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Just hours before her graduation from John Overton High School,
Arely Bravo, 19, stood on the steps of the Parthenon with about 50
other people and vowed to fight for tuition equality for all of
Tennessee’s students.

“Undocumented students have to pay out-of-state tuition even
though they’ve been here since they were babies,” said Bravo,
whose parents brought her to Tennessee when she was about 5
years old. “We just want to be able to pay as much as any other
student would to continue our education.”

Bravo, who grew up in Metro schools, was one of about 10
students standing in cap and gown at the Parthenon on Saturday.
She was scheduled to graduate later that evening in the top 20
percent of her class, she said. She plans to attend Nashville State
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A group of about 10 graduates and their supporters gathered on the steps of the Parthenon on Saturday, May 19 to call
for tuition equality for undocumented students across Tennessee. / Submitted photo by Camilo García
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Community College and major in criminal justice.

Other students aren’t as lucky.

According to the Tennessee Immigrant and Refugee Rights
Coalition, an organizer of Saturday’s event, undocumented

students are charged more than three times
as much as their classmates to attend public
universities in Tennessee. Because of the
financial barriers, there is only a 5 percent to
10 percent college attendance rate for
undocumented high school students, the
coalition said.

Molly Sehring, a teacher at Glencliff High
School who has been with Metro Schools for
15 years, said she has seen the faces
behind those statistics.

“Throughout my career, I’ve stood in the
classroom and told every student that their
education matters,” she said. “That should

be true of every student, no matter their immigration status. We
invest thousands of dollars in … these students. We hold them
accountable for achieving and graduating, and I believe they
deserve equal access for higher education.”

Every day, Sehring says, she talks to students who want to
continue their education but feel that it’s impossible. Other students
rely on their families, who often go into debt trying to pay the
inflated costs, she added.

“Many students feel like it is better to start working after graduation
to help their families,” Sehring said. “Out-of-state tuition is an
impossible barrier for most of them.”

Working harder
Some students, like Jonny Garcia, 18, who graduates from
McGavock High School today, find a way.

Garcia, a distinguished honors student who is in the top 10 percent
of his class, is planning to go to Western Kentucky University and
major in architecture. He will pay in-state tuition there.

“I’m really not sure how it all works, but it’s a really good option for
me,” he said. “I would love to stay in Tennessee, but I had to look
outside the state to make it work. It is very sad that we’ve spent 13
years in public schools here, and when we graduate, it all just
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comes to a halt and that’s it.

“A lot of students in my situation think they can’t go to school at all,
but they can. We just have to work harder. I want to help those
students get to college here. We’re normal students like everyone
else, and we want to succeed and give back to our community.”

As a symbol of their promise to fight for future students, Garcia,
Bravo and everyone else in attendance tied a blue ribbon around
their left wrist.

Jay Steele, Metro’s associate superintendent for high schools,
publicly supported them during the event. Early last year, the Metro
school board passed a resolution in support of the DREAM Act, a
federal bill that would allow undocumented students to gain
citizenship by continuing their education. The bill has not passed
Congress.

Contact Nicole Young at 615-259-8091 or
nyoung@tennessean.com.
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