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In the wake of victory,
[our undocumented
students have their eyes
on education.
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By Matt Alderton

Nineteen-vear-old Oscar Vazguez
likes school, He spends his free
time working on his 1993 Mitsubishi
3000GT and racing it at the local
racetrack. He works in construc-
tion and enjoys spending lime
with his friends,

In many ways, Vazquers is a typi-
cal teenager, bul in other ways he
is quite extraordinary. In 2004,
he and three fellow students—
Luis Aranda. Cristian Arcega,
and Lorenzo Santillan—entered
the Marine Advanced Technology
Education Center’s Remately
Operated Vehicle Competition, a
national underwater robotics con-
test sponsored by the Office of
Naval Research and NASA, smong
others. The four students Irom
Carl Hayden Community High
School, located in one of Phoenix’s
mast economically disadvantaged
neighborhoods, pitted their robot
“Stinky" against state-of-the-art
creations. They competed against
college reams from top-tier schools
throughout the country, including
the Mussachusets Institute of
Technology (MITl—and they won.

“We were totally shocked.”

says Fredi Lajvardi. a teacher at
Carl Hayden and one of the
rabotics team’s coaches. "It was
our first year entering the compe
tition and we beat MIT.”

Their victory, however, was bit-
rersweet. Vazquez and his (cam-
mates are bright, hardworking,
ambitious students, who happen 1o
be undocumented Mexican immi-
grants, While most students could
proudly display their achievement
on a college application, for these
four, college isn't even an option,

Target: College

Vazguez came to the Unitedd States
with his parents in 1998, at the age
al 12. e wants to be a mechani-
cal engineer and dreams of earn
ing a college degree. Because of
his immigration status. however,
the road to collcge has not bee
casy, He comes from an inner-
city schoal where 93% of the
students are Hispanic and where
mosL participate in a federally-
assisted lunch program, accord-
ing to Lajvardi. Students don't
necessarily have the moncy to
pay for tuition, and without U.S.



citizenship they do not gquali

Iy for federal student aid

nor are they eligible for most
merit-based or private schol-

irships, despite their academ-
ic achievements.

Still. Lajvardi says, a litle
determination goes a long
way. Vazquez is prool, He
graduated I'rom high school in
2004 and took a year of class
es al a local community college.
He ook another step toward
his goals this fall when he
started full time at Arizona
State University. Paving his
way 1s a scholarship from the
La Vida Rebot Scholarship
Fund, made possible by a
flood of private donations
made after a Wired magueine
article introduced the stu
dents to the country early
this vear.

“T didn’t know there was so
much support. It was completely
unexpected.” savs Vazquez, whao
spent his high school career en-

led in the Reserve Oflicers

Training Corps, with the false

understanding that he would gain

residency if he joined the military.

"When evervone treats you
like you're documented, vou
kind of forget that you aren’t,”

Lajvardi says, “Tt was like a

slap in the face when Oscar
realized he was undocumented.
He reallv felt cheated., lied to
He felt like society misled him.”
T'he robotics club at Carl
Havden, and the competition
in particular. helped restore
the students’ faith in their tu-
tures. Vazquez hopes to tinish
his degree at ASU within live
years. Aranda, who also grad-
uated in 2004, works us an
office clerk and hopes one
dav o open his own restau
rant—soon he will be taking
courses at Scottsdale Culinary
Arts College. Santillan also is

considering becoming a chef,

and Arcega plans 1o pursug
an engineering degree.

“It showed all four students
that they can do whatever they
want 1o do il they put their
minds to it,” Lajvardi says.
“That's the number one thing

they learned.” -
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The award-winning Carl Hayden Community High School
team meets with NCLR President Janet Murguia, The four
Phoenix students defeated top-tier college teams for the
prestigious Marine Advanced Technology Education Center's
Remotely Operated Vehicle Competition.




