Graduate Study    
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A small handful of students from the seminar attended the Conference on Graduate 

Education that was offered as a one day opportunity in the winter quarter. Data is still 

being considered from the post-program survey to determine learned outcomes. 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

Formative, quarterly survey information provided information on how to adjust the 

curriculum. Several students indicated wanting more community and team building 

activities incorporated into the seminar, while others suggested adding discussions 

about current social and political issues. Changes and additions to the curriculum were 

added throughout the year accordingly. 

Ultimately, by using COMPASS, the Dream Scholars team was able to determine 

whether undocumented students were trailing their peers in specific academic majors 

and schools, to what extent if any, and where specifically to focus academic service. As 

an example, one trend that was identified over the winter quarter was the lower pass 

rate for Math 2A for participating students, though the number of students for 

comparison was quite small. 

The University’s Center for Assessment and Applied Research is in the process 

of assisting us in developing and two separate comparison groups so that we 

could consider whether academic performance and progress factors differ 

compared to 1) undocumented students not participating in the program, and 2) 

peers who are not undocumented but share other background characteristics 

that often reveal significant barriers and challenges. Demographic information 

will be included. 
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V. Recommendations  

While data related to specific student outcomes captured through post-programming 

surveys showing strong evidence of student growth and learning, determining the 

impact of this growth and learning on students’ academic performance or ability to stay 

in school can be difficult. Though correlation can be inferred or even identified through 

some student narratives on open-ended survey questions, it will be important to 

consider doing interviews with students (particularly those who stop or dropout of school 

from either the n group or control group) to better understand any circumstances that 

may have been overcome or the application of growth areas that attributed to their 

academic transitions, progress, or barrier. 

With UCUES surveys administered every two years, limitations exist in determining the 

impact of the program and whether the identified success strategies introduced 

ultimately changed our students’ experiences that are reflected in the UCUES data. 

Considering this fact, we believe it will be essential to add to our own evaluations so 

that they include questions about some of the barriers that were identified in the system-

wide data. Moreover, attention will be given to research design in the future so that we 

are able to compare our baseline data for each student with end of the year data to 

determine long term success, and also to better synchronize questions that assess 

socio-emotional factors for individual students. Future evaluation design will also need 

to include other measures aside from pre and post program assessment to determine 

behavior, disposition, and skill level differences. 

Recommendations for future practice include utilizing ScoreShare more frequently to 

carefully monitor students’ academic progress and be able to provide early intervention 
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strategies as necessary. Also, utilizing Compass to identify whether Dream Scholars 

students are performing at the same rate as other students across all classes in all 

disciplines may provide guidance as to how best to maximize our resources and 

potentially address factors that students’ can’t control (i.e. faculty pedagogical strategies 

for inclusive excellence, accessibility to academic resources). 

VI. Conclusion 

The current political landscape both within the state and nationally has had rippling 

effects on the status, condition, and overall well-being of the undocumented student 

population on our college campuses. Students without specific documentation are 

simultaneously at a disadvantage accessing and receiving resources, as well as 

handling the emotional scars or trauma of dealing with the status of family members and 

other loved ones. Moreover, the typical identities that intersect with their immigration 

status – like being the first in their families to go to college, having attended low-

performing high schools, and being from historically underrepresented or marginalized 

communities – tend to influence their abilities to navigate an intimidating, often complex, 

often overwhelming college experience. Practitioners often struggle serving these 

students because of a lack of information on the students immediate and long-term 

needs, the institution’s inability to obtain or dedicate the necessary resources for 

support, and the presence of uninformed or biased individuals working on campus. Not 

only must practitioners be savvy in how they work to provide and sustain the resources, 

they must also understand the wide ranging ways in which our undocumented students’ 

needs must be met. Programs such as DREAM Scholars at UC Irvine must continue to 

be evaluated for their effectiveness and relevancy, while practitioners must continue to 
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identify the barriers and challenges that disadvantage our undocumented students, 

whether it be as a result of the recent political climate or otherwise. 

1 Obtained from Fact Sheet in Report to the CEIUS at UC Irvine (2015, Enriquez et al.) 
2 Report issued to University of California, Office of the President entitled “How Can Universities Foster 
Educational Equity for Undocumented College Students: Lessons from the University of California. 
(Enriquez et al, 2015) 
3 Student Success Factor #8 was not implemented specifically in the regular weekly seminar, but rather at 
a one-day conference offered in the winter quarter. 
4 The University of California Undergraduate Experience Survey (UCUES) is administered every two 
years to all undergraduates at all UC campuses. UCI’s survey is administered by the Center for 
Assessment and Applied Research in the Office of the Vice Provost for Teaching and Learning. 
5 Math 2A is a Calculus course required for several STEM majors that students at UC Irvine take online.  
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