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Introduction	
	
Safe,	orderly	and	regular	migration	is	one	of	the	
United	 Nations	 Top	 Sustainable	 Development	
Goals,	 as	 forced	migration	 presents	 one	 of	 the	
most	 pressing	 needs	 and	 pervasive	 threats	 to	
human	well-being	across	the	globe.	The	UNHCR	
and	IOM	estimated	that	1	in	7	people	across	the	
globe	are	migrants,	living	in	countries	different	to	
that	 in	which	 they	were	born.	 It	 also	estimates	
that	65.3	million	of	 the	1	billion	 total	migrants,	
have	 been	 forcefully	 displaced	 by	 conflict	 and	
violence,	and	over	5,600	of	the	migrants	in	2015	
either	died	or	disappeared	(GMDAC,	2015).	
	
Even	 though	 Central	 Americans	 and	 Mexicans	
have	 migrated	 to	 the	 US	 for	 many	 years,	 the	
change	 in	 demographics	 of	 the	 region,	 the	
increase	 in	 gang	 violence,	 impunity	 and	
recruitment	for	the	drug	trade	have	unleashed	a	
surge	of	child	migrants	looking	for	refuge	in	the	
US.	 The	 scale	 of	 unaccompanied	 minors	
migrating	 from	 this	 region	 today	 is	
unprecedented;	 the	 US	 Border	 and	 Customs	
Protection	 estimates	 that	 more	 than	 62,000	
minors	 crossed	 the	 border	 between	 2009	 and	
2014	with	numbers	rising	1000%	during	this	time	
period	 (Hipsman,	 2015).	 American	 institutions	
have	not	 yet	established	a	 system	 to	deal	with	
this	phenomenon	in	a	stable,	sensitive,	humane	
manner	that	considers	long	term	outcomes	and	
complies	 with	 the	 International	 Human	 Rights	
framework.	
	
One	of	the	biggest	challenges	presented	by	this	
situation	is	the	psychosocial	recovery	of	minors’	
after	migration.	This	particular	journey	presents	
high	 risk	 of	 physical	 harm,	 human	 trafficking,	
extortion,	 forced	 labor,	 sexual	 abuse	 and	 the	

intense	 fear	 of	 arrest,	 detention	 and	
endangering	 undocumented	 family	 members	
across	the	border.	If	minors	make	it	to	the	United	
States,	 they	 are	 put	 in	 detention	 centers	 until	
given	a	court	hearing;	this	process	can	take	from	
two	weeks	up	to	50	days,	when	they	are	either	
deported	or	accepted	with	special	juvenile	status	
and	placed	in	a	home.	The	process	is	extremely	
strenuous	 as	 it	 entails	 relocation,	 the	
transformation	of	family	composition,	the	loss	of	
friendships	and	other	relationships,	the	need	to	
adapt	 to	 a	 new	 set	 of	 social	 norms,	 laws,	
language	 and	 reduced	 access	 to	 means	 of	
subsistence.	 In	most	 cases,	 children	move	 into	
families	they	don’t	know	or	with	family	members	
they	have	not	seen	in	a	 long	time.	Additionally,	
the	 majority	 of	 these	 families	 have	 an	
undocumented	head	of	household	who	is	 living	
in	 strenuous	 conditions,	 with	 low	 income	 and	
high	level	of	insecurity.	The	psychosocial	support	
offered	to	these	kids	in	the	face	of	such	instability	
is	 crucial	 to	 ensure	 their	 successful	 path	 to	
becoming	righteous	American	citizens.	
	
The	Oakland	International	High	School	(OIHS)	has	
taken	 on	 this	 challenge,	 serving	 as	 a	 hub	 for	
social	 service	 providers,	 fostering	 community	
development	 and	 providing	 educational	 and	
emotional	support	for	migrant	minors.	The	OIHS	
receives	minors	 referred	 by	 the	 department	 of	
Health	 and	 Human	 services	 after	 a	 judge	 has	
given	 them	 temporary	 residence	 or	 special	
juvenile	status.	Today	the	school	has	almost	400	
students,	 who	 are	 predominantly	 Central	
American,	but	this	ethnic	composition	shifts	with	
changes	in	immigration	trends.	The	High	School	
provides	 regular	 classes	 in	 English,	 an	 English	
reinforcement	 class,	 after	 school	 activities,	
sports,	 caretaker	 workshops	 and	 basic	 survival	
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services	such	as	food,	 finding	shelter,	accessing	
health	or	legal	services	outside	of	school.		

Background	

Push	and	Pull	Factors	

One	 of	 the	 most	 pressing	 push	 factors	 for	
migration	in	Central	America	are	the	legacies	of	
abuse	 left	 from	 the	 Spanish	 and	 American	
colonial	 presence	 in	 the	 territory.	 During	 the	
1960s,	70s	and	80s,	at	the	height	of	the	cold	war,	
the	US	developed	a	stringent	policy	of	protection	
of	 American	 corporations	 operating	 in	 Central	
and	 South	America,	 irrespective	of	 the	positive	
development	of	these	nations	or	the	wellbeing	of	
their	citizens.	In	Turning	the	Tide,	Noam	Chomsky	
describes	the	alliance	of	the	US	with	the	brutal	
Somoza	 Regime	 in	 Nicaragua	 to	 “terminate	
Guatemalan	democracy	in	1954,	to	attack	Cuba	
in	1961,	to	avert	the	threat	of	democracy	in	the	
Dominican	Republic	in	1965	and	in	El	Salvador	in	
1972.”	(Chomsky,	2015)	In	the	name	of	a	stable	
business	 climate,	 the	 American	 government	
backed	 military	 dictatorships	 that	 instigated	

institutional	violence,	committing	massacres	and	
spreading	fear.	They	wrecked	any	sense	of	public	
accountability,	 democratic	 values	 and	 inclusive	
institutions,	permitting	the	recurrent	violation	of	
people’s	basic	rights.	The	extractive	practices	of	
American	 companies	 (largely	 the	 United	 Fruit	

Company)	reinforced	this	culture	of	exploitation,	
corruption	 and	 impunity,	 which	 has	 intensified	
and	 perpetuated	 inequality	 and	 poverty	 in	 the	
region.		
	
Honduras,	 El	 Salvador	 and	 Guatemala,	 the	
Northern	 Triangle	 of	 Central	 America,	 became	
notorious	 for	 their	 extreme	 levels	 of	 organized	
crime,	gang	violence,	and	poverty.	According	to	
the	 the	 US	 Department	 of	 State,	 in	 2014	
Honduras	 and	 El	 Salvador	were	 in	 the	 top	 five	
most	dangerous	countries	 in	 the	world	with	66	
and	 61.7	 homicides	 per	 100,000	 people	
respectively	 (Renwick,	 2014).	 Violence	
transcended	the	institutional	and	criminal	realm	
into	 more	 localized	 forms	 of	 cultural	 violence:	
rampant	 racism,	 classism,	 machismo,	 domestic	
and	 neighborhood	 violence.	 Children	 and	
women	 became	 common	 victims	 of	 physical	
abuse,	rape,	coercion	and	extortion,	even	within	
their	homes	and	schools.	The	Center	for	Gender	
and	Refugee	Studies	at	UC	Hastings	found	that	El	
Salvador	 has	 one	 of	 the	 highest	 rates	 of	
feminicide	 in	 the	 world,	 with	 25%	 of	 the	
murdered	 girls	 being	 under	 age,	 and	 very	
frequent	 sexual	 abuse,	 even	 within	 the	 home	
(Center	for	Gender	and	Refugee	Studies,	2015).	
Schools	also	saw	a	drop	in	attendance	as	gangs	
recruited	on	school	grounds,	forced	students	to	
engage	in	criminal	activity,	killed	them	or	forced	
them	to	flee	the	country.	Conflict	permeated	all	
levels	of	society,	destroyed	safe	spaces	and	social	
relations,	breaking	the	most	fundamental	fabrics	
of	society.	
	
El	Salvador	has	the	highest	rate	of	gangs	amongst	
the	 three	 countries,	 some	 so	 famous	 and	
powerful	that	they	have	presence	in	the	United	
States.	According	to	the	Congressional	Research	
service	cited	by	KIND,	today	El	Salvador	has	323	
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gang	members	for	every	100,000	citizens	(Kids	in	
Need	of	Defence,	2013).	The	most	famous	gang	
is	 the	Mara	 Salvatrucha,	 which	 was	 born	 from	
Salvadorian	immigrants	in	Los	Angeles	that	were	
put	 in	 prison	 for	 years	 and	 then	 deported	 to	
Central	America;	they	are	the	exemplary	case	of	
untreated	 trauma,	 lack	 of	 assimilation	 and	 the	
product	of	 the	American	prison	 system.	Today,	
many	 of	 these	 gang	 members	 terrorize	 the	
children	 of	 El	 Salvador.	 UNICEF	 reported	 that	
70%	 of	 the	 child	 respondents	 to	 a	 poll	 in	 El	
Salvador	 said	 that	 fear	 of	 gangs	 and	 domestic	
abuse	were	 the	main	 push	 factors	 that	 caused	
them	 to	migrate	 out	 of	 their	 countries	 (Kids	 in	
Need	of	Defence,	2013).	Honduras,	home	to	the	
murder	 capital	 of	 the	 world,	 is	 flooded	 with	
criminal	organizations	that	“threaten,	stalk,	beat,	
rape,	 dismember,	 and	 murder	 Honduran	
children	and	adolescents	with	impunity”	(Center	
for	 Gender	 and	 Refugee	 Studies,	 2015).	 Gangs	
are	acting	as	organized	agents	of	displacement,	
forcing	children	to	either	join	them,	disappear	or	
die.	
	
An	 aggravating	 factor	 to	 gang	 violence	 and	
organized	 crime	 is	 the	 drug	 trade.	 The	 original	
route	 for	 the	 delivery	 of	 drugs	 from	 South	
America	 to	 the	 US	 used	 to	 be	 through	 the	
Caribbean	 islands	 to	Miami.	 Increased	effort	 in	
the	war	on	drugs	through	Plan	Colombia	and	the	
surveillance	of	 the	Caribbean,	shifted	the	route	
into	 continental	 Central	 America.	 Weak	
institutions,	 high	 unemployment,	 abandoned	
children	and	gang	prevalence	were	fertile	ground	
for	the	drug	trade.	As	drugs	made	their	way	up	
from	Panama	through	the	northern	triangle,	into	
Mexico	 and	 across	 the	 Southern	 Border,	 they	
strengthened	 organized	 crime,	 increased	
violence	and	further	weakened	institutions.	The	
rise	of	this	new	illegal	economy	exacerbated	the	

vicious	cycle	of	underdevelopment	and	poverty	
throughout	 Central	 America.	 Mexico	 is	
particularly	affected	by	drugs	and	migration,	as	it	
controls	 the	border	with	 the	United	States	and	
continues	to	struggle	with	insecurity,	corruption,	
impunity	and	inequality.		

	
Guatemala	 is	 somewhat	 different	 to	 the	 other	
three	 nations.	 It	 also	 has	 a	 history	 of	 murder,	
rising	 gang	 violence	 and	 commonplace	 sexual	
abuse,	but	the	rates	are	notably	lower.	There	is	
however,	an	added	component	of	inequality	and	
race:	the	oppression	of	the	indigenous	people	by	
Landinos,	 the	 dominant	 classes	 of	 European	
descent,	 their	 collusion	 with	 American	
enterprises	 and	 the	 military.	 This	 racial	
discrimination	 has	 permeated	 opportunity	 till	
this	day,	denying	access	to	proper	education	and	
means	 of	 production	 to	 a	 large	 part	 of	 the	
indigenous	population.	Many	of	the	Guatemalan	
children	that	are	migrating	are	of	Mayan	descent	
and	 their	 main	 language	 in	 Mam,	 rather	 than	
Spanish.	The	Center	for	Refugee	studies	rightfully	
claims	that	Guatemalan	children,	especially	girls,	
are	in	an	additional	level	of	vulnerability	as	they	
are	 one	 step	 further	 removed	 in	 terms	 of	 the	
race	and	language	from	the	host	country	(Center	
for	Gender	and	Refugee	Studies,	2015).		
	
According	to	NGO	KIND,	minors	living	in	the	San	
Francisco	 Bay	 Area	 have	 expressed	 that	 in	
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Central	America,	those	who	had	family	in	the	US	
were	in	greater	danger,	as	gangs	extorted	them	
for	remittances	(Kids	in	Need	of	Defence,	2013).	
El	 Salvador,	 Honduras	 and	 Guatemala	 have	
amongst	 the	the	highest	shares	of	GDP	coming	
from	remittances;	according	to	the	World	Bank,	
they	 receive	 16.6%,	 18.2%	 and	 10.3%	 of	 their	
GDP	 through	 remittances	 respectively	 (The	
World	 Bank	Group,	 s.f.).	 In	most	 cases,	 people	
use	 this	 income	 to	 gain	 access	 to	 the	 same	
services	that	they	seek	through	migration	(pull-
factors):	 education,	 shelter	 and	 investment.	
Unfortunately,	gangs	often	extort	the	recipients	
of	remittances,	appropriate	this	income,	and	the	
money	 ends	 up	 fueling	 violence	 rather	 than	
development.		
	
KIND	 also	 noticed	 a	 pattern	 where	 girls	 are	 at	
greater	risk	of	being	sexually	abused	by	gangs	if	
they	 live	 in	 a	household	without	an	adult	male	
(Kids	in	Need	of	Defence,	2013).	The	first	wave	of	
migration	from	Central	America	was	constituted	
mostly	 by	 men	 who	 were	 hoping	 to	 provide	
income	for	their	families	back	home,	so	this	case	
is	very	common.		In	the	cases	where	the	mother	
migrated	 first,	 children	 were	 often	 abused,	
neglected,	or	abandoned	by	their	father	or	other	
caregiver	(Kids	in	Need	of	Defence,	2013).	There	
is	 plenty	 of	 evidence	 that	 children	 who	 have	
family	 in	 the	 US	 are	 particularly	 vulnerable	 in	
their	countries	and	would	want	to	migrate	north,	
in	addition	to	reconvening	with	their	family.	
	
Migration	to	the	US	is	perceived	as	a	search	for	
opportunity	 and	 protection.	 Migrants	 believe	
that	once	they	reach	the	US	they	will	have	jobs,	
education	and	security.	The	trip	represents	grave	
danger	and	 living	undocumented	 in	 the	US	 is	a	
risk,	but	the	American	police	and	justice	system	
are	 perceived	 to	 have	 lower	 levels	 of	 impunity	

and	 corruption.	Aside	 from	 international	 family	
ties,	the	strength	of	the	American	economy	and	
its	 institutions	 are	 the	 main	 pull	 factors	 that	
attract	Central	American	migrants.	
	

Stressors	of	Migration	

International	 migration	 entails	 a	 change	 of	
context,	 habits,	 relationships	 and	 usually	 a	 low	
probability	 of	 return.	 Migrants	 must	 severe	
relationships,	 learn	a	new	 language,	adapt	 to	a	
different	culture	and	take	a	leap	of	faith	into	the	
future.	 The	 minors	 that	 migrate	 from	 Central	
America	to	the	US	are	going	through	all	of	these	
transitions,	with	 an	 added	 treacherous	 journey	
that	 very	 often	 includes	 extortion,	 abuse,	
physical	harm,	hunger,	thirst	and	intense	fear.		
	
Some	 of	 the	 child	 migrants	 might	 start	 the	
journey	on	their	own,	but	it’s	reported	that	many	
of	 these	 children	 are	 approached	 by	 coyotes	
looking	 for	 business.	 Coyotes	 are	 people	 who	
have	established	smuggling	routes	across	Central	
America,	Mexico	and	across	the	border	into	the	
US	and	 charge	 families	 to	 show	 them	 the	way.	
Sometimes	the	coyote	will	accompany	the	child	
a	significant	part	of	the	crossing,	but	sometimes	
they	are	passed	on	from	one	coyote	to	another	
until	 they	make	 it	 to	 the	end	of	 the	chain.	The	
end	 is	 always	 said	 to	 be	 the	 promised	 land	
beyond	the	border,	but	gangs	and	mafias	often	
re-route	children	to	other	 locations	where	they	
are	 temporarily	 or	 permanently	 subjected	 to	
forced	 labor	 or	 sexual	 exploitation.	 Because	 of	
the	dark	and	clandestine	nature	of	this	process,	
traditional	 means	 of	 transportation	 are	 rarely	
used	 for	 migration,	 exposing	 people	 to	
dangerous	expeditions	through	deserts,	walking,	
hidden	 in	 trucks,	 on	 top	 of	 trains	 or	 in	 other	
remote	 vehicles.	 The	 same	 is	 true	 for	 shelter,	
where	hundreds	of	migrants	are	overcrowded	in	
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inadequate	 buildings	 or	 left	 to	 sleep	 in	 the	
elements.	 There	 is	 rarely	 enough	 food,	
sometimes	 shortage	 of	 water,	 little	 if	 any	
communication	and	lots	of	abuse.	If	these	minors	
are	lucky	and	resilient	enough	to	make	it	across	
the	 border,	 they	 will	 most	 likely	 have	
accumulated	a	 series	of	 traumatic	 experiences,	
not	only	from	their	origin,	but	from	the	journey	
itself.		
	
In	Psychosocial	Concepts	 in	Humanitarian	Work	
with	 Children,	 Loughry	 and	 Eyber	 delineate	
Garmezy	 and	 Rutter’s	 category	 of	 stressors	
(1983):		

• Loss	
• Chronically	disturbed	relationships	
• Events	 that	 redefine	 the	 family	

composition	
• Events	that	require	social	adaptation	
• Acute	events,	such	as	physical	trauma	

or	illness.	 	
	
Even	 though	 every	 experience	 is	 unique	 and	
highly	mediated	by	culture,	migration	 is	usually	
accompanied	by	anguish,	suffering	and	grief.	 In	
other	contexts,	these	feelings	can	be	processed	
with	the	support	of	a	professional,	acquaintance	
or	 a	wider	 community,	 but	migration	 can	 be	 a	
very	 lonesome	 process	 where	 these	 negative	
feelings	are	intensified.	Loughry	and	Eyber	go	on	
to	 describe	 the	 heightened	 vulnerability	 of	
children	by	drawing	attention	to	the	interruption	
of	their	social	development.	They	claim	that	the	
“natural	 social	 structures	 that	 support	 child	
development	 have	 been	 torn”	 through	 the	
process	of	migration,	therefore,	disrupting	their	
ability	to	establish	relationships	with	others	and	
find	 new	 social	 norms	 to	 abide	 by	 (Loughry,	
2003).	Without	an	adult	or	community	to	provide	
a	 frame	 of	 reference	 for	 appropriate,	 safe	 and	

beneficial	 behavior,	 children	 suddenly	 acquire	
the	 responsibility	 of	 raising	 themselves,	 many	
times	without	the	means	of	doing	so	and	often	
with	disregard	for	others.	
	
In	 some	 cases,	 there	 is	 adult	 presence	 but	 the	
power	 relationship	 is	 mediated	 by	 adaptation.	
Cases	of	failed	family	reunification	are	common,	
given	 that	 these	 adolescents	 have	 never	 lived	
with	their	parents	before	and	the	parents	might	
have	 started	 a	 new	 family.	 There	 might	 be	 a	
disregard	for	parental	authority	on	behalf	of	the	
child	 or	 a	 lack	 of	 patience	 on	 behalf	 of	 the	
parents,	who	might	also	lack	the	parenting	skills	
to	deal	with	them.	In	addition	to	these	disturbed	
relationships,	 adapting	 to	 the	 new	 social	
environment	and	institutional	framework	can	be	
a	real	challenge	for	migrants,	especially	coming	
from	countries	where	there	is	little	authority	and	
rule	of	law.		
	

Coping	&	Resilience	

According	 to	 Loughry	 and	 Eyber’s	 literature	
review,	 children’s	 ability	 to	 cope	 with	 stress	
depends	on	three	things:	their	intrinsic	capacity	
to	 overcome	 hardship,	 the	 extrinsic	 conditions	
that	 provide	 an	 appropriate	 environment	 to	
process	stress	and	the	specific	events	that	these	
minors	 experience.	 The	 intrinsic	 factors	 as	
described	by	Lazarus	and	Folkman	 (1984)	were	
the	 minor’s	 personality,	 age,	 gender	 and	
personal	characteristics.	The	extrinsic	factors	are	
those	 concerning	 the	 family	 situation,	
socioeconomic	 background	 and	 the	 overall	
environment	 they	 inhabit.	 Scholars	 debate	 on	
the	relevance	of	these	two	categories.		
	
Rutter	(1987)	argues	that	the	ability	to	cope	with	
stressors	 is	not	 static	but	dynamic;	 current	 risk	
and	protective	mechanisms	are	more	relevant	to	
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someone’s	 ability	 to	 cope	 than	 their	 personal	
and	socioeconomic	characteristics.	He	says	that	
“when	the	balance	between	the	stress	event	and	
the	 risk	 was	 appraised	 as	 manageable	 by	 the	
individual,	then	it	was	possible	to	cope	with	the	
stressor.”	 (Loughry,	 2003)	 According	 to	 him,	
resilience	is	closely	tied	to	the	perception	of	risk	
by	 the	 individual	 and	 their	 determination	 to	
overcome	 such	 circumstance	 rather	 than	
predetermined	 characteristics.	 Weist	 and	
colleagues	found	that	family	cohesion	protected	
boys	more	than	girls;	Kimchi	and	Schaffner	found	
that	social	factors	were	key	for	adolescents,	and	
Hendren	 found	 that	 family	 was	 key	 for	
adolescents’	ability	to	adjust.	Loughry	and	Eyber	
finally	 conclude	 that	 teenagers	 rely	 more	 on	
peers	 than	 family,	 engaging	 more	 with	 social,	
cultural	 and	 political	 values.	 (Loughry,	 2003)	
Migration	 and	 adolescence	 both	 have	
generalizable	 qualities	 that	 apply	 to	 various	
contexts	and	actors,	but	there	are	many	facets	of	
them	 that	 depend	 on	 the	 individual	 and	 the	
specific	circumstance.	
	
Along	the	lines	of	to	Rutter,	In	Psychotherapy	for	
Immigrant	 Youth	 Staudenmeyer	 (2016)	 argues	
that	it	would	be	inappropriate	to	design	therapy	
for	immigrant	children	based	on	their	depression	
or	 PTSD	 symptoms	 rather	 than	 understanding	
their	experience	and	prior	context.	She	suggests	
that	 practitioners	 fully	 map	 out	 psychosocial	
stressors	 that	 include:	 “poverty,	 neighborhood	
violence,	 discrimination,	 intergenerational	
conflict,	 family	 separation,	 legal	 status,	 and	
language	 acquisition”	 (Staudenmeyer,	 2016).	
Her	 argument	 suggests	 that	 stress	 is	 neither	
contained	in	the	experience	back	in	their	home	
country,	in	the	transition	to	the	new	country	or	
in	their	current	setting,	but	a	mixture	of	all.	She	
divides	stressors	in	three	categories:	

Domain-Specific	Stressors:		
Mostly	 stressors	 present	 in	 the	 current	 setting	
relating	to	family,	definition	of	the	self,	hopes	for	
the	future,	romantic	life,	friends	etc.	
	
Sociocultural	Stressors:			 	
Relationship	to	the	social	environment	in	a	larger	
scale.	Factors	relating	to	poverty,	street	violence,	
family	 education,	 family	 composition,	
segregation,	legality	etc.		
	

Chronological	Stressors:	 	
These	 are	 the	 story-specific	 stressors	 that	
include	 traumatic	 experiences	 before	
displacement,	 the	process	of	displacement	and	
the	post-displacement	difficulties	 faced	such	as	
discrimination,	 acculturation,	 enculturation,	
legal	bodies	etc.	
	
Staudenmeyer	 reviews	 a	 series	 of	 studies	 in	
order	 to	 understand	 risk	 behavior	 in	 teenage	
migrants,	 finding	 that	 there	 are	 crucial	
differences	 between	 generations	 of	 migrants.	
She	finds	that	first	generation	migrants	have	less	
protection	 from	 their	 parents,	 feel	 more	
pressure	to	consume	drugs	and	alcohol,	but	have	
more	 resistance	 to	 doing	 so.	 Social	 support,	
community	 values	 and	 Latino	 identity	 can	
protect	 adolescents	 from	 adaptation	 stressors,	
and	family	cohesion	prevents	the	appropriation	
of	language	stressors	in	first	generation	migrants	
(Staudenmeyer,	 2016).	 The	 findings	 bring	
attention	to	the	relevance	of	community	based	
support	and	the	differentiation	of	generations	of	
migrants.	 If	 stressors	 are	 not	 addressed	
appropriately	 with	 first	 generation	 migrants,	
they	 might	 pass	 on	 to	 the	 second	 generation,	
causing	 what	 is	 referred	 to	 as	 the	 ‘immigrant	
paradox’,	 where	 the	 sons	 and	 daughters	 of	
immigrants,	born	 in	the	host	country,	have	 less	
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development	 and	 educational	 outcomes	 than	
the	first	generation	migrants	(Garcia,	2016).	
	

California’s	response	
	
The	 San	 Francisco	 Bay	 area	 in	 California	 is	 the	
most	 common	 destination	 for	 unaccompanied	
minors	travelling	from	Central	America	to	the	US.	
This	often	takes	place	because	of	family	presence	
in	 the	 area,	 a	welcoming	 environment	 and	 the	
amount	 of	 special	 services	 offered	 in	 the	 area.	
Services	available	to	migrant	children	are	divided	
into	 legal	 and	 social	 services,	 including	 health,	
and	most	of	 them	are	 concentrated	 in	 the	 San	
Francisco	metropolitan	 area,	 fading	 out	 as	 one	
moves	north	or	east.	(Barrio,	2015)	
	
State	 jurisdiction	 and	 local	 governments	 in	
California	 have	 enabled	 sponsored	 legal	
representation	 to	 claim	 Special	 Immigrant	
Juvenile	Status	through	law	(SB	873).	In	the	Bay	
area	 there	 are	 several	 ORR	 (Office	 of	 Refugee	
Resettlement)	centers,	where	children	are	kept	
for	an	average	of	75	days	until	they	are	relocated	
to	 permanent	 shelters.	 In	 these	 transitory	
shelters,	 they	 are	 provided	with	 housing,	 food,	
entertainment,	 group	 therapy,	 individual	
counseling,	 medical	 services	 and	 family	
reunification.	Post-release	services	include	legal	
counseling	 and	 other	 trainings	 to	 children	 and	
their	 sponsors	 to	 prevent	 mistreatment,	
exploitation	 and	 trafficking.	 Organizations	
providing	social	services	are	less	available	as	they	
are	restricted	by	mobility,	have	a	broader	range	
of	services	and	clients	 (Barrio,	2015).	However,	
schools	 have	 become	 hubs	 for	 many	 social	
services	 additional	 to	 education,	 as	 they	
congregate	 populations	 that	 are	 otherwise	
marginal.	California	has	allocated	$3.5	million	of	
federal	funding	for	schools	that	take	a	significant	

amount	 of	 unaccompanied	 child	migrants.	 The	
Oakland	International	High	School	is	part	of	this	
effort	and	has	developed	a	specialized	education	
system	geared	 to	 the	 successful	 assimilation	of	
migrant	children	to	their	new	environment.	

Objective	

The	 Oakland	 International	 High	 School	 has	
expressed	 difficulty	 in	 having	 Central	 American	
students	 attend	 school	 on	 a	 regular	 basis	 and	
respect	the	school’s	schedule,	therefore	limiting	
the	impact	of	their	efforts,	the	state	and	federal	
funding.	The	district	is	aiming	to	reduce	chronic	
absence	 to	5%	of	 students	at	every	 school	and	
ensure	 that	 85%	of	 the	 students	 attend	 school	
95%	 of	 the	 time,	 reaching	 an	 average	 daily	
attendance	 rate	 (ADA)	 of	 98%	 at	 every	 school.	
For	 this	 purpose,	 they	 have	 made	 two	 main	
recommendations	to	the	schools:	
	

• Ensure	 all	 classrooms	 are	 welcoming,	
nurturing,	 and	 engaging	 so	 that	 students	
want	to	come	to	school	every	day.	

	
• Reach	 out	 in	 a	 supportive	 manner	 to	

frequently	 absent	 students	 to	 find	 out	 why	
they	are	missing	school	and	what	would	help	
them	attend	more	regularly.	

	
This	 research	 addresses	 the	 second	
recommendation,	 finding	 out	 the	 needs	 and	
barriers	for	these	students	to	access	school,	the	
main	 stakeholders,	 how	 determinant	 factors	
relate	 and	make	 recommendations	 on	possible	
strategies	to	increase	attendance.		
	
Deliverables	 include	 this	 report	 and	 a	
presentation	to	the	OIHS	Lab	Director,	including	
a	map	of	the	system,	a	high	level	perspective	and	
a	set	of	short-term	actionable	recommendations.	
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Methods	

Study	Design	

Literature	 Review:	 It	 is	 important	 to	
contextualize	 truancy	 issues,	 learn	 how	 they	
have	been	dealt	with	in	the	past	and	the	theory	
created	 by	 years	 of	 academic	 observation.	
However,	truancy	is	the	result	of	a	complex	set	
of	social,	cultural,	economic	and	time	factors	that	
vary	 considerably	 amongst	 communities.	 The	
majority	 of	 the	 existing	 literature	 addresses	 a	
population	 quite	 different	 from	 the	 one	 in	 this	
study,	focusing	on	drug	consumption	and	crime.		
	
Interviews:	In	order	to	understand	the	needs	of	
students	and	how	to	meet	them,	it	is	essential	to	
talk	to	them	about	their	experience	entering	and	
adapting	 to	 school	 and	 their	 new	 homes.	
Students	in	the	9th	grade,	who	have	just	entered	
High	 School,	 are	 the	 most	 susceptible	 to	
influence,	so	understanding	their	situation	was	a	
priority.	 Additionally,	 some	 of	 the	 upper	 class	
men	could	provide	insight	into	what	caused	them	
to	 change	 their	 behavior,	 or	 not,	 during	 their	
time	in	OIHS.	
	
Students	 were	 initially	 interviewed	 about	 their	
experience	 in	 the	 US,	 their	 daily	 journey	 to	
school,	the	people	who	influence	them	and	their	
finances.	After	 the	 first	 set	of	 interviews,	 some	
interesting	 themes	 arose	 and	 the	 interview	
questions	 were	 iterated.	 Some	 of	 the	 original	
hypothesis	were	not	central	 from	the	students’	
perspective,	and	others	that	were	not	previously	
mentioned	were	priorities	for	them.		
	
Food,	personal	relationships	and	long	term	view	
of	 students’	 lives	 became	 more	 relevant	 as	
drivers	 of	 attendance	 than	 transportation,	 for	
example.	 It	 became	 important	 to	 ask	 about	

family	 relationships	 and	 friendship,	 eating	 and	
sleeping	habits,	the	presence	of	mentors	and	use	
of	free	time.	In	a	similar	way,	the	questionnaire	
used	 for	 upper-class	 students	 was	 adjusted.	 In	
addition	 to	 questions	 about	 their	 behavioral	
change,	it	was	also	relevant	to	ask	them	the	same	
questions	asked	to	the	9th	graders.	
	
Focus	 Groups:	 Group	 dynamics	 are	 a	 very	
important	part	of	adolescent	 life	and	observing	
the	 interactions	 can	 provide	 insights	 into	 the	
collective	 status	 of	 the	 school’s	 student	
population.	A	 focus	group	will	be	conducted	 to	
map	out	student’s	aspirations,	the	barriers	they	
face,	 the	 help	 they	 receive	 and	 suggestions	 of	
what	could	change	for	the	best.	A	teacher	focus	
group	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 study	 drew	
additional	 hypothesis	 of	 determining	 factors	 of	
truancy	and	if/why	it’s	a	problem.	
	

Participants	

Quota	 sampling:	 Students	 of	 varying	 ages,	
backgrounds,	gender	and	attendance	rates	were	
chosen	 as	 a	 sample	 of	 the	 population	 that	
encompasses	 its	 diversity,	 including	 extremes	
and	mainstreams.		
	
With	 the	support	of	 the	Dean	of	Students,	 two	
groups	of	Central	American	9th	grade	 students	
were	chosen	to	be	 interviewed:	a	group	of	 five	
students	 who	 have	 chronic	 attendance	 issues	
and	 a	 group	 of	 five	 students	 that	 have	 nearly	
perfect	 attendance.	 For	 the	 upper	 class	 men,	
three	 students	who	 improved	 their	 attendance	
and	 three	 who	 didn’t	 were	 chosen.	 For	 each	
group	of	students,	there	were	shares	of	male	and	
female	 students,	 of	 diverse	 national	 origin	
(Honduras,	 Salvador,	 Guatemala	 and	 Mexico)	
and	 ethnic	 groups	 (Indigenous	 and	 non-
indigenous	backgrounds).	 It	was	crucial	 to	have	



	 11	

participants	from	different	nationalities,	gender	
and	 ethnic	 background	 as	 coping	 mechanisms	
are	 multidimensional	 and	 very	 closely	 tied	 to	
culture.	 Nevertheless,	 the	 population	 of	 the	
school	is	largely	male	and	they	are	less	prone	to	
conforming	 to	 school	 schedules.	 This	 made	 it	
challenging	 to	 find	 11th	 or	 12th	 grade	 female	
students	who	were	not	conforming	to	schedules,	
and	available	for	an	interview.	
	
Most	 of	 the	 9th	 grade	 students	 in	 the	 sample	
arrived	 to	 Oakland	 at	 most	 one	 year	 before	
entering	 the	 OIHS	 and	 they	 are	 all	 learning	
English	 as	 their	 second	 language.	 They	 live	 in	
varying	 home	 settings	 including	 with	 their	
parents,	other	family	members,	friends	of	family	
and	 a	 few	 of	 the	 upperclassmen	 live	 on	 their	
own.	 They	 also	 live	 in	 varying	 distances	 from	
school	and	use	different	means	of	 transport	 to	
get	 to	 school,	 to	 see	 if	 there	was	 a	 correlation	
between	 transportation	 barriers	 and	
attendance.		
	
In	addition	to	the	Dean	of	Students	and	Learning	
Lab	 Director,	 key	 members	 of	 the	 school	 staff	
were	 identified	and	 interviewed	based	on	 their	
function	in	the	school,	relevance	to	the	students	
and	 the	 rising	 themes	 of	 inquiry.	 This	 group	
included	 the	 attendance	 clerk,	 security	 guard,	
soccer	 coach,	 community	 manager,	 wellness	
center	 coordinator	 and	 the	 cafeteria	manager.	
With	 regard	 to	 the	 Oakland	 Unified	 School	
District,	it	was	important	to	interview	the	people	
in	 nutritional	 services,	 the	 menu	 designer	 and	
the	special	program	designer	to	understand	the	
system’s	ability	to	address	some	of	the	student’s	
needs.	 In	 addition	 to	 these	 stakeholders,	 UC	
Berkeley	 advisors	 and	 and	 additional	 experts	
were	 consulted	during	 the	development	of	 the	

project,	 including	 members	 of	 the	 Nutrition	
Policy	Institute.	
	

Interview	Procedures	

In	the	span	of	two	months,	students	were	pulled	
out	of	class,	told	about	the	study	and	requested	
to	 have	 their	 legal	 guardians	 sign	 an	 interview	
consent	 form	 (in	 Spanish)	 if	 interested	 in	
participating.	 This	 stage	 was	 extremely	
challenging	 with	 truant	 students	 as	 they	 were	
rarely	 in	 class	 and	 often	 forgot	 to	 take	 the	
consent	form	home	or	bring	it	back.	Only	two	of	
the	students	did	not	want	to	be	interviewed,	so	
they	were	replaced	by	another	two	with	similar	
profiles.	As	the	consent	forms	came	in,	students	
were	again	pulled	out	of	class	for	30-60	minute	
interviews	in	a	place	of	their	choice,	either	in	the	
school	patio	or	in	the	library	if	it	was	raining.	
	
With	exception	of	a	few	Mam	speakers,	students	
had	 Spanish	 as	 their	 first	 language	 and	 were	
therefore	 interviewed	 in	 Spanish	 (Researcher’s	
first	 language).	Mam	speakers	were	asked	their	
language	 of	 preference	 between	 English	 and	
Spanish	and	were	interviewed	accordingly.	
	
Simultaneous	 to	 these,	 other	 interviews	 were	
conducted	with	a	variety	of	stakeholders	 in	the	
school	 and	 district.	 The	 school	 staff	 was	
contacted	 via	 e-mail	 and	 interviewed	 in	 the	
school.	 The	 district	 staff	 were	 contacted	 by	 e-
mail	 and	 interviewed	 over	 the	 phone.	 These	
interviews	were	more	 targeted,	 structured	 and	
shorter,	 aiming	 to	 get	 specific	 answers	 about	
processes,	systems,	limitations,	and	past	failures	
or	successes.		
	
The	 first	 focus	 group	 was	 held	 with	 9th	 grade	
teachers	 who	 attended	 voluntarily.	 The	 school	
provided	 lunch	 and	 a	 45-minute	 meeting	 was	
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held	in	the	coffee	room	to	discuss	what	teachers	
felt	 the	 purpose	 of	 teaching	 was,	 the	 main	
obstacles	for	their	students	and	things	that	have	
been	done	to	improve	attendance.	This	meeting	
was	 crucial	 to	 understand	 the	 teachers’	
knowledge	 about	 their	 students,	 their	 level	 of	
commitment,	the	drivers	behind	their	work	and	
to	get	their	buy-in	into	the	study.	The	focus	group	
was	 convened	 via	 e-mail	 by	 the	 Learning	 Lab	
Director	and	main	contact	for	this	study. 
	

Theoretical	framework	

According	 to	 Robert	 Creswell’s	 categories	 of	
inquiry,	this	process	would	be	epistemologically	
subjective,	 from	 an	 interpretivist	 grounded	
theoretical	 perspective,	 using	 qualitative	
empirical	 methodology,	 conducted	 through	
interview	 methods	 (Creswell,	 1997).	 It	 is	
interpretivist	 as	 it	 looks	 for	 the	 personal	
meanings	students	give	their	school	experience.	
How	do	students	understand	the	importance	of	
school?	 The	 question	 is	 very	 open;	 it	 is	 not	
looking	 to	 find	 specific	 causes	 of	 truancy	 but	
rather	 trying	 to	 understand	 the	 complexity	 of	
barriers	and	motivations.	It	 is	interpretivist	as	it	
acknowledges	the	researcher	as	an	intermediary	
of	understanding	and	it	is	grounded	theory	given	
that	the	parting	point	is	the	information	provided	
by	interviewees,	rather	than	academic	theory.	It	
is	 important	 that	 the	users	 are	 the	 central	 and	
driving	 force	 of	 the	 research,	 rather	 than	
academics,	 staff	 and	 experts	 who	 are	 there	 to	
provide	a	frame	of	reference.	
	

Data	Analysis	

The	results	of	the	data	were	analyzed	within	the	
interpretivist	 phenomenological	 approach	
focusing	 on	 individuals’	 migration	 experiences	
and	 the	 meaning	 they	 give	 to	 school.	 The	

information	 gathered	 in	 the	 interviews	 was	
coded	 and	 then	 organized	 in	 a	 chart	 based	 on	
themes.	The	9th	grade	students,	truant	and	non-
truant	 were	 analyzed	 together	 and	 the	
upperclassmen,	 improved	 and	 non-improved,	
were	 analyzed	 together.	 	 Then	 the	 two	 groups	
were	compared	to	validate	the	trends	that	were	
perceived	 in	 the	 first	 round	 of	 analysis.	 In	 the	
end,	 five	 main	 categories	 (guardian	 support,	
adaptation,	motivation	for	school,	financial	need	
and	health)	were	 identified,	each	subdivided	 in	
smaller	categories	supported	by	examples	from	
the	interviews.	
	
Additionally,	 design	 thinking	 and	 systems	
thinking	strategies	were	used.	Two	by	two	charts	
were	developed	to	illustrate	the	relative	position	
of	 the	 interviewees	 regarding	 truancy	 and	 the	
main	themes	identified.	This	information	and	the	
common	 categories	 were	 also	 used	 to	 create	
different	 personas	 and	 draw	 supplementary	
conclusions.	 Furthermore,	 a	 system	 map	 was	
created	 with	 the	 information	 collected	 making	
the	 leverage	 points	 and	 causal	 relationships	
observable.		

Findings	

Truancy	Literature	

Most	 of	 the	 literature	 on	 truancy	 was	 written	
between	the	1970s	and	1990s,	and	some	of	the	
findings	are	still	held	to	be	true	today.	As	John	W.	
Dougherty’s	 Attending	 to	 Attendance	 states,	
absenteeism	 is	 attributed	 to	 “unsupportive	
school	environment,	lack	of	community	support,	
chaotic	 family	 life,	 personal	 deficits,	 weather,	
transportation,	poor	health”	and	students	feeling	
that	 “school	 is	 not	 rewarding	 to	 them”.	
Additional	barriers	include:	crowded	households,	
relocation,	lack	of	parental	concern	over	student	
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actions	 and	 low	 understanding	 of	 school	
procedures	(Dougherty,	1999).		
	
Dougherty’s	 article	 reviews	 several	 strategies	
and	 guidelines	 schools	 have	 used	 to	 improve	
attendance:	
	
*	It	must	be	clear	that	something	important	happens	each	day	at	school.	
*	Students	must	know	they	are	missed	when	they	are	absent.	
*	Students	must	take	responsibility	for	being	in	school	on	time.	
*	Parents	must	be	responsible	for	their	child's	daily	attendance.	
*	School	should	find	out	how	other	schools	operate	successfully.	
*	Principle	should	ask	for	teacher	and	administrative	input.	
*	School	should	monitor	if	attendance	policy	has	been	successful.	
*	There	should	be	a	make-up	policy.	
*	Truants	should	be	involved	in	co-curricular	activities.	
*	Consider	alternative	schedules.	
*	Involve	truants	in	group	counseling.	
*	Visit	the	home.	Counsel	parents.		
*	Draft	attendance	contracts.	Mail	letters	from	the	principals.		
*	Refer	parents	to	court.	
*	Provide	incentives	for	good	attendance.	
*	Teachers	must	maintain	a	friendly	personality	and	make	class	special.	
*	Teachers	must	set	an	example.		
*	Consider	student	capabilities.	

	
Regardless	of	the	policy,	effectiveness	is	limited	
by	 intrinsic	 factors	 to	 each	 student.	 Dougherty	
mentions	Motivation	as	the	most	relevant	issue,	
and	 states	 that	 both,	 students	 and	 school,	 are	
responsible	for	generating	it.	Motivation	is	very	
often	affected	by	alienation;	when	students	are	
alienated	 from	the	school	community,	 they	are	
less	motivated	to	attend	school	or	participate	in	
class	(Dougherty,	1999).	
	
According	 to	 the	 author,	 alienation	 can	 have	
three	dimensions:	1)	personal:	incompetence	in	
dealing	 with	 the	 social	 world;	 2)	 guilelessness:	
feeling	that	there	are	no	rules	of	conduct;	and	3)	
cultural	 estrangement:	 a	 rejection	 of	 the	
common	criteria	for	success	(Dougherty,	1999).	
Within	 the	 school	 context,	 the	 first	 dimension	
refers	to	students’	ability	to	create	relationships	
with	 peers	 and	 mentors;	 there	 is	 plenty	 of	
evidence	 that	 adolescents	 who	 don’t	 have	

friends	 at	 school	 are	 less	 likely	 to	 attend,	 and	
consequently	 miss	 opportunities	 to	 make	
friends.	The	second	dimension	makes	reference	
to	 lack	 of	 discipline,	 which	 usually	 takes	 place	
when	students	disengage	from	school-work	and	
prevent	 others	 from	 engaging	 properly.	 Lastly,	
cultural	 estrangement	 refers	 to	 students	
struggling	to	understand	how	school	 is	relevant	
to	what	they	consider	to	be	success.	All	of	these	
dimensions	 of	 alienation	 are	 crucial	 for	
motivation.	
	
Cultural	values	are	also	crucial	for	motivation	and	
attendance.	Most	of	the	students	in	new	comer	
schools	 come	 from	 very	 different	 education	
systems	where	other	values	are	prioritized.	The	
same	set	of	skills	does	not	guarantee	quality	of	
life	in	every	context	and,	therefore,	it’s	hard	for	
some	students	to	understand	why	certain	skills,	
like	punctuality,	 are	 so	 important	 in	 the	US.	As	
Dougherty	claims,	it	is	challenging	but	necessary	
to	find	a	balance	between	respecting	the	culture	
of	 origin	 and	 facilitating	 the	 transition	 into	 the	
new	 culture	 (Dougherty,	 1999).	 In	 times	 of	
uncertainty	 regarding	 immigration	 status,	 it	 is	
hard	 to	 make	 this	 decision,	 as	 the	 skills	 that	
would	 enable	 students	 to	 succeed	 in	 the	 US	
might	not	be	as	relevant	in	the	students’	country	
of	 origin,	 in	 case	 they	 are	 deported	 at	 a	 later	
date.		
	
Aside	from	the	students	that	don’t	have	friends,	
other	truant	students	hang	out	with	each	other.	
Dougherty	 states	 that	 this	 group	 is	 still	
disaffected,	 as	 it	 remains	 alienated	 from	
mainstream	 society	 and	 often	 the	 influence	 of	
truant	peers	perpetuates	their	behavior.		
	
Related	 to	 socialization	 is	 what	 he	 calls	 social	
responsibility,	 students	 being	 sensitive	 to	 the	
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needs	and	feelings	of	others.		This	empathy	can	
be	encouraged	through	activities	of	cooperation,	
conflict	 resolution	 and	 by	 setting	 an	 example.	
The	 article	 notes	 that	 students	 can	 acquire	
"school	 skills"	 and	 create	 a	 more	 “productive	
social	 climate”	 through	 cooperative	 learning,	
cross-age	 tutoring	 and	 peer	 counseling.	 The	
author	also	emphasizes	the	role	of	the	school	in	
making	 the	 students	 feel	 “worth	of	dignity	and	
capable	of	success”	in	the	academic	setting	and	
beyond	(Dougherty,	1999).		
	
Dougherty	 also	 paraphrases	 Rohram,	 who	
confirms	 that	 truancy	 rises	 when	 school	 has	
“unnecessarily	 restrictive	 rules,	 high	 rates	 of	
teacher	 absenteeism	 and	 turnover,	 racial	
differences	between	students	and	teachers,	and	
high	rates	of	violence	in	the	school”	(Dougherty,	
1999).	 Flexibility	 and	 inclusion	 are	 key	 for	
developing	 a	 healthy	 community	 that	 students	
are	drawn	to.	
	
Finally,	 Dougherty	 makes	 concrete	 suggestions	
to	reduce	truancy:	
	
• Develop	a	clear,	fair	attendance	policy.	
• Support	 the	 attendance	 policy	 by	 placing	 a	
premium	on	uninterrupted	instructional	time.		

• Review	and	renew	the	attendance	policy	regularly.	
	
Many	 of	 these	 suggestions	 have	 already	 been	
incorporated	 in	 the	 OUSD	 and	 the	 OIHS	
attendance	policy.	 Some	 former	 strategies	 that	
can	be	explored	further	are	creating	a	make-up	
policy,	 considering	 alternative	 schedules,	
monitoring	 school’s	 attendance	 policy,	 making	
class	engaging	and	providing	incentives	for	good	
attendance.	
	

Results	

Guardian	Support	

Guardian	 support	 refers	 to	 the	 student’s	
relationships	to	their	care-givers,	if	they	receive	
financial	support	and	 if	 they	are	encouraged	to	
go	to	school.	It	is	hard	to	compare	results	given	
that	physical	presence,	economic	contribution	or	
appreciation	 for	 the	 education	 system	 do	 not	
necessarily	 entail	 emotional	 support;	 it	 is	 a	
complex	 concept	 that	 cannot	 be	 quantified.	
However,	 there	 are	 some	 things	 that	 can	 be	
noted.	
	
For	 example,	 the	 9th	 graders	 with	 good	
attendance	 records	 reported	 their	 mothers	 as	
the	most	important	people	in	their	lives	and	said	
to	 have	 their	 support	 in	 going	 to	 school.	 The	
presence	of	the	fathers	varies	as	some	of	them	
are	 permanently	 absent	 and	 others	 have	 been	
replaced	 by	 stepfathers.	 However,	 the	 fathers	
are	 usually	 mentioned	 in	 the	 context	 of	
economic	support.	When	asked	about	what	they	
do	 when	 not	 school,	 they	 mentioned	 valid	
excuses	 like	 doctor’s	 appointments,	 lawyer	
meetings	or	special	situations	like	mother	giving	
birth.	
	
The	truant	9th	grade	students	on	the	other	hand,	
either	didn’t	live	with	parents,	reported	parents	
never	being	home,	not	encouraging	them	to	go	
to	 school	 and	 sometimes	 pressuring	 them	 to	
work.	 The	 fact	 that	 parents	 are	 not	 present	
doesn’t	 necessarily	 mean	 that	 they’re	 not	
supportive	of	school,	but	their	 influence	on	the	
children	 is	 limited	 by	 lack	 of	 exposure.	 When	
asked	 about	 the	 activities	 they	 do	 instead	 of	
school,	 they	 mentioned	 doing	 house	 chores,	
working,	 accompanying	 their	 parents	 to	 run	
errands	 or	 doing	 leisurely	 activities	 with	 them	



	 15	

such	 as	 shopping.	 Parenting	 and	 guardians’	
support	of	schooling	is	a	key	difference	between	
the	two	groups	but	the	situation	amongst	truant	
students	is	not	homogeneous.		
	
The	upperclassmen	support	 this	observation	as	
the	ones	who	improved	attendance	say	that	their	
mother	 encourages	 them	 to	 go	 to	 school,	 and	
the	 ones	 who	 didn’t	 improve	 say	 that	 their	
families	are	not	very	concerned	with	them	going	
to	 High	 School.	 Additionally,	 there	 is	 a	 very	
special	 case	of	 a	 student	who	was	 very	 truant,	
dropped	out	of	High	School	and	eventually	came	
back.	The	 turning	point	 for	 this	outlier	was	 the	
support	 of	 his	 uncle,	 who	 offered	 to	 give	 him	
shelter	 in	 exchange	 for	 his	 commitment	 to	
school.		
	
Economic,	 emotional	 and	motivational	 support	
from	 guardians	 is	 key	 in	 students’	 school	
attendance.	
	

Adaptation	

Adaptation	 refers	 to	 the	 students’	 level	 of	
comfort	or	happiness	in	their	new	environments.	
They	were	asked	what	they	like	most	about	living	
in	 the	 US	 and	 their	 answers	 varied	 in	 length,	
clarity	and	nature.		
	
The	 9th	 grade	 students	 with	 good	 attendance	
were	mostly	satisfied	with	their	experience	in	the	
US	and	very	eloquent	in	expressing	why.	Some	of	
their	answers	included	the	joy	of	reuniting	with	
their	family,	having	access	to	education,	feeling	
protected	by	the	police	and	living	in	peace.	They	
miss	 some	 of	 the	 things	 back	 home,	 but	 in	
general	they	are	happy	to	be	here.	
	
The	 truant	 9th	 graders	 are	 split	 between	 those	
who	are	happy	here	and	 those	who	are	having	

trouble	adapting.	The	infrastructure	and	lifestyle	
is	 something	 that	 impresses	 most	 of	 the	
interviewees.	 Nevertheless,	 the	 ones	 who	 are	
not	 so	 happy	 expressed	 yearning	 for	 the	
outdoors	 and	 feeling	 claustrophobic	 in	 their	
homes.	There	were	also	two	students	who	talked	
about	 not	 having	 friends	 in	 school,	 feeling	
isolated	 after	 their	 transition	 to	 OIHS	 and	 that	
affecting	 their	 ability	 to	adapt	 to	 school.	 Those	
who	have	adapted	have	also	been	in	the	US	for	
longer	 than	 those	who	expressed	unhappiness.	
Both	groups	expressed	missing	family	back	home	
and	were	vocal	about	wanting	to	move	back	or	
visit.	Again,	 the	group	of	 truant	 students	 is	not	
homogeneous,	 but	 there	 are	 more	 cases	 of	
unhappiness	 with	 new	 environment	 than	 the	
group	of	fully-	attending	students.		
	
In	the	case	of	upperclassmen,	they	all	expressed	
appreciation	for	the	safety	they	feel	in	the	US	and	
yearnings	 for	 family	 back	 home.	 One	 of	 the	
students,	 similarly	 to	 one	 of	 the	 freshman,	
mentioned	 having	 nostalgia	 for	 parties	 and	
celebrations	back	home	and	how	they	differ	 to	
those	 in	 the	 US.	 Even	 though	 they	 miss	 many	
things	 and	 would	 like	 to	 visit	 their	 home	
countries,	the	upperclassmen	are	content	living	
in	the	US.	
	

Motivation	for	school	

Motivation	refers	to	why	students	say	they	go	to	
school	and	their	feelings	about	being	there.	It	is	
not	referring	to	their	perseverance	but	rather	the	
enthusiasm	and	driving	force	behind	their	choice	
to	attend	school.		
	
Helping	 family	 with	 financial	 matters	 was	 a	
common	motivation	to	go	to	school	for	all	of	the	
9th	 grade	 students	 with	 good	 attendance.	
Nevertheless,	 many	 of	 them	 also	 mentioned	
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being	the	first	to	graduate	High	School,	the	first	
to	 go	 to	 college,	 becoming	 professionals	 and	
teaching	 others.	 Beyond	 the	 utility	 of	 going	 to	
High	School	in	terms	of	future	work,	there	is	an	
intrinsic	 motivation	 for	 education,	 a	 pride	 in	
being	 educated	 and	 furthering	 the	 literacy	 in	
their	 family.	 This	 is	 also	 reflected	 in	 the	
enthusiasm	 that	 they	 feel	 for	 school;	 even	
though	 some	 get	 bored	 sometimes,	 they	 are	
thankful	 for	 teachers’	 support	 and	 the	
opportunity	 to	 be	 in	 school.	 This	 group	 of	
students	has	a	very	positive	view	of	school	and	
are	motivated	to	have	academic	success.	
	
Truant	 9th	 graders	 also	 think	 it’s	 important	 to	
become	High	School	graduates	and	 they	would	
feel	 proud	 of	 it,	 but	 for	 them,	 learning	 English	
and	 getting	 a	 diploma	 are	 a	 clear	 priority	 over	
knowledge	itself.	Education	has	a	more	extrinsic	
value	for	them;	school	is	a	way	to	increase	work	
possibilities	 in	 the	 medium	 term.	 In	 the	 short	
term,	 two	 of	 the	 students	 who	 expressed	
nostalgia	for	the	outdoors	mentioned	that	school	
was	an	opportunity	to	get	out	of	the	house,	and	
others	expressed	school	was	a	place	to	meet	up	
with	 friends.	 This	 group	 of	 students	 also	
mentioned	school	being	hard,	boring,	sometimes	
unnecessarily	 strict	 and	 they	had	more	 trouble	
verbalizing	why	it	was	important.		
	
It	 is	 critical	 to	mention	 that	 there	 is	 a	 notable	
exception	within	this	group	who	said	that	“school	
is	 important	 because	 it’s	 a	 way	 of	 acquiring	
knowledge	 on	 how	 to	 deal	with	 things	 in	 life”.	
The	interviewee	also	mentioned	watching	how-
to	videos	in	her	free	time	to	teach	herself	how	to	
do	things	and	agreeing	with	her	parents	that	“if	
[she]	 doesn’t	 help	 herself,	 nobody	 will”.	 Her	
dream	 is	 to	 travel	 to	 Japan	 to	 see	 the	 cherry	
blossoms,	 become	a	professional	 and	have	her	

own	business.	She	can	also	easily	verbalize	how	
she	will	achieve	these	things	throughout	her	life.	
This	is	a	very	motivated	student	with	a	high	level	
of	academic	capacity,	who	is	struggling	to	adapt	
to	the	environment	in	her	neighborhood,	in	the	
school	and	this	is	affecting	her	attendance.	She	is	
a	 clear	 exception	 to	 the	 group	 in	 terms	 of	
motivation.	
	
In	terms	of	the	upperclassmen,	Soccer	Without	
Borders	 plays	 a	 key	 role	 in	 keeping	 students	
motivated	 and	 in	 school.	 The	 Lab	 Director	
mentioned	some	of	the	students	not	coming	to	
class	during	the	day	and	then	coming	to	soccer	
practice.	 This	 was	 confirmed	 in	 some	 of	 the	
interviews	 where	 students	 spoke	 about	 only	
coming	to	school	or	staying	in	school	during	the	
day	 to	 make	 soccer	 practice	 in	 the	 afternoon.	
One	 of	 the	 students	 even	 returned	 to	 school	
after	dropping	out	for	two	years	and	says	to	have	
been	strongly	drawn	by	the	new	soccer	field	and	
the	soccer	coach.	
	
Of	 those	 upperclassmen	 who	 improved	 their	
attendance,	there	was	a	mixture	of	motivations	
aside	 from	 helping	 their	 families	 in	 the	 future,	
which	include:	being	the	first	family	member	to	
graduate	 High	 School,	 school	 as	 the	 way	 to	
pursue	 dreams,	 learning	 English,	 getting	 better	
work	 and	 having	 fun.	 The	 overall	 attitude	
towards	 school	 was	 very	 positive,	 with	 high	
appreciation	for	teachers	and	their	support.	Out	
of	 those	 who	 have	 not	 improved	 attendance,	
helping	 family	 didn’t	 come	 up	 as	 a	 priority;	
learning	 English,	 getting	 better	 work	 or	
socializing	 were	 the	 priorities.	 Their	 view	 of	
school	 was	 not	 very	 good;	 they	 said	 “the	 best	
thing	 about	 school	 is	 leaving	 school”,	 “there’s	
nothing	good	about	 it”	and	that	 they	don’t	 like	
most	of	the	classes.	This	group	comes	to	school	
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to	 get	 the	 practical	 things	 they	 can	 use	 to	 get	
better	work	and	have	fun	with	their	friends.	
	

Financial	Need	

Income	 is	 looking	at	 the	source,	 frequency	and	
need	 for	 income	 in	 order	 to	 understand	
student’s	 financial	 pressures	 and	 their	 need	 to	
work.	Work	 is	 believed	 to	 be	 one	 of	 the	main	
barriers	 to	 education	 for	 Central	 American	
students	 in	 the	OUSD.	 It	was	 important	 to	 see	
whether	 there	 was	 a	 correlation	 between	
financial	need	and	truancy	at	the	OIHS.		
	
In	general,	the	group	of	freshman	students	with	
good	attendance	has	been	 relieved	of	 financial	
pressures	by	their	family.	Even	though	they	are	
not	affluent,	their	family	covers	their	expenses	so	
they	 can	 go	 to	 school.	 One	 of	 the	 students	
expressed	the	desire	to	get	a	job	so	he	could	help	
his	 family,	 but	 so	 far	 he	 has	 been	 keeping	 his	
expenses	as	low	as	possible.	When	asked	what	he	
spends	 his	 money	 on,	 he	 said	 “I	 don’t	 buy	
anything	 because	 I	 have	 no	 money”.	 Then	 he	
clarified	that	he	only	asked	for	money	 from	his	
parents	 for	 the	 bus	 pass	 and	 urgent	 expenses.	
Most	 of	 the	 students	 in	 this	 group	 kept	 their	
expenses	 limited	 to	 transportation,	 clothes,	
sometimes	 food	 and	 a	 cell-phone.	 They	 are	
aware	that	their	family	works	hard	to	give	them	
the	opportunity	to	further	their	education.	
	
In	 the	 case	 of	 the	 truant	 freshmen,	 financial	
matters	 are	 more	 stressful.	 Only	 one	 of	 the	
students	works,	 but	 two	 of	 the	 other	 students	
voiced	 an	 urgent	 need	 for	 income	 in	 order	 to	
help	 their	 families	 and	 themselves.	 Out	 of	 the	
two,	 one	of	 them	gets	 a	 little	money	 from	her	
parents	 and	 feels	 very	 guilty	 about	 it	 and	 the	
other	one	gets	a	$5-dollar	tip	from	cleaning	her	
cousin’s	house	every	now	and	then.	She	usually	

doesn’t	 have	 enough	 money	 to	 pay	 for	
transportation.	 In	 general,	 the	 students	 in	 this	
group	 also	 spend	 little	money	 and	 spend	 it	 on	
clothing,	 food	and	the	bus.	However,	there	 is	a	
special	 exception	 in	 this	 group.	 One	 of	 the	
students	 says	 her	 mother	 gives	 her	 money	 to	
shop	 at	 the	mall	 and	 encouraged	 her	 to	 buy	 a	
$150-dollar	 Bebe	 dress	 that	 she’s	 never	 worn.	
She	also	spends	on	daily	breakfast	at	McDonalds	
with	 her	 friends	 and	 Bart	 tickets	 when	 she	
doesn’t	 have	 a	 ride	 to	 school.	 She	 says	 she	
worked	back	in	Central	America	but	expressed	no	
need	or	interest	of	working	in	the	US.	
	
All	 of	 the	 juniors	 and	 seniors	 interviewed	work	
outside	of	 school	 on	weekend	or	 evening	 jobs.	
They	 work	 in	 a	 variety	 of	 places	 including	
restaurants,	 cleaning	 services,	 carwashes	 and	
garages.	 In	general,	 they	 feel	more	pressure	 to	
generate	income	than	the	younger	students	and	
also	have	more	ambition	as	 to	what	 they	want	
the	money	 for:	 soccer	 equipment,	 taking	 their	
girlfriends	 out,	 buying	 videogames,	 cars,	
supporting	others	or	more	expensive	clothing.	It	
is	 also	 important	 to	 note	 that	 only	 one	 of	 the	
male	students	 interviewed	 lives	with	his	 father.	
The	 rest	 of	 the	male	 students	 are	 the	 head	 of	
household,	 which	 imposes	 a	 great	 deal	 of	
economic	 responsibility	 upon	 them.	 The	 senior	
female	 interviewed	 is	 a	 single	 mother,	 also	
economically	 responsible	 for	 herself	 and	 her	
daughter.	 The	 difference	 between	 the	 ones	
having	better	attendance	could	be	the	fact	that	
they	have	steadier	work	schedules	or	other	type	
of	 family	 support	 (house	 chores,	 baby	 sitting	
etc.),	which	might	allow	them	to	plan	accordingly	
or	be	more	flexible.	
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Health	

Health	 represents	 students’	 sleeping	 habits,	
eating	 habits,	 how	 energetic	 they	 feel,	 what	
makes	 them	 tiered	 and	 illness	 being	 an	 excuse	
for	absenteeism.	This	doesn’t	mean	that	they	are	
physically	 ill,	 but	 the	 unwillingness	 to	 go	 to	
school	 can	 be	 a	 psychological	 issue,	 also	
considered	a	health	issue.	
	
Amongst	the	younger	students,	those	with	good	
attendance	 reported	 feeling	happy	most	of	 the	
time	 and	 only	 feeling	 tiered	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the	
week	 or	 after	 exercising.	 They	 had	 regular	
sleeping	patterns	and	most	of	them	have	food	in	
school.	 Three	 of	 them	 have	 school	 breakfast,	
four	of	them	have	school	lunch	and	one	of	them	
says	he	never	eats	in	school;	he	either	has	lunch	
in	 McDonalds	 or	 waits	 just	 to	 have	 dinner	 at	
home,	made	by	his	mom.		
	
The	truant	students	on	the	other	hand,	say	that	
they	miss	school	because	they	are	often	sick	with	
headaches,	 stomachaches,	 weakness	 and	
sleepiness.	With	one	exception,	 they	also	claim	
not	to	eat	in	school,	and	only	eat	at	home	in	the	
morning	 and	 evening.	 The	 student	 who	 has	
breakfast	 in	McDonalds	 has	 one	 other	meal	 in	
the	 evening	 at	 home.	Most	 of	 them	 described	
having	 uneven	 sleep	 patterns	 either	 because	
they	stay	up	late	at	night,	oversleep	or	are	unable	
to	get	out	of	bed	in	the	morning.	They	are	often	
tiered	in	school	and	have	naps	during	class.	
	
A	couple	of	the	upperclassmen	expressed	having	
stomach	 issues	 related	 to	 food,	 one	 for	 not	
eating	enough	and	the	other	one	for	eating	too	
much.	 The	 one	 who	 spoke	 about	 not	 eating	
enough	mentioned	that	he	usually	has	one	meal	
a	day	and	experiences	low	energy	because	of	it;	
he	only	eats	at	night	when	he	has	a	soccer	game	

the	next	day.	He	claims	not	to	be	hungry,	but	also	
said	it’s	an	old	habit.	The	other	student	says	he	
only	 eats	 in	 restaurants	 near	 the	 school	 or	 his	
mother’s	 food	 at	 home,	 which	 he	 says	 is	
“fantastic”.	Most	of	them	sleep	around	8	hours	
and	all	of	them	said	that	they	don’t	eat	the	school	
food.	 They	 also	 mentioned	 missing	 school	
because	they	are	sleepy	or	have	headaches.	The	
female	 upper-class	 student	 misses	 school	 for	
regular	 medical	 appointments	 for	 herself	 or	
daughter	(no	illness).	
	

Transportation	

Most	of	the	truant	9th	graders	go	to	school	by	car	
and	 the	 two	 remaining	 ones	 take	 the	 bus.	
Neither	of	those	who	takes	the	bus	thought	that	
it	 was	 a	 problem.	 When	 drawing	 the	 way	 to	
school,	 it	 was	 pretty	 straight	 forward	 and	
enjoyable.	On	the	other	hand,	the	ones	who	go	
to	 school	 by	 car	mentioned	 problems	with	 the	
buses	and	Bart,	but	they	have	other	motives	not	
to	go	to	school.	
	
On	 the	 other	 hand,	 all	 of	 the	 freshmen	
interviewees	 with	 steady	 attendance	 take	 the	
bus.	Some	mentioned	the	way	being	 long,	how	
crowded	the	bus	gets,	getting	bored	or	the	bus	
making	too	many	stops.	Nevertheless,	this	does	
not	hold	them	back	from	going	to	school.	
	
Having	 cars	 was	 more	 common	 amongst	 the	
upperclassmen	 as	 they	 have	 the	 age	 to	 get	 a	
driver’s	license,	more	money	to	pay	for	a	car,	and	
need	 to	 move	 around	 for	 work.	 However,	
similarly	to	the	younger	students,	those	with	cars	
don’t	have	better	attendance	than	the	ones	who	
take	several	buses.	
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Analysis	

Personas	

Aside	 from	 identifying	 categories	 and	 finding	
trends,	the	main	aspects	of	the	interviews	were	
extracted	 to	 create	 abstract	 personas	 that	
represent	 students	 beyond	 the	 particular	
interviewees.	Some	of	the	personas	included:	
	
Ana,	 the	nostalgia	bearer:	 a	 recent	arrival	who	
made	 the	 transition	 from	 living	 with	
grandparents	 in	 a	place	 she	enjoyed	and	being	
supported	by	parents’	remittances,	to	spending	
a	 lot	more	 time	alone	 in	 a	 scary	urban	 setting,	
being	responsible	for	younger	sibling,	having	less	
economic	 resources	 and	 responding	 to	 strict	
parents.	 She	 has	 serious	 trouble	 adapting	 and	
school	is	too	much	of	a	challenge	for	her	at	the	
moment.	
	
Blanca,	the	American	princess:	migrated	to	fulfill	
her	mother’s	life	dream	of	growing	up	in	a	better	
place.	Mom	lives	to	delight	her	children,	buying	
them	 things	 and	 allowing	 them	 to	 do	 as	 they	
please.	 Her	 boyfriend	 also	 provides	 comfort,	
luxury	 and	 company.	 She	 thinks	 other	 people	
come	 to	 school	 because	 their	 life	 outside	 of	
school	isn’t	as	good	as	hers.	She	goes	to	school	
to	fulfill	a	requirement	and	socialize.		
	
Andrés,	 the	 third	culture	kid:	he	comes	 from	a	
collectivist	culture	where	providing	for	the	family	
is	 a	 priority	 over	 pursuing	 personal	 dreams.	
Where	he	comes	from,	education	is	a	luxury	and	
there	 is	 only	 time	 for	 it	 once	 family	 economic	
obligations	 are	 fulfilled.	 He	 is	 currently	
transitioning	 into	 American	 culture,	 thinking	
formal	 education	 is	 important	 (not	 sure	 why),	
embracing	the	language,	being	seduced	by	luxury	
goods,	infrastructure	and	American	media.	

	
Yolanda,	the	family	promise:	migrated	with	her	
family	 looking	 for	 new	 opportunities.	 She	 is	
currently	the	most	educated	person	in	her	family	
and	 has	 their	 full	 support	 in	 attending	 High	
School.	 She	 is	 happy	 to	 have	 educational	
opportunities	 that	 she	 didn’t	 have	 back	 home	
and	hopes	to	have	a	professional	career	in	order	
to	make	her	family	proud	and	reciprocate	their	
efforts	to	help	her	succeed.	
	
Iván,	 the	 dreamer:	 Iván	 grew	 up	 with	 his	
grandparents	and	migrated	alone	to	reunite	with	
his	 mother.	 The	 adaptation	 process	 has	 been	
hard	 due	 to	 new	 family	 members	 but	 he	 is	
determined	to	achieve	higher	education	in	order	
to	 move	 away	 from	 physical	 labor,	 and	 is	
therefore	a	committed	student.	He	is	financially	
supported	 by	 his	 mother,	 wants	 to	 become	 a	
teacher	and	has	full	clarity	on	the	academic	path	
that	will	take	him	there.	
	
Aurelio,	 the	 good	 boy:	 grew	 up	 with	
grandparents	and	migrated	to	reunite	with	mom	
and	 younger	 siblings.	 He	 has	 the	 financial	
support	 of	 his	 father,	 works	 occasionally	 with	
extended	family	and	feels	the	need	to	find	a	job.	
He	doesn’t	have	clear	dreams	or	aspirations	but	
continues	 to	 go	 to	 school	 and	 be	 a	 good	 boy,	
hoping	to	eventually	contribute	to	his	family.		
	
Sofia,	 the	 misfit:	 she	 was	 born	 in	 the	 US	 and	
family	returned	to	Central	America.	Now	she	has	
returned	 to	 learn	 English	 and	 get	 acquainted	
with	American	culture.	She	has	not	been	able	to	
adapt	 to	 the	danger	 in	her	neighborhood	or	 to	
school,	given	that	she	is	more	educated	than	her	
peers.	 She	 doesn’t	 work	 and	 has	 no	 financial	
support.	She	is	highly	motivated	to	learn	and	has	
clarity	on	an	academic	path	to	follow,	but	being	
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a	misfit	 and	 lacking	 agency	 has	 interfered	with	
the	pursuit	of	her	dream.	
	
Memo,	 the	mentee:	 grew	 up	 with	mother	 and	
migrated	with	her	and	his	siblings	to	reunite	with	
father	 in	 the	 US.	 He	 was	 good	 at	 school	 back	
home	 and	 only	 dropped	 to	 avoid	 forceful	
recruitment	by	gangs.	He	has	been	able	to	adapt	
to	 his	 US	 High	 School	 successfully	 and	
established	 strong,	 healthy	 relationships	 with	
mentors,	 family,	 partner	 and	 friends	 who	 give	
him	advice.	He’s	now	employed,	dreams	of	going	
to	University	and	becoming	a	professional.	
	
Pedro,	 the	 lonely	 rider:	 grew	 up	 with	
grandmother	and	migrated	to	reunite	with	family	
across	the	border.	He	has	no	financial	support	so	
has	found	informal	work	to	support	himself	and	
his	 family.	 He	 is	 motivated	 to	 learn	
independently,	 enjoys	 manual	 work	 and	 is	 in	
school	to	meet	the	requirement,	play	soccer	and	
socialize.	Good	food,	nice	things	and	status	are	
important	 to	 him.	 He	 believes	 he	 can	 make	 it	
without	school.	
	
Victor,	the	enlightened	one:	grew	up	with	family	
but	 migrated	 north	 once	 he	 became	 head	 of	
household.	In	the	US	he	lived	with	new	family	but	
had	trouble	adapting.	He	studied	during	the	day,	
worked	 nights	 and	 weekends.	 As	 soon	 as	 he	
turned	18	he	dropped	school	to	make	ends	meet.	
A	 believer	 showed	up	 in	 his	 life	 giving	 him	 the	
economic	 and	 emotional	 support	 to	 graduate	
High	School	and	go	to	college.	
	

2x2s	

After	these	personas	were	created,	two	by	two	
charts	 allowed	 the	 students	 to	 be	 mapped	 in	
relation	to	each	other	according	to	their	need	to	
work,	 academic	 goals,	 short	 or	 long	 term	

objectives,	 the	 clarity	 of	 their	 career	 paths,	
manual	 skills,	 the	presence	of	mentors	and	 the	
family	 support	 they	 receive.	 From	 this	 two	
groups	became	visible:	 the	group	of	“dreamer”	
students	 who	 are	 pursuing	 the	 family	 goal	 of	
achieving	 higher	 education,	 and	 the	 group	 of	
“survivors”	 who	 are	 in	 school	 to	 fulfill	 local	
requirements	 and	 acquire	 practical	 tools	 for	
better	employability	in	the	short	term.		
	

System	Map	

Mapping	 out	 the	 system	 was	 helpful	 to	 get	 a	
higher	 perspective	 of	 the	 issue,	 visualize	 its	
complexity,	 the	 links	 and	 interactions	 between	
components.	It	was	useful	to	sort	the	interactive	
elements	 (by	 color),	 depending	 on	 how	 much	
agency	 the	 school	 had	 over	 them.	 The	 map	
indicates	 which	 direct	 services	 the	 school	
provides	 in	 yellow	 (legal	 services,	 psychosocial	
services,	informational	etc.),	the	indirect	services	
in	orange	 (mentorship,	peer	 interaction,	access	
to	 outdoors	 etc.),	 the	 areas	 that	 could	 be	
influenced	 more	 are	 marked	 in	 red	 (health,	
nutrition,	motivation,	joy),	the	hard-to-influence	
areas	 in	 burgundy	 (stimulants,	 cultural	 habits,	
parenting	skills	etc.)	and	the	unchangeable	ones	
in	 brown	 (extortion,	 deportation,	 new	 family	
members	 etc.).	 The	map	 is	 in	 the	 appendix	 for	
reference.	

Discussion	

The	 teacher	 focus	 group	 revealed	 that	 the	
teachers	have	a	very	good	understanding	of	their	
students	and	the	barriers	they	face	in	coming	to	
school.	 They	 mentioned	 barriers	 that	 were	
confirmed	in	the	interviews	such	as:	interrupted	
schooling,	 trauma,	 economic	 pressures,	 lack	 of	
parenting,	 living	 conditions,	 distance	 to	 school,	
culture	clash	with	education	system	and	the	use	
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of	 drugs.	 However,	 lack	 of	 motivation,	 energy	
and	conflict	with	food	also	came	up	as	relevant	
factors	affecting	attendance.	
	
Problems	 with	 transportation	 was	 initially	
mentioned	 as	 one	 of	 the	 main	 barriers	 for	
students	 to	 attend	 school.	 However,	 there	 are	
truant	students	who	have	cars	and	students	with	
steady	attendance	that	take	three	buses	to	come	
to	school.	When	asked	what	they	like	most	about	
their	 way	 to	 school,	 some	 students	 answered	
that	 they	were	 happy	 to	 take	 the	 bus	 because	
they	didn’t	have	to	walk.	It	might	seem	too	far	for	
teachers,	but	transportation	was	not	a	main	issue	
for	students.	Having	free	bus	passes	for	students	
or	having	more	direct	bus	routes	would	help	the	
overall	 population,	 but	 it	 is	 not	 a	 determinant	
factor	for	attendance.		
	
Prior	 conditions	 like	 interrupted	 schooling,	
trauma	 and	 differing	 cultures	 are	 all	
determinants	 of	 academic	 success	 and	 school	
attendance,	 but	 they	 are	 all	 variables	 that	 the	
school	 cannot	 influence.	 Parenting	 skills	 and	
living	 conditions	 (who	 they	 live	with)	 are	 areas	
that	 the	 school	 could	 potentially	 influence	
through	 home	 visits,	 parent	 training	 and	 even	
providing	 shelter	 assistance,	 but	 this	 will	 take	
major	effort	with	low	probability	of	success.	
	
For	the	school	to	relieve	the	economic	pressure	
of	the	students	is	also	a	far	reach.	There	are	three	
possible	 ways	 in	 which	 this	 could	 be	 done:	
supporting	 students	 in	 finding	 jobs	 and	 having	
flexible	 schedules	 to	 accommodate	 their	 work	
needs,	 having	 students	 working	 in	 (or	 near)	
school	so	that	they	have	an	extra	motivation	to	
be	on	campus	and	less	need	to	move	around,	and	
finally,	 to	 pay	 students	 to	 come	 to	 school,	 like	

they	do	with	the	Progresa	program	in	Mexico	or	
what	was	recently	done	in	NYC.		
	
All	of	these	options	present	major	challenges.	It	
is	problematic	to	incorporate	jobs	to	school	if	the	
students	 don’t	 have	 legal	 permission	 to	 work,	
personalizing	 schedules	 for	 students	will	 take	a	
lot	of	effort	on	behalf	of	the	school	staff	and	the	
district	 will	 have	 to	 change	 regulations	 to	
accommodate	 credits	 and	 certifications.	
Students	working	in	school	presents	similar	legal	
issues,	also	a	lot	of	staff	power	for	coordination	
and	 an	 additional	 level	 of	 motivation	 if	 the	
income	 is	 not	 steady	 (in	 the	 case	 of	 crafts	 for	
example).	 Finally,	 the	 conditional	 payment	 for	
attendance	 presents	 a	 series	 of	 philosophical	
issues	 on	 motivation,	 and	 increased	 financial	
resources.	The	fact	that	students	go	to	school	for	
money	 doesn’t	 mean	 that	 they	 will	 engage	 in	
school	 any	 more	 than	 they	 did	 before	 and	 it	
might	end	up	hindering	the	experience	of	those	
who	want	to	be	there.		
	

Motivation	

According	to	Barry	Schwartz,	there	are	two	kinds	
of	 motivation	 for	 engaging	 in	 any	 activity:	
internal	 and	 instrumental.	 Internal	motives	 are	
the	 intrinsic	ones,	wanting	to	do	something	 for	
the	 sake	 of	 it.	 The	 instrumental	 ones	 are	
extrinsic,	the	ones	that	will	allow	for	something	
else	 to	 happen.	 He	 gives	 the	 example	 of	 a	
scientists,	 whose	 internal	 or	 intrinsic	 motive	
would	 be	 to	 create	 knowledge,	 and	 whose	
instrumental	 or	 extrinsic	 motive	 would	 be	 to	
become	 famous	 or	 rich	 (WRZESNIEWSKI	 &	
SCHWARTZ,	2014).		
	
Schwartz	also	says	that	most	people	have	both,	
but	 according	 to	 his	 research	 paper	 with	 Amy	
Wrzesniewski,	instrumental	motives	can	actually	
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reduce	 the	 probability	 of	 success.	 In	 this	
experiment,	 Schwartz	 and	 Wrzesniewski	
analyzed	data	from	11,320	cadets	entering	West	
Point	 military	 academy,	 including	 the	 reasons	
why	 they	 entered	 the	 academy,	 their	 success	
within	the	program	and	the	length	of	time	that	
they	spent	there.	They	found	that	those	cadets	
with	 mainly	 instrumental	 motives	 performed	
worse	 than	 all	 the	 others.	 Additionally,	 cadets	
with	both	internal	and	instrumental	motives	also	
performed	 worse	 than	 those	 that	 had	 only	
internal	motives.	This	proved	to	them	that	having	
instrumental	 motives	 was	 actually	 detrimental	
for	 the	performance	of	 cadets	 in	 the	academy.	
Soldiers	 that	 were	 just	 concerned	 with	 their	
country’s	success	were	better	soldiers	than	those	
who	were	also	concerned	about	making	a	living	
(WRZESNIEWSKI	&	SCHWARTZ,	2014).		
	
For	this	reason,	Schwartz	discourages	programs	
from	creating	external	incentives	and	was	a	great	
critic	of	the	NYC	cash	transfer	to	students;	paying	
them	might	 get	 them	 to	 school,	 but	will	make	
them	less	interested	in	learning	and	make	school	
more	of	a	chore	(The	Economist,	2007).	
	
In	the	case	of	OIHS,	students	could	be	sorted	in	
two	 main	 groups	 according	 to	 motivation:	 the	
“dreamers”	and	“survivors”.	The	“Dreamers”	are	
those	who	see	education	as	a	way	to	add	value	
to	themselves	and	their	families,	who	feel	pride	
in	 being	 educated	 and	 consider	 its	 long-term	
benefits.	 The	 “Survivors”	 are	 those	 who	 are	
experiencing	more	pressures	and	have	a	need	to	
understand	 how	 their	 investment	 in	 school	
translates	 into	 short-term	 benefits.	 Many	 of	
them	come	to	school	in	order	to	learn	English	or	
get	 a	 diploma	 because	 it	 allows	 them	 to	 get	
better	jobs,	but	not	for	the	intrinsic	value	or	the	
long	 term	 returns	 of	 education.	 Some	of	 these	

same	students	also	mentioned	coming	to	school	
for	 social	 motives,	 to	 see	 their	 friends	 or	 play	
soccer.		
	
Going	 to	 school	 is	 a	 great	 opportunity	 cost	 for	
those	who	need	to	work	and	a	great	opportunity	
for	 those	who	 are	 following	 a	 longer	 academic	
path.	 It	 is	 important	 to	 understand	 the	
motivation	for	these	two	groups	of	students	and	
how	to	apply	incentives	accordingly.	
	
Dan	 Pink	 agrees	 with	 Schwartz’s	 theory	 and	
identifies	 a	 set	 of	 principles	 that	 he	 believes	
create	motivation	(Pink,	2009):	
	
1. Autonomy:	Giving	people	some	sovereignty	over	what	

they	do,	when	they	do	it	and	how	they	do	it.	
	
2. Mastery:	Am	I	improving	at	something	meaningful?		
	
3. Purpose:	Am	I	doing	something	in	service	of	a	cause	

larger	than	myself?	

	
These	 guides	 align	 with	 some	 of	 the	 following	
recommendations	 in	 that	 processes	 should	 be	
participatory,	 in	 that	 the	 purpose	 of	 education	
should	 be	 clearer	 for	 students	 who	 attend	 for	
extrinsic	motives	and	in	that	curriculums	should	
encompass	a	greater	set	of	skills,	including	those	
that	 the	 truant	 students	 are	 interested	 in	 and	
good	 at.	 Encouraging	 student	 cooperation	 and	
building	 school	 community	 is	 also	 key	 to	
student’s	motivation.	
	

Soccer		

Soccer	 Without	 Borders	 is	 a	 key	 element	 to	
attracting	 the	 students	who	 are	 at	 highest	 risk	
and	keeping	them	in	school.	It	is	crucial	that	the	
school	 looks	 at	 this	 program	 not	 only	 as	 a	
supplement	 to	 its	 academic	 program,	 but	 as	 a	
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role	model	 in	designing	education	 strategies	 to	
serve	those	who	are	prone	to	truancy.		
	
Analyzing	 the	 soccer	 program	 in	 tandem	 with	
students’	 needs	 makes	 its	 success	 evident.	
Through	soccer,	students	are	able	to	feel	social	
inclusion	and	 interact	with	peers	by	being	on	a	
team,	 they	 have	 a	 clear	 goal	 and	 strategies	 to	
achieve	it,	there	is	a	coach	who	believes	in	them,	
guides	and	supports	them.	Additionally,	they	are	
outdoors,	having	fun	and	learning	a	series	of	soft	
skills	 for	 the	 future	 like	 dealing	 with	
disappointment	 or	 conflict	 resolution.	 When	
asked	 who	 students	 admire,	 most	 of	 the	 boys	
spoke	 about	 their	 soccer	 coach.	 When	 asked	
what	 their	 dream	 is,	 many	 of	 the	 older	 boys	
mentioned	wanting	to	be	soccer	players.	When	
asked	 about	 food,	 one	 of	 the	 students	 said	 he	
would	only	eat	at	night	if	he	had	a	soccer	game	
the	next	day.	When	asked	about	attendance,	one	
of	the	most	truant	students	said	he	only	came	to	
school	on	the	days	he	had	soccer	practice.	 It	 is	
worth	doing	a	closer	analysis	of	what	elements	of	
soccer	are	missing	 in	 the	classroom	experience	
and	 which	 ones	 can	 be	 brought	 into	 the	
academic	 context.	 The	 lessons	 learned	 through	
this	 type	of	experience	are	closely	aligned	with	
what	the	school	and	the	teachers	consider	to	be	
student	success.	
	

Food	

Another	key	consideration	based	on	the	findings	
is	 to	 analyze	 information	 on	 nutrition	 and	 the	
provision	of	food	in	the	school.	Across	the	board,	
all	 of	 the	 interviewees	 complained	 about	 the	
school	food,	even	those	who	eat	it.	As	mentioned	
in	the	findings,	the	younger	students	with	good	
attendance	 usually	 eat	 the	 school	 lunch	 as	 an	
extension	 of	 their	 compliance.	 However,	 the	
truant	students	prefer	to	skip	meals	than	eating	

what	they	are	offered.	The	older	students	spend	
their	 earnings	 eating	 outside	 of	 school,	 which	
increases	 the	 possibilities	 of	 truancy	 and	 has	
become	a	status	symbol.		
	
Many	students,	especially	 the	 truant	ones,	 said	
that	 lack	 of	 time	 prevents	 them	 from	 having	
breakfast	either	at	home	or	in	school.	Most	of	the	
students	don’t	eat	the	school	lunch	and	wait	until	
they	get	home	for	dinner.	This	means	that	many	
of	 them	 are	 only	 having	 one	meal	 a	 day.	 Even	
though	they	say	that	they	don’t	get	very	hungry,	
it	 is	 probably	 because	 they	 are	 used	 to	 having	
few	meals	a	day,	but	this	is	notably	detrimental	
to	 their	 energy,	 concentration	 and	 ability	 to	
engage	in	school.	Students	are	often	sleeping	in,	
sleeping	in	class	or	having	energy	drinks	to	keep	
themselves	awake.	This	is	usually	interpreted	as	
exhaustion	from	too	many	activities,	but	there	is	
also	a	nutritional	component	to	 it.	Additionally,	
the	 habit	 of	 under	 nourishing	 the	 body	makes	
students	more	 vulnerable	 to	 illness,	which	 also	
results	in	failed	attendance.		
	
The	 students	 and	 staff	 both	 mentioned	 that	
there	 have	 been	 efforts	 to	 change	 the	 school	
menu	in	order	to	make	it	more	appealing.	After	
speaking	with	the	OUSD	menu	designer	and	an	
expert	 from	 the	 UC	 Berkeley	 Nutritional	
Research	Institute,	 it	became	clear	that	beyond	
the	design	of	the	menu,	the	 implementation	of	
the	 menu,	 the	 cooking	 ability	 of	 the	 staff,	 the	
presentation	of	 the	meals,	 the	buy-in	 from	 the	
students,	their	trust	in	the	food	service	and	the	
cafeteria	experience	were	also	key	components.	
When	asked	about	the	last	time	they	had	food	in	
the	 cafeteria,	 many	 students	 couldn’t	
remember.	 A	 stigma	 has	 been	 developed	 after	
some	bad	experiences.	Many	students	prefer	to	
bring	food	from	home	and	eat	in	the	classrooms	
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than	going	into	the	cafeteria.	Those	who	do	eat	
in	 the	 cafeteria	 spend	 as	 little	 time	 there	 as	
possible.	
	
It	is	worth	noting	the	importance	that	food	has	in	
Latin	 American	 culture	 as	 an	 expression	 of	
appreciation	and	dignity.	 There	 is	 a	 saying	 that	
says:	“barriga	llena,	corazón	contento”,	meaning	
full	 belly,	 happy	 heart.	 There	 are	 some	 simple	
and	 some	 more	 difficult	 recommendations	 on	
addressing	 the	 food	 issue,	 but	 solving	 it	 is	
extremely	important	to	the	development	of	the	
attending	students	and	potentially	attractive	 to	
those	who	leave	school	to	find	food.		

Recommendations	

Time,	 money	 and	 energy	 are	 students’	 scarce	
resources.	 It	 is	 very	 hard	 and	 inefficient	 for	
school	to	claim	the	time	students	devote	to	work	
or	 rest	 when	 they	 need	 it.	 It	 is	 also	 very	
demanding,	 complicated	 and	 controversial	 for	
the	school	to	provide	economic	resources	for	the	
students.	 Energy,	 through	 nutrition	 and	
motivation,	 represents	 the	 strongest	 leverage	
point	 for	 the	 OIHS	 to	 impact	 their	 students’	
attendance.	
	

Theory	of	Change	

By	increasing	nutrition	and	motivation,	students	
will	be	more	engaged	in	class,	see	more	returns	
for	 their	 time	 investment	 and	 ultimately	 be	
driven	to	attend	more	often.	
	

Nutrition	

In	terms	of	nutrition,	 it	 is	 important	to	educate	
students	on	how	to	stay	healthy,	energetic	and	
how	to	avoid	unhealthy	foods.	In	tandem	to	this	
process,	 the	school	 should	 revisit	 the	design	of	
the	menu	and	organize	tasting	sessions	with	the	

students,	including	the	truant	students.	This	can	
be	 coupled	by	 additional	 student	 consultancies	
from	either	UC	Berkeley	or	culinary	institutes.	
	
It	 would	 also	 be	 key	 to	 have	 an	 engaging	
cafeteria	 staff	 who	 knows	 how	 to	 prepare	 the	
foods	 on	 the	 menu	 and	 develops	 personal	
relationships	with	the	students,	 like	the	current	
attendance	 clerk.	 The	 cafeteria	 should	 be	 as	
important	to	the	school	as	the	library/office	is.	It	
should	be	 a	place	 to	have	 fun,	where	 students	
also	watch	movies,	listen	to	music	and	share	with	
each	 other.	 Additional	 to	 the	 cafeteria,	 there	
could	 be	 an	 outdoor	 eating	 area,	 which	would	
also	ease	the	tension	caused	by	being	indoors	for	
most	of	 the	day.	There	are	endless	possibilities	
that	could	contribute	to	a	more	pleasant	eating	
experience	 and	better	 nourished	 students	who	
are	prepared	to	engage	in	learning.	
	

Motivation	

Motivation	to	go	to	school	 is	harder	 to	grapple	
with.	On	a	high	level,	it	is	important	that	students	
are	put	in	schools	that	match	their	interests	and	
are	 compatible	 with	 their	 needs	 beyond	 their	
language	 level.	 Within	 the	 truant	 students	
interviewed,	 there	were	 cases	of	 students	who	
felt	 isolated	 for	 having	 significantly	 higher	 or	
lower	 academic	 levels	 than	 their	 peers;	 they	
might	 be	 better	 served	 in	 schools	 that	 have	
language-learning	 programs	 and	 different	
academic	levels.		
	
The	majority	of	older	unaccompanied	minors	has	
higher	 financial	 pressures,	 shorter	 term	 plans	
and	 less	 interest	 in	 pursuing	 academic	 careers	
given	 their	 uncertain	 future.	 Many	 of	 these	
students	would	 benefit	 from	more	 experiential	
learning	 in	 the	 fields	 they	 envision	 themselves	
pursuing.	 The	 district	 is	 attempting	 to	 address	
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this	 need	 through	 a	 new	 program	 but	 it	 is	
important	 for	 the	 OIHS	 to	 assess	 who	 needs	
them	most	and	who	they	want	to	serve.	It	might	
be	more	effective	to	have	less	specialized	schools	
take	students	who	have	adapted	better	and	OIHS	
to	devote	its	resources	to	the	minors	who	are	at	
higher	risk.	
	
If	 the	 school	 takes	 this	 route,	 or	 attempts	 to	
address	 both	 groups	 at	 the	 same	 time,	 it	 is	
essential	that	the	content	of	class	is	relevant	to	
students	 who	 are	 not	 continuing	 academic	
careers	beyond	High	School.	How	can	this	make	
their	life	better	if	they	don’t	go	to	college?	How	
does	this	translate	 into	a	better	 job?	How	does	
this	make	them	better	people?	How	is	this	useful	
if	students	return	to	their	countries?	
	
Another	 possibility	 is	 to	 mirror	 the	 California	
University	 system,	 with	 different	 tiers	 of	
institutions	 providing	 varying	 services:	
community	 colleges,	 state	 colleges	 and	
universities.	 There	 is	 mobility	 among	 these	
institutions	 if	 there	 is	 academic	 improvement	
and	interest	in	pursing	a	more	academic	career.	
If	 that’s	not	 the	case,	 there	 is	 still	 good	quality	
higher	education	with	more	practical	purposes.	
	
For	 example,	 students	 who	 are	 attracted	 to	
manual	 labor	 could	 greatly	 benefit	 from	
entrepreneurship	 and	 management	 courses,	
coupled	with	math	class,	so	they	can	eventually	
have	their	own	businesses.	There	are	also	some	
very	good	ideas	like	 learning	chemistry	through	
cooking	or	physics	through	mechanics	that	could	
be	 explored,	 so	 that	 classroom	 lessons	 have	 a	
real	life	dimension	and	there	is	a	double	degree	
of	learning.	
	

Those	students	who	do	go	to	OIHS,	could	benefit	
from	 having	 an	 intensive	 English-language	
summer	boot	camp	where	they	get	in	the	habit	
of	going	to	school	every	day,	create	strong	bonds	
with	 their	 peers	 and	 learn	 English	 before	 the	
start	of	other	classes.	
	

Work	

A	first	step	that	could	be	very	helpful	is	creating	
an	 informal	 support	 network	 of	 businesses	 in	
proximity	to	school	that	could	hire	students	for	
similar	jobs	to	the	ones	they	perform	now.	This	
would	 cut	 transportation	 time/costs	 and	 keep	
the	students	within	the	community.	
	

Other	Ideas	

Then	there	are	a	set	of	smaller	ideas	that	could	
help.	 The	 cafeteria	 experience	 can	 be	
complemented	 by	 a	 radio	 station	 managed	 by	
seniors,	that	plays	music	during	the	lunch	period	
and	after	class	(with	restrictions	on	volume	and	
content).	 It	 would	 be	 an	 incentive	 for	
upperclassmen	 to	 remain	 on	 school	 grounds,	
make	 the	environment	more	 fun	and	 it	 can	be	
conditional	on	attendance.		
	
A	shared	ride	to	school,	where	the	owner	of	the	
car	 (an	 older	 student)	 gets	 paid	 for	 the	
passengers,	could	solve	 two	 issues	at	 the	same	
time,	 providing	 income	 for	 the	 car	 owner	 and	
providing	 rides	 for	 other	 students.	 It	 will	 also	
result	in	the	older	students	making	sure	that	the	
younger	students	come	to	school,	and	the	OIHS	
can	 redirect	 funds	 from	 bus	 passes	 to	 the	
students.		
	
Encouraging	 students	 to	 make	 use	 of	 their	
commute	time	with	language	apps,	podcasts	or	
other	could	maximize	the	use	of	their	time.	
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Programs	to	look	at	

Boost	
	
UC	 Berkeley,	 Haas	 School	 of	 Business	 youth	
entrepreneur	 program	 to	 support	 high	 school	
students	with	 hundreds	 of	 hours	 of	 education,	
mentoring,	coaching,	and	support.	Starts	with	a	
two-week	 immersive	 summer	 academy	 that	
prepares	them	for	the	years	ahead	with	courses	
in	PowerPoint,	Excel	and	others.	The	aim	of	the	
program	 is	 to	encourage	 leadership	and	 school	
engagement	through	an	interest	in	business.	
http://haas.berkeley.edu/boost/	
	

Summer	Search	
	
Provides	 support	 to	 High	 School	 students	
through	 mentoring,	 summer	 experiential	
opportunities,	 and	 start-to-finish	 college	
advising.	Students	are	nominated	by	High	School,	
they	 have	 one	 or	 two	 summer	 wilderness	
experiential	 challenges,	 a	 community	 service	
opportunity	 or	 academic	 opportunity,	 get	
counseling	 for	 college	 and	 advising	 throughout	
their	Bachelors	degree.	
https://www.summersearch.org/OurProgram	

	
Revolution	Foods	&	Ideo.org	
	
Revolution	 foods	 and	 Ideo.org	 designed	 a	
student-centered	 experience	 for	 the	 San	
Francisco	 Unified	 School	 district.	 Revolution	
foods	specializes	in	high	quality	food	made	with	
carefully	 considered	 ingredients.	 Food	 should	
taste	good,	promote	growth	and	development.		
https://www.ideo.com/case-study/a-student-
centered-cafeteria-experience	

	
	
Enterprise	for	Youth	
	
Enterprise	has	an	integrated	group	of	programs	
that	combine	job-readiness	training	with	career	
exploration	 and	 experiential	 learning	 for	
thousands	of	youth,	from	public	and	private	high	
schools	in	San	Francisco.	Pathways	is	their	career	
awareness	and	 job	readiness	program	exposing	
youth	 to	 educational	 and	 career	 opportunities	
through	shadowing,	workshops,	mock	interviews	
and	 job	 boards.	 Their	 Summer	 employment	
program	 matches	 youth	 with	 businesses	 and	
organizations	 so	 that	 they	 gain	 hands-on	
experience,	make	connections,	and	acquire	skills	
while	working	with	professionals	 in	 a	 field	 that	
interests	them.	
http://enterpriseforyouth.org/	

Conclusion	

During	 the	 past	 ten	 years,	 the	 OIHS	 has	 been	
iterating	 the	 design	 of	 curriculums,	 schedules,	
discipline	 and	 attendance	 policies,	 staff	 and	
services	in	order	to	meet	the	needs	of	students	
and	 the	 district’s	 office	 regulations.	
Acknowledging	the	importance	of	this	school	as	
a	 role	 model,	 the	 district	 has	 often	 been	
responsive	 to	 the	 school’s	 requests	 and	 has	
requested	 the	 school’s	 input	 for	 the	 design	 of	
district	projects.	This	process	of	iteration	and	the	
positive	 partnership	 with	 the	 OUSD	 are	
important	 leverages	 for	 improvement	 and	
maximization	of	OIHS’s	resources.		
	
The	OIHS	provides	quality	services	for	newcomer	
Central	 American	 students	 and	 is	 quite	
successful	at	keeping	them	engaged.	Most	of	the	
students	 are	 happy	 in	 school,	 feel	 safe	 and	
appreciate	 the	 support	provided.	However,	 the	
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reach	of	the	programs	and	the	funding	for	them	
is	 conditional	 upon	 students’	 attendance.	 It	 is	
worth	noting	that	OUSD’s	attendance	standards	
are	very	high	compared	 to	historical	 records	 in	
the	 US,	 and	 that	 students	 at	 OIHS	 face	 much	
higher	 barriers	 than	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 district.	
Therefore,	 having	 funds	 conditional	 on	
attendance	 presents	 a	 disadvantage	 for	 the	
school	and	a	real	risk	for	the	population	at	hand.	
It	 is	 imperative	that	the	OIHS	 is	supported	so	 it	
can	 continue	 to	 address	 the	 needs	 of	 these	
students	 and	 fulfill	 its	 role	 as	 a	pioneer	 among	
newcomer	schools.	
	
Truancy	is	a	clear	and	visible	indication	that	some	
students	are	not	engaging	with	 school	and	 it	 is	
often	hard	to	reverse;	the	same	is	true	in	cases	
of	 self-medication.	 Even	 though	 these	 two	
phenomena	can	take	place	at	the	same	time,	it	is	
likely	 that	 they	 are	 both	 expressions	 of	 other	
challenges,	 rather	 than	a	 cause	 for	each	other.	
There	are	other	phenomena	that	can	be	used	as	
earlier	 indicators	 of	 disengagement	 and	 are	
often	perceived	as	less	critical,	like:	isolation,	lack	
of	interest	in	school	material,	not	eating	well	or	
sleeping	enough.	These	factors	are	closer	to	the	
school’s	range	of	action	than	some	barriers	that	
are	often	tackled.			
	
It	is	nearly	impossible	for	the	school	to	compress	
more	than	a	decade	of	learning	within	2-4	years.	
It	 is	 extremely	 hard	 for	 the	 school	 to	 change	
parent’s	 ability	 to	 be	 parents.	 It	 is	 legally	
challenging	for	 the	school	 to	provide	additional	
work	or	income	to	many	of	its	students.	It	takes	
many	 years	 of	 psychological	 treatment	 to	
address	the	complex	traumas	faced	by	the	OIHS	
students.	Culture	 is	very	hard	to	change.	These	
are	 all	 problems	 with	 some	 field	 of	 action	 but	
resources	are	best	invested	where	there	is	more	

leverage	 and	 schools	 should	 do	 what	 they	 do	
best:	motivate	students	to	grow,	give	them	the	
tools	to	move	forward	and	the	desire	to	be	better	
people	in	body	and	spirit.		
	
Considering	 the	 range	 of	 students	 within	 the	
OIHS,	 the	 school	 can	 increase	 engagement	 by	
continuing	to	iterate	curriculums,	school	spaces	
and	staff.		There	is	an	opportunity	to	improve	the	
experience	 of	 those	 who	 want	 to	 pursue	 an	
academic	 path,	 through	 dining,	 transportation	
and	fun	learning	opportunities,	but	especially	for	
those	 who	 want	 to	 pursue	 more	 practical	
careers.	 Students	 who	 are	 looking	 for	 more	
hands-on	work	could	benefit	from	more	applied	
learning	 in	 the	 curriculum	 and	 structured	
internship	experiences.		The	school	can	decide	to	
cater	 to	 both	 groups,	 or	 specialize	 in	 one	 of	
them,	but	it	is	important	to	keep	in	mind	where	
the	 OIHS	 has	 more	 impact	 and	 what	 specific	
mission	it’s	hoping	to	accomplish.
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