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As we continue through the Make America Great Again (MAGA) Era, higher education
institutions are called more than ever to reimagine and redefine service. For us, scholar-
practitioners at Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSIs) along the U.S.-Mexico borderlands (Border-
HSIs), we are called to reimagine and restructure these as safe spaces of sociocultural inclusion
for all students throughout the education pipeline. In this reimagination of HSIs, we seek to
redefine servingness (Garcia, 2019) for students and communities along the U.S.-México
borderlands, including our Transfronterizx (Transborder) student population. In this piece, we
present our journey of transborder servingness as our response to the continuous racism and
marginalization of Transfronterizx students. In this piece, we outline how we developed the
Transborder Scholars Thriving Institute (Transborder Scholars) as a safe space and a tool dedicated
to the social justice and visibility of Transfronterizx students. Here, we share how we reimagined
a rural HSI along the borderlands to serve Transfronterizx students through initiatives that
empower border communities to thrive despite currently evolving geopolitical, sociopolitical, and
racial tensions.
Daily, Transfronterizx students at Border HSIs navigate a heavily policed and militarized U.S.-
Meéxico border to exercise their fundamental human right to education, enduring the double
jeopardy of sociopolitical unrest in both the United States and Mexico. Unfortunately, the hostile
climate facing Transfronterizx students was exacerbated during the first Trump administration
(Falcon Orta, [in press]) and the inception of the MAGA era. Given the current political landscape,
we anticipate similar challenges ahead, as well as the reproduction of these conditions for
Transfronterizx communities. Now more than ever, it is imperative to transform Border HSIs to
better serve Transfronterizx students, ensuring that institutional structures recognize and support
their unique experiences. We must actively implement pathways that foster a Transfronterizx sense
of belonging (Falcon Orta et al., [accepted]), creating spaces where their identities, struggles, and
aspirations are meaningfully acknowledged and uplifted.
Transfronterizx College Students

Youth engaging in transborder interactions are prevalent between nations and borders

around the world (Nilan & Feixa, 2006; Palmeiro Pinheiro, 2009; Wood et al., 2016). Despite the
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physical and political obstacles of the U.S.-Mexico International Border, transborder
collaborations are a way of life for many borderlanders who reside near the U.S.-Mexico border
regions (Martinez, 1994; Ojeda, 2005; Ojeda, 2009; Vélez-Ibanez, 2010). Transfronterizx families
(Ojeda, 2005; Ojeda, 2009) are prominent along the U.S.-Mexico borderlands, and throughout the
education pipeline youth who form part of these families cross the border every day to attend
school (Falcon Orta, 2021). Transfronterizx college students are a diverse group, primarily
consisting of U.S. citizens who identify as Mexican-American and maintain strong ties to both
nations through their familial and academic experiences (Bejarano, 2010; Chavez Montaio, 2006;
Falcon Orta et al., 2018; Falcon Orta & Monk, 2020; Falcon Orta & Orta Falcon, 2018; Fitch,
2024; Relafio Pastor, 2007). Despite the importance of this topic in education, there is a paucity of
research on Transfronterizx students, with a significant gap in our understanding of the challenges
they encounter at the U.S.-Mexico border in their educational trajectories from home to school.
Transborder Capital

Scholarly research on Transfronterizx students indicates that their transborder interactions
contribute to a lasting accumulation of skills, knowledge, dispositions, and practices, enabling
them to navigate complex cultural and institutional spaces (Chavez Montafio, 2006; Cueva
Esquivel, 2018; Falcon Orta & Orta Falcon, 2018; Falcon Orta, 2021). Chavez Montafio (2006)
examined the experiences of 40 Transfronterizx college students and alumni from a university in
San Diego, establishing a framework for systematically understanding the cultural capital acquired
through transborder experiences. As transborder citizens (Iglesias-Prieto, 2011) immersed in
everyday border dynamics, Transfronterizx students cultivate transborder cultural capital, which
equips them to engage socially and professionally within both U.S. and Mexican societies.
Expanding on this research, Cueva Esquivel (2018) analyzed the retrospective reflections of eight
Transfronterizx young adults’ high school trajectories using qualitative mixed-method case
studies. The findings revealed that students acquire unique knowledge and skills that enable them
to navigate the complexities of their border environments effectively. Cueva Esquivel’s study also
underscored the role of resilience, demonstrating how Transfronterizx youth adapt to and
transform their circumstances in response to challenges within the San Diego-Tijuana border
region. Over time, this adaptive process fosters the development of transborder cultural capital,
reinforcing a dynamic cycle of growth and transformation throughout their educational journeys.
Further scholarship emphasizes that transborder capital is integral to Transfronterizx students’

identity development, their sense of belonging to both nations, and their civic leadership on both
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sides of the U.S.-Mexico border (Falcon Orta, 2021).
Education at the Rural U.S.-México Borderlands

Our initiatives are rooted in a rural transborder context, extending beyond general
transborder dynamics to focus specifically on rural educational experiences. The rural U.S.-
México borderlands represent a complex and often overlooked site of inquiry in educational
research. Spanning from California to Texas, these regions are home to vibrant small communities
whose social welfare is frequently challenged by increasing border surveillance and military
presence. Within these spaces, military forces disrupt traditional ways of living under the pretense
of migration control from south to north. Despite these challenges, students continue to cross the
border to pursue higher education, navigating historically under-resourced local institutions (Fitch,
2024; Mazon, 2025; Ramirez, 2025).
While existing research has examined urban transborder dynamics (Falcon Orta et al., 2018;
Falcon Orta & Monk, 2020; Falcon Orta & Orta Falcon, 2018; Relafio Pastor, 2007), this study
emphasizes rural border communities, specifically the Imperial Valley (U.S.)-Mexicali (México)
border region. Imperial Valley and Mexicali contain three ports of entry, all heavily monitored for
national security and immigration enforcement. This paper focuses on the lived experiences of
Transfronterizx students, who navigate these rural borderlands daily. By recognizing their realities,

we position rural borderlands as fertile ground for educational opportunities.
Historical Challenges in Educational Access in Imperial County Borderlands

The struggles for Latinx students in Imperial Valley reflect long standing fights against
segregation and educational exclusion. The 1969 case of Marquez v. Brawley Union High School
District exemplifies these tensions (El Centro Court, archival complaint). Another example of
institutional disregard for Latinx students emerges in archival interviews from San Diego State
University’s Special Collections. A 1973 interview by Jose Perez with SDSU student Sonia Lopez
revealed that Anglo teachers in Calexico during the 1960s ridiculed Mexican culture and traditions
while discouraging Mexican students from pursuing higher education (Perez, 1973).

These histories underscore the structural challenges Latinx students face in Imperial County,
ranging from K—12 disparities to higher education barriers. The county’s limited investment in
higher education, especially when compared to its support for two state prisons, Calipatria State
Prison and Centinela State Prison, further exacerbates these disparities. With only one junior
college, Imperial Valley Community College, and one extended SDSU campus, the available

resources remain insufficient to meet student demand, highlighting the urgent need for equitable

© Journal of Academic Perspectives Volume 2025 No 1 3



Journal of Academic Perspectives

educational transformation.
Higher Education at the Imperial Valley County Borderlands

Imperial Valley’s educational history reflects both challenges and progress. Imperial
Valley borders the densely populated Mexicali, Baja California, with a predominant Mexican-
origin immigrant population. Latinx students in this region, however, face limited employment
and academic opportunities. Since its founding in 1959, San Diego State University- Imperial
Valley has served as a space for Latinx students to achieve their academic goals (San Diego State
University Imperial Valley, n.d.). The campus, an extension of San Diego State University, offers
undergraduate degrees, graduate programs, and teacher preparation credentials. The Calexico
campus, situated on an eight-acre city block in the heart of Calexico’s civic center, directly borders
Meéxico.
Despite its HSI designation since 2004 (San Diego State University Hispanic-Serving Institution,
n.d.), substantial gaps remain in institutional support, including persistent budget cuts, lack of
extracurricular activities, and resource deficiencies. As faculty and former students on this campus,
we have learned that students are faced with academic struggles, often forced to abandon higher
education due to financial constraints that significantly impact Latinx students' ability to achieve
their academic goals. Although the campus has expanded over the past 66 years, many student

needs remain unmet.
Rurality as Fertile Ground for Higher Education

The conceptualization of rurality as a site for educational transformation responds to the
theory of educational deserts (Lopez Turley, 2009; Dache-Gerbino, 2014; Hillman, 2016).
Educational deserts refer to regions where access to higher education is scarce or structurally
inaccessible. However, Puente (2023) reframes this concept within a framework of desire, arguing
that predominantly Latinx spaces with limited resources should be seen for their potential rather
than their imposed limitations. In California’s Central Valley, rural Latinx students forge
educational opportunities through motivation, resilience, and transformative praxis. Extending
Puente’s (2023) perspective, this article proposes strategies for increasing higher education access
for rural Transfronterizx students. By grounding rural institutions within Puente’s (2023) vision of
educational deserts as spaces of possibility, we advance the reimagination and transformation of

Hispanic-Serving Institutions (HSIs) in borderland contexts.
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Conceptual Framework

In conceptualizing the genesis and practices of the Transborder Scholars Thriving Institute
(Transborder Scholars) and its relationship to reimagining Border-HSIs, we built off of an
interdisciplinary collection of scholarship that includes fields such as education and borderlands
theory. We wanted our research, practices, and advocacy to transcend paradigms of merely
“hispanic enrolling” or other normatively valued areas of advocacy. Frameworks that move
institutions from Hispanic enrolling to “Transformed HSI’s” and advance racial equity, social
justice, and collective liberation require an acknowledgement of the identities, experiences, and
sociohistoric context of students, families, communities, and the institutions themselves (Garcia
2023). At its foundation, the Transborder Scholar’s scholarly advocacy is grounded on the
experience and identities of Transfronterizx students too often underrepresented in University
programs. Garcia’s (2023) call to action necessitates experiential knowledge, and our work
answers that call by acknowledging and supporting the specific transborder student experience.
We maintain that Border-HSI’s cannot operate transformatively without being transborder
Cconscious.
Transborder Scholars addresses the prevailing lack of support specifically for Transfronterizx
students, filling a gap in institutional responsibility displayed by many Universities (Falcon Orta
& Monk, 2020). As Falcon Orta notes, higher education institutions along the US-Mexico border
often fail to create a welcoming supportive environment for this student population. We responded
strategically, developing our mission in concert with University institutional initiatives by
understanding the necessity of aligning our Institute's goals with university mission statements in
order to strategically foster institutional change (Kezar, 2013). In our case, we aligned our
Transfronterizx student serving initiatives with our university’s strategic plan and goals as a
Hispanic Serving Institution Transcending Borders and transforming lives - Transborder
Communities (San Diego State University, n.d.-a; San Diego State University, n.d.-b).
Since defining Transborderism is crucial to articulating the foci of our research, we align with
scholarship that characterizes Transborder citizenry in dynamic ways. Transborder citizens, as they
are defined, are those who carry deep personal ties to both sides of the border and possess cultural
ability and awareness to move independently between them. They are not just visiting, or
periodically crossing, instead often living on one side while working or attending school on
another. Consequently, they have the most complex understanding of the border, recognizing it is

a kind of fracture where one feels the exercise of abuse and suffering, but also opportunity and
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cultural richness, and are uniquely conscious of problems associated with the border (Iglesias-
Prieto, 2011). This understanding of transborder citizenry conceptually informs our initiatives as
an institute and concretizes the types of practices needed to ensure that Border-HSI’s are steered
towards transformative paradigms. These paradigms underscore the types of programs discussed
below in the implications, such as the Brave Space of Dialog, the Transborder Scholars Program
and the Building Bridges Transborder Graduation.
Yet, for a Border-HSI to be transformative it must also contend with border and transborder
political implications. The border has been famously conceptualized as a “1,950 mile long open
wound,” a commentary on both its historical and contemporary violence and divisiveness.
(Anzaldua 1987; p. 24). Others have theorized that grand walls are indicative of our inability to
discuss or resolve common challenges and problems, and postulate that “borders exist or are there
to be crossed” because by doing so we question them and gradually tear them down (Iglesias-
Prieto 2017; p. 22). This conception of the border rightfully highlights how imperative it is that
Border-HSI’s contend with the realities of bodies themselves crossing the border, including the
violence and policing, and their policies, structures, and support systems must reflect that
understanding to truly create equity. Afterall, if Transborder citizens (Iglesias-Prieto, 2011) can
think and act transcendent of the border, so too should higher education institutions.
Defining Transfronterizx Servingness

We argue that higher educational institutions can operate transcendent of the border
through our conceptualization of Transfronterizx Servingness. Building on Garcia’s (2023)
Transforming Hispanic-Serving Institutions Framework (p. 41), the foundational insights from
border studies on the nature of transborder citizenship (Iglesias-Prieto, 2017) as individuals who
transcend geopolitical boundaries, and our own Transfronterizx student-serving initiatives (Falcon
Orta et al., 2025; Falcon Orta et al., in press; Fitch & Falcon Orta, 2025) implemented during the
MAGA era, we define Transfronterizx Servingness as a multidimensional and interdisciplinary
approach.
This approach encompasses both top-down and grassroots, bottom-up initiatives, programs, and
services, within and beyond educational institutions, that holistically support Transfronterizx
students. These efforts intentionally transcend the walls of higher education and nation-state
boundaries, grounded in principles of care, love, and compassion. Care, love, and compassion are
at the heart of our innovative Transfronterizx servingness initiatives, which we will further

illustrate in the findings of this article.
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Methodology

We arrived at our version of Transfronterizx servingness through research aligned with our
positionality as Transfronterizx scholar-activist, embracing a transformative methodology
grounded on decolonial Latinx epistemologies. This study employs a critical qualitative case study
design (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018; Merriam, 1998) to investigate how we, as a group of educational
agents at a rural satellite campus bordering with México and with Hispanic-Serving Institution
(HSI) designation implemented grassroots leadership to reimagine its role as a site of
transformation, liberation, and thriving for Transfronterizx students amid socio political turmoil
and heightened racism at the borderlands. We frame this study under the context of continued
MAGA era political attempts to undermine the human rights of immigrant communities, such as
Transfronterizx students. These contexts and tensions are paramount for our case study design, as
we center sharing practices of emerging resilience and resistance to on-going sociocultural attacks
on immigrant and Transfronterizx communities. Through the development and enactment of the
Transborder Scholars Thriving Institutes (Transborder Scholars) and its practices, we situate these
emerging justice-oriented institutional responses as a collective effort to create a safe, inclusive,
and culturally sustaining environment for the academic development of Transfronterizx students.
Case Study Research Design & Data Sources

A critical case study research design allows us to reflect on a transformative border
rootedness guided by critical border epistemologies and situate this as a context for interpretation
of the data (Anzaldua, 1987; Bejarano & Shepherd, 2018). Thus, the case study embraces the
duality of the authors as Transfronterizx Scholar-Activist, both researchers conducting educational
and social studies while transforming educational opportunities for minoritized groups. The case
study approach was particularly suited to this inquiry because it allowed scholar-practitioners for
an in-depth exploration of changemaking mechanisms at one institution through instruments such
as group platicas and document and archival exploration. Our individual positionalities drive our
statuses as scholar-practitioners as much as they inform our work.
Group Pldticas

Utilizing our Transfronterizx capital and our transfronterizx scholar-activist and allies
positionalities, we engaged in a collaborative Chicana/Latina feminist platicas as the primary
source of our case study approach (Fierros & Delgado Bernal, 2016). A platicas methodology
allowed us to delve into the analysis of agency and transformational resistance integrated in our

drive to create programming and safe spaces for Transfronterizx students in our rural higher
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education context. Platicas, as a Chicana/Latina feminist methodology encompasses of the
following characteristics:
advances Chicana feminist epistemologies,
has a relational approach that considers collaborators as co-constructors of knowledge,
connects realities with theory,
provides healing space to collaborators and researcher(s),
builds reciprocity, vulnerability, and trust amongst collaborators

As a methodology for Communities of Color, platicas provides us with critical tools to
analyze the nuanced journeys of Transfronterizx students, these often involve oppression,
marginalization, and encounters with racism. Platicas allows us to center our Transfronterizx
capital organically to theorize on our praxis. In alignment with our theoretical orientations, platicas
are methodologically situated to allow for reimagining and transforming servingness. Through this
methodology, we established a secondary form of data collection that assisted us in our case
study’s analysis. All of our platicas included triangulation with tangible and digital documents that
supported our platicas’ discussion, this included pictures, videos, documents, speeches,
documents, and other cultural artifacts.
Document and Archival Exploration

Always through platicas, we gathered virtually in continuous reflection to engage in
document and archival analysis. We analyzed journal reflections, shared our remembrances of
photographs, videos, and other social media that appealed to the creation, development, and
implementation of transborder student services practices. We organized different categories of
support that were necessary for the human, educational, and social development of Transfronterizx
students in our rural community, as reflected in another piece on Transfronterizx student sense of
belonging (Falcén Orta et al., [in press]). We discussed opportunities to innovate student services
and the next steps to launch the Transborder Scholars Thriving Institute. Through these initiatives,
we recognized the urgent need for a more expansive and inclusive effort, one that would allow us
to collectively harness and mobilize our intellectual resources for meaningful change. Next, we
share the result of our platicas and archival exploration that inspired us to collectively create a safe
and supportive space that covered basic needs of belonging for rural Transfronterizx students.
About the Transborder Scholars Thriving Institute

We are a multi-site research community of Transfronterizx scholar-activists and allies

committed to social justice in education across the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. We began organizing
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collaboratively through research-informed practices in November 2021, in the aftermath of the
global COVID-19 pandemic and racial justice unrest in the United States. Since then, we have
implemented numerous initiatives serving Transfronterizx students in higher education at the
Imperial Valley-Mexicali border region, with a broader reach across the California-Baja California
Borderlands.

In October 2023, we established the Transborder Scholar Collaborative (Transborder Scholars),
intentionally coming together as Transfronterizx scholar-activists and allies dedicated to
educational justice for Transfronterizx students along the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. As
Transborder Scholars, we are committed to implementing critically conscious research and
practices through liberatory methodologies that center holistic student development within our
Transfronterizx educational community. We foster Transfronterizx student success through an
interdisciplinary approach to research and practice in education and transborder studies. Informed
by our research, we prepare critically conscious border educators and implement student-centered
initiatives in education across the U.S.-Mexico borderlands.

In October 2024, we renamed our organization the Transborder Scholars Thriving Institute
(Transborder Scholars), intentionally asserting our positionality in the field of borderlands
education. As a multi-site research community, we are committed to transforming Border-HSIs to
advance social justice for Transfronterizx students and their families across the U.S.-Mexico
borderlands. In Figure 1, we present the logo of our organization along with a description of each
symbol, an emblem of cultural symbols that represent our Transfronterizx identity and lived

experience:

SCHOLARS

THRIVING INSTITUTE
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Figure 1. Transborder Scholars Thriving Institute logo created by Vannessa Falcon Orta.

Informed by a photovoice platica about our logo, Vannessa provided a description of each symbol:
At its center, the words “TRANSBORDER SCHOLARS” affirm that the students we serve are not
just learners but scholars, recognized for their transborder capital, cultivated through their

experiential knowledge of living, learning, and teaching at the U.S.-Mexico borderlands.

The phrase “THRIVING INSTITUTE,” initially framed as “COLLABORATIVE,” reflects our
commitment to reshaping Hispanic-Serving Institutions (HSIs) beyond traditional service models,
fostering spaces where students at the borderlands can thrive within and beyond the confines of

these institutions.

Each symbolic element reinforces our vision. The open book represents education as a vehicle for
liberation, challenging and dismantling systems of oppression. The monarch butterfly embodies
this liberation, symbolizing Transfronterizx students, their families, and the inherent migratory
patterns of our communities, movements that have persisted across generations, predating and
transcending imposed borders meant to divide nations, states, institutions, communities, and
families. The globe evokes a world and a future beyond borders, where mobility and knowledge

remain unrestricted.

Finally, the phrase “PREPARING CRITICALLY CONSCIOUS BORDER EDUCATORS”
underscores our mission. As an institute, we are dedicated to advancing social justice for
Transfronterizx students at Border-HSIs, fostering and activating transborder capital as a
transformative force. Through this activation, transborder capital not only serves as a resource but
emerges as a guiding principle in the reinstitutionalization of social justice within borderlands
education.
The Transborder Scholars Thriving Institute (Transborder Scholars) is deeply rooted in the
borderlands, working with and for our community. We are transforming Border-HSIs by
advancing social justice and visibility for Transfronterizx students through student-centered
initiatives across the U.S.-Mexico borderlands and throughout the educational pipeline.
Our Positionality: Transfronterizx Scholar-Activist & Allies

I (first author) am Transfronteriza from the San Diego-Tijuana borderlands and the

daughter of working-class immigrant parents from Mexico and Peru. I am a scholar and organizer
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committed to the social justice of Transfronterizx students along the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. My
research and activism are deeply informed by my lived experiences as a Transfronteriza student
navigating the San Diego-Tijuana border region. As an assistant professor in the Division of
Education at a rural Border-HSI, I am driven to address the systemic challenges faced by
Transfronterizx students by developing research-informed models that center on understanding
their identity development, fostering their transborder capital, and providing support through
innovative, research-driven practices and affirming educational spaces.

I (second author) am a rural Transfronterizo from the Mexicali - Imperial borderlands. As a
first-generation graduate student, I have participated in and contributed to initiatives that promote
an HSI organizational identity characteristic of the border nature of Border-HSIs. My service and
research is part of a community tribute that seeks to unite academic endeavors with community
sustainability and organizational identity visibility. As an alumnus of the institution where HSI
transformation is occurring, I write this piece with pride and an enormous task ahead of
maintaining commitments for equity and transformation regardless of complex educational
conditions.

I (third author) self-identify as third-generation Chicano, with citizenship privilege. Though I
earned a doctorate in English, I have consistently focused on Chicanx literature and cultural
production with a specific emphasis on resistance practices and the theorizing of belonging. As an
undergraduate I politically organized around such issues as migrant rights, the Iraq War, and
against increased tuition and parking fees. Upon gaining a Tenure Track job at a border proximal
university, | realized how crucial it was for border educators to develop critical educational
practices and to become institutional assets ensuring that transborder and other minoritized
students realize educational equity.

I (fourth author) am a Transfronterizo/Chicano scholar from Mexicali/Imperial Valley. Since
elementary school, I have crossed the border. My transborder experiences led me to obtain a
master’s degree in history and focus my academic work in the cultural, politics, and history in
México-U.S. Border. As a Transfronterizo scholar, I welcome my Tranfronterizx students to the
academic institution by giving them the freedom to express their ideas/imagination on their
assignments. This freedom of letting them express their Transfronterizx ideas has worked by not
only giving them the tools to achieve their academic goals but to create a community in the
Borderland Mexicali/Imperial Valley. One example is the student club Chicanx Sin Fronteras

(which T am founder advisor) that has provided Transfronterizx students a space to create
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community and a safe space to express themselves.
Transborder Student Serving Initiatives

The following multidimensional and interdisciplinary transborder student-serving
initiatives, both top-down and grassroots, exemplify the efforts needed to reimagine and transform
Border-HSIs. These programs and services holistically support Transfronterizx students by
intentionally transcending the walls of higher education and nation-state boundaries, and are
grounded in principles of care, love, and compassion.
Building Bridges: Transborder Graduation in Higher Education

The Building Bridges: Transborder Graduation stands as a model initiative that embodies
grassroots efforts to reimagine and transform Border-HSIs. Rooted in a holistic approach to
supporting Transfronterizx students, this initiative intentionally transcends the institutional
confines of higher education and the boundaries of the nation-state. It is firmly grounded in
principles of care, love, and compassion, affirming the sociocultural and transborder realities of
the students we serve.
We first implemented the Building Bridges Graduation on May 14, 2022, through the Cross-
Cultural Center at San Diego State University-Imperial Valley (SDSU-1V), a rural satellite campus
of SDSU, located in the Imperial Valley-Mexicali border region at the Southwest Borderlands
(Falcon Orta et al., 2025). This historic ceremony took place at the Casa de la Cultura de Mexicali
and was dedicated to building bridges across the U.S.-México border by providing 44 graduates
whose immediate family members cannot cross the border with the opportunity to celebrate their
graduation with loved ones in México.
Since the inaugural ceremony, our Border-HSI campus has implemented this tradition annually,
serving hundreds of Building Bridges graduates and thousands of mixed-immigration-status
families. At the Transborder Scholars Thriving Institute, we host webinars, forums, and peer-
reviewed publications aimed at providing a blueprint for HSIs along the U.S.-Mexico borderlands
to facilitate the replication of this work, ensuring that Transfronterizx students receive support
beyond our campus.
The essence of the Building Bridges Graduation is embodied by its graduates, who transcend
borders daily to exercise their fundamental human right to education and remain with their loved
ones despite systemic obstacles. Their unwavering commitment to crossing boundaries, rooted in
love, care, and solidarity with their families and communities, is poetically illustrated in Figure 2.

There, inaugural Building Bridges graduates Carlos Fitch (Second Author) and Ismael Arvizu
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deliver their keynote speech at the 2nd Annual Building Bridges Graduation, offering a powerful
manifesto to their Transfronterizx graduating peers, urging them to cultivate connections of love
and compassion while dismantling borders, barriers, and structures of hate and racism along the

U.S.-Mexico border.

(lass o/ 2023

#BeildingBridgesGraduagesnps

SDS‘ SDSU bl Center @ac_sdw_jp
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Figure 2. 2nd Annual Building Bridges Graduation Speech by Carlos Fitch & Ismael Arvizu. May
12,2023 at the Universidad Autonoma de Baja California, Campus Mexicali, Teatro Universitario.
The following are select quotes from this speech, first presented in its original Spanish language,
followed by an English translation that captures the essence and foundational structure of Carlos
and Ismael's manifesto, as shared with their 2023 Building Bridges graduation peers:

...Invito a todos los graduados y sus familiares a cerrar los o0jos por un momento.
Desconectémonos. Unamonos en una misma sintonia. En sintonia de empatia, de amor, de
emocion. Los invito a recordar esas madrugadas en las que el tren nos impedia llegar a la garita,
recordemos los domingos saturados por la noche con cientos de familias haciendo fila.
Recordemos el temor de cruzar con fruta o el que se nos olvidaran los papeles. Tantas memorias
creadas en la linea, tantos amigos que hemos hecho esperando en la garita, tantos tacos paseados

que compramos en el puestecito del tanel...

Nos gustaria concluir con un manifiesto para los futuros transfronterizos: (Si gustan, repitan con
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recibian a sus hijos graduados en la linea para por fin celebrar...

[P]lease build that bridge, and tear that disgusting stupid racist wall.... por nuestras familias
separadas, que antes de hoy jamas pudimos celebrar una graduacion, juntos, unidos, felices, con

amor.

English Translation:

...I'invite all graduates and their families to close their eyes for a moment. Let’s disconnect. Let’s
unite in the same rhythm, a thythm of empathy, of love, of emotion. I invite you to remember those
early mornings when the train kept us from reaching the port of entry, to recall the crowded Sunday
nights with hundreds of families waiting in line. Let’s remember the fear of crossing with fruit or
of forgetting our papers. So many memories created at the border, so many friends made while

waiting at the crossing, so many tacos bought at the little stand by the tunnel...

We would like to conclude with a manifesto for future transfronterizx students: (If you'd like,

repeat with us: “Build the bridge, tear the wall”...) Build the bridge, tear the wall...

For the families who welcomed their graduating children at the border just to finally celebrate...
[P]lease, build that bridge, and tear down that disgusting, stupid, racist wall... For our separated
families, who, until today, had never been able to celebrate a graduation together, united, happy,

and with love.

Transfronterizx students exemplify the very essence of building bridges in the U.S.-Mexico
borderlands, fostering connections through love, unity, and solidarity. To construct bridges in
education that support their academic success is to collectively invest in the prosperity and future
of our borderlands region. In the following section, we further explore our commitment to fostering
their success by celebrating their transborder identity and building on their transborder cultural
capital.
Transborder Scholars Program - Undergraduate Research

Within the Transborder Scholars framework, activating transborder capital is a foundational
strategy for reimagining and restructuring Border-HSIs to prioritize the sociocultural inclusion and
empowerment of Transfronterizx students. By cultivating and building upon their transborder

capital, we strive to transform Border-HSIs from deficit-based models that marginalize
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Transfronterizx students into strength-based, community-responsive educational systems at the
borderlands. A key initiative within our institute dedicated to advancing this mission is the
Transborder Scholars Program, which fosters and amplifies the transborder capital of the students
we serve.

Since Spring 2024, the Transborder Scholars Program provides Transfronterizx undergraduate
students at San Diego State University-Imperial Valley with empowering paid research
opportunities by engaging them to explore their transborder lives, intersectionalities and sense of
belonging at the Imperial Valley-Mexicali borderlands through photovoice and collaborative
autoethnography methodologies. Hand-in-hand, contributing to bridging the gap in the literature
on Transfronterizx students in higher education at the rural Imperial Valley-Mexicali borderlands.
Transfronterizx students in this program have presented their findings at local, national and
international conferences working towards educating campus leaders and policy makers about the
Transfronterizx student experience.

A cornerstone of the Transborder Scholars Program, and, by extension, the success of the
Transfronterizx students we serve, is the provision of paid undergraduate research opportunities.
These research experiences are not merely academic endeavors; they are critical interventions that
acknowledge and address the unique challenges these students face. As they juggle work, school,
family responsibilities, transborder commutes, and civic leadership on both sides of the border, a
paid research opportunity allows them to engage in scholarly extracurricular activities that would
otherwise be out of reach. For many Transfronterizx working-class, first-generation college
students, their pursuit of higher education is not solely a personal ambition but a family
responsibility, many are primary income providers for their households. Consequently, securing
compensated research positions enables them to participate in academia without compromising
their ability to support their loved ones.

One of the most pressing challenges in serving Transfronterizx students at a rural satellite campus
is the lack of direct transportation connecting our campus to the main university in San Diego.
Without a dedicated shuttle service, students must navigate extensive logistical hurdles to engage
in scholarly activities. Faculty and staff members frequently organize transportation, serve as
chaperones, and act as points of contact for these trips, demonstrating institutional commitment
despite structural shortcomings. However, even these efforts pale in comparison to the resilience
and determination of our Transfronterizx students, who undertake immense journeys to practice

their right to education, excel academically, and compete for awards. In Figure 3, Vannessa shares
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a reflection she posted on the Transborder Scholar’s Instagram account, discussing these
complexities as she recounts accompanying our inaugural Transborder Scholars to their poster

presentations at the 2024 SDSU Student Symposium:

ova,

Figure 3. Screenshot from a video recorded by Vannessa Falcon Orta on March 2, 2024, capturing
the journey between SDSU-IV and SDSU Main Campus. This trajectory includes SDSU-IV
students, including the Inaugural Transborder Scholars, Alex, Perla, Neyda, and Adrian, from the
Transborder Scholars Program, traveling by shuttle van as they return from their participation in
the 2024 SDSU Student Symposium on March 1, 2024.

Vannessa reflected on this trajectory and what it means for our Transfroterizx students to
participate in scholarly opportunities at the main campus through the following caption of this
video post intended for Transborder Scholars and great Transfronterizx student community:

We are immensely proud of our Transborder Scholars who presented at the SDSU Student
Symposium. In addition to their tenacity and excellence as outstanding scholars, is their

extraordinary effort to arrive to their destination to present their work.

To participate in events like S3, SDSU-IV students commute 4 hours roundtrip to and from
Imperial Valley and San Diego. And, for some of our Transborder Scholars this commute also

consists of crossing borders and border wait times.

Our students are expected to perform and compete in these scholarly spaces, with rubrics that don’t

take into consideration these efforts. For our Transborder Scholars, know that your family and
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community sees these efforts, and we are so proud of your extraordinary achievement at this
week’s S3. For our greater Transfronterizx scholars, we are proud of you everyday.

On February 28, 2025, the inaugural Transborder Scholars once again embarked on this
academic journey, delivering an oral presentation on their photovoice autoethnographic research,
conducted in collaboration and under the guidance of their faculty advisor, Vannessa, at the
Transborder Scholars Thriving Institute, seen in figure 4. Their presentation, A Photovoice
Collaborative Autoethnography: Exploring Transfronterizx College Students’ Intersections of
Gender and Sense of Belonging at the Imperial Valley-Mexicali Borderlands, provided critical
insights into their experiences as Transfronterizx students. Despite the physical and emotional
challenges of commuting through the desert, traveling from the rural borderlands of Calexico to
the urban landscapes of San Diego, and enduring the rigorous demands of transborder travel, these
scholars remained committed. Some had to wake as early as 4:00 a.m. to cross the border, while
others, consumed by anticipation and anxiety surrounding both the commute and the academic
competition, were unable to sleep at all. Overcoming these hardships, they demonstrated
remarkable perseverance, ultimately earning the prestigious 2025 Dean’s Award for their

outstanding research presentation.

Al ‘ L .

Figure 4. A photograph of the Inaugural Transborder Scholars. Alex (first left), Perla (second left),
Neyda (first right), and Adrian (second right) are delivering an oral presentation at the 2025 SDSU
Student Symposium on February 28, 2025. The audience member pictured is faculty advisor and
femtor, Vannessa Falcon Orta.

Even though our Transborder Scholars are resilient, their perseverance does not diminish the
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difficulties of these journeys. The lack of regularly available transportation connecting the satellite
campus to the main campus further exacerbates these challenges.

To activate and empower the transborder capital of Transfronterizx students, institutions
must implement support systems tailored to their lived realities as Transfronterizx first-generation,
working-class college students. This is particularly crucial for Border-HSIs situated in the rural
borderlands. The transformation of these institutions requires infrastructure and resources that
reflect the complexities of education at the rural borderland, including equitable access to scholarly
opportunities. In the case of our institution, which operates as a satellite campus two hours from
the main campus, students face significant disparities in available resources. Unlike their peers at
the main campus, students at our satellite location often must travel to the central institution to
participate in scholarly events, such as conferences and student symposiums. This geographical
disconnect limits access to academic and professional development opportunities.

Transborder Brave Space of Dialogue

Transforming Border-HSIs requires implementing systems of support that directly address
the unique challenges of life at the U.S.-México borderlands. In response, Transborder Brave
Spaces of Dialogue serve as intentional spaces for advocacy, healing, and empowerment, ensuring
that Transfronterizx students receive the recognition, resources, and solidarity they deserve in their
higher education campus communities during times of unrest at the borderlands. On August 15,
2022, we launched our first Transborder Brave Space of Dialogue through the Cross-Cultural
Center at the rural border satellite campus of SDSU-Imperial Valley. This initiative emerged in
response to the escalating violence and unrest along the California—Baja California borderlands
and throughout Mexico. In this brave space of dialogue, open via Zoom, we invited Transfronterizx
students and community members from both the SDSU-Imperial Valley satellite campus and
SDSU’s main campus at the San Diego borderlands. Together, we engaged in critical
conversations about the state of our communities during this time of unrest. Since its inception,
we have continued fostering Brave Spaces of Dialogue at the Transborder Scholars Thriving
Institute (Transborder Scholars, ensuring students have access to resources, support, and
communal solidarity during moments of crisis at the borderlands.

Transborder Brave Spaces of Dialogue serve as healing spaces, addressing the deeply rooted
geopolitical and sociopolitical challenges faced by Transfronterizx students. These students
navigate multiple obstacles, from social tensions arising on both sides of the border to geopolitical

obstacles at the U.S.-Mexico border. At times, nationwide crises in Mexico deeply impact
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Transfronterizx students, yet within U.S. higher education institutions, their struggles remain
invisible, unspoken, and unacknowledged. This isolation underscores the urgency of creating
intentional spaces like Transborder Brave Spaces of Dialogue, ensuring that students do not have
to navigate these hardships alone.
Through Transborder Brave Spaces of Dialogue we also address the challenges that
Transfronterizx students face at the intersections of their social identities at the U.S.-Mexico
borderlands. This was precisely the case on July 25, 2024, when we convened Brave Space of
Dialogue: ;[Ni Una Mas! ;Ni Una Menos! [English Translation: Not One More! Not One Less!].
See figure 5:
BRAVE SPACE

iNI- VNA MAS OF DIALOGUE
. Eacilitators:

Vannessa Falcon Orta, Ph.D.
Linda R. Lara Jaccbo, Ph.D., MSc.

Elzbeth Islas, M.A.
Andrea Van Bebber, B.A.

Maritza Marquez, M.A
Aday Urias, M.S.W

4:00 PM
THURSDAY, JULY 25

SCAN QR CODE FOR THE ZOOM LINK

leg Borderlands
.| Education Centes

Figure 5. Brave Space of Dialoque: INI UNA MAS! INI UNA MENOS! July 25, 2024, in response
to the feminicide of Paola Andrea Bafiuelos, who went missing on July 8, 2024.

The invitation, disseminated via email and social media to students at SDSU’s main campus,
SDSU-Imperial Valley, and the University of Arizona, read as follows:

You are invited to our upcoming virtual session, Brave Space of Dialogue: ;|Ni Una Mas! jNi Una
Menos! this Thursday, July 25 at 4 p.m. via Zoom. This dialogue, convened in response to recent
femicides in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands, is meant to hold space for you to share your feelings,
thoughts, and concerns regarding the crises affecting our binational community.
#LinkInBioToRegister

We organized Brave Space of Dialogue: |Ni Una Mas! [Ni Una Menos! in response to the tragic
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feminicide of Paola Andrea Bafiuelos, a psychology undergraduate student at the Autonomous
University of Baja California (UABC). Paola was found dead in Mexicali just days after going
missing following a DiDi (taxi app) ride on July 8, 2024, a case that sparked outrage and fear,
particularly among our Transfronteriza (Transborder Women) students who cross the border daily
to Mexicali.

This Transborder Brave Space of Dialogue was facilitated by Transfronteriza professors
Vannessa Falcon Orta (first author) and Linda R. Lara Jacobo, through the Transborder Scholars
Thriving Institute, alongside Latina Lideres in STEM, in collaboration with the SDSU Women’s
Resource Center, the SDSU-IV Cross-Cultural Center, the Borderlands Education Center at the
University of Arizona, and Counseling and Psychological Support Services from SDSU, SDSU-
IV, and UofA. As a critical system of support for Transfronteriza students navigating the
borderlands, this initiative emerged during a pivotal moment for our shared binational community
at the U.S.-Mexico borderlands, ensuring access to dialogue, resources, and collective care,
compassion and solidarity in the face of ongoing times of unrest at the borderlands.

Implications for Advancing Transfronterizx Servingness at Border-HSIs

The pursuit of higher education for Transfronterizx college students is rife with challenges
stemming from obstacles at the U.S.-Mexico borderlands, including social inequities, physical
safety risks, and the psychosocial effects of transborder mobility that profoundly impact their
educational pathways (Falcon Orta, 2021; Falcon Orta, [in-press]; Fitch, 2024). In response to
these realities, and in alignment with the HSI designation of the rural satellite campus of San Diego
State University, we established the Transborder Scholars Thriving Institute (Transborder
Scholars) as a grassroots research & practice informed initiative committed to advancing social
justice for Transfronterizx students. The Transborder Scholars functions as a multi-site research
and practice community collaborating with grassroots leaders in Transfronterizx communities,
particularly along the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. Through scholarly inquiry and practical
engagement, our institute operates across California and Baja California, from coastal to southern
California, and from desert to coastal Baja California, expanding the conceptualization of what it
means to be a Transfronterizx-Serving Institution. Our work strives to move Border-HSIs toward
the implementation of a Transfrontier-Serving Institution agenda that centers student experiences
and mobilizes institutional resources to meet their distinct needs.

Our grassroots-led and student-centered initiatives focus not only on supporting Transfronterizx

students through the barriers they face but also on recognizing and uplifting their transborder
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capital. At the U.S.-Mexico borderlands, this capital manifests across a range of spheres, including
civic leadership, student activism, and advocacy for minority rights among underrepresented
communities. The cultivation of critically conscious border educators is inextricably tied to the
activation of transborder capital, an essential force in transforming institutions. Without dedicated
spaces, such as this institute, transborder capital would remain diffused rather than strategically
harnessed to reinstitutionalize education in ways that advance social justice for Transfronterizx
students and Border-HSIs. Activating transborder capital thus becomes the critical bridge between
institutional existence and meaningful systemic change. Moreover, transborder capital is deeply
embedded in transborder experiential knowledge, underscoring the necessity of centering lived
experiences in institutional transformation. These efforts cannot be effectively led by external
actors who lack an intimate, embodied understanding of life at the border. Our work is deeply
rooted in the realities of the borderlands, we live, teach and learn at the borderlands, working
alongside Transfronterizx students, and our positionality is fundamental in this work.
Concluding Remarks

Our commitment to advancing transborder-serving consciousness and transforming
Border-HSIs is a direct response to the resurgence of hate and racism targeting people of color
across the U.S. during the MAGA era. It also resists the systemic marginalization of vulnerable
communities at the U.S.-Mexico borderlands, including Transfronterizx students and their families
with mixed immigration statuses. By elevating transborder consciousness, identities, and capital,
while simultaneously establishing transborder systems of support, we reclaim agency and demand
institutional accountability in serving the needs of our transborder and binational communities. In
closing, we invite readers to reimagine the ways we serve Transfronterizx students through love,
care, and compassion, by building bridges in borderlands education that foster equity and
inclusion. As hostility continues to escalate, the transformation of Border-HSIs is not just
necessary, it is urgent and long overdue.
Acknowledgements:
We dedicate this research article to the late Susana Lopez. Susana is the heroine who transformed
this campus at the rural borderlands through her kindness, compassion, and unwavering
commitment to standing up for what is right, fair, and just. We owe the success of this work to her,
as she was always there to support us in executing our student-serving initiatives. Her dedication
to making our campus an inclusive space, especially for underserved student communities, was

truly remarkable. May she rest in power, and may her legacy of justice for all students at SDSU-
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Imperial Valley continue to thrive with love.
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