
By Maria Valle

Returning to Santa Clara Uni-
versity’s beautiful campus ear-
lier this month for my 10-year 
reunion reminded me how for-
tunate I am to have graduated 
despite facing many obstacles 
during my path to post-second-
ary education. As I enjoyed the 
festivities, I remembered the vow 
I made 14 years ago as a college 
freshman to increase the number 
of BIPOC, low-income and first-
generation college students who 
graduate.

To this day, that vow propels 
my professional and volunteer 
work. To continue elevating ed-
ucation equity efforts, I recently 
joined the advisory board of 
10,000 Degrees, a Bay Area non-
profit dedicated to empowering 
students to enter and graduate 
from college.

But siloed efforts are not 
enough. We can all do more to 
ensure that students graduate 
from college and enter careers 
that lead to social mobility.

My passion for this issue 

stemmed from my own expe-
rience. I am the daughter of 
Mexican immigrants, and as a 
teen and young adult, I was ex-
hausted from constantly worry-
ing about being low income and 
having undocumented parents. 
My mom and dad did not grad-
uate from elementary school, 
making me a first-generation el-
ementary, middle, high school, 
college and graduate school 
graduate.

I was an English language 
learner, and this label felt like a 
deficiency that I had to make up 
for, so I sought tutoring services 
from my high school’s home-
work center. I felt dumb because 
I needed help, but I was un-
aware my privileged peers were 
coached by their parents or paid 
tutors.

My college experience was not 
as hard because living on cam-
pus shielded me from my fam-
ily’s circumstances, yet I still 
worried about them and con-
tributed to their expenses. I also 
thrived in college because of the 
LEAD Scholars Program, which 
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supports first-generation 
college students. The pro-
gram connected me to a 
network of staff and fac-
ulty who gave me the con-
fidence to seek opportuni-
ties like studying abroad.

When I studied public 
policy in graduate school 
at UC Berkeley, the rigor-
ous academic environment 
triggered crippling impos-
ter syndrome and a desire 
to quit two months into 

the program. Around the 
same time, I experienced 
my first, and hopefully 
last, panic attack during a 
discussion on food stamps.

While imposter syn-
drome is a normal part of 
the graduate school expe-
rience, it is far worse for 
those of us who are first-
generation, low-income and 
identify as BIPOC. I made 
it through graduate school 
thanks to therapy and sup-
port from my friends with 
similar backgrounds.

Today, my academic 
and career path looks 
straightforward on my 

resume, but it was not 
easy, and I had to jump 
through many hoops. I 
know it should not be this 
hard, and we can do more 
to make it easier.

I look to policymak-
ers to make changes at 
the state and federal lev-
els because systems have 
failed to support us. For 
example, President Joseph 
Biden’s student loan for-
giveness program is excel-
lent news, but we need to 
do more for current col-
lege students who struggle 
with affordability. More-
over, this loan forgiveness 

program does not pre-
vent future low-income 
students from accumulat-
ing debt, which worries 
me because it delays their 
economic mobility.

California has also re-
cently adopted policies 
to increase access and af-
fordability, such as the 
scholarship displacement 
ban, AB 288, which en-
sures low-income students 
do not lose institutional 
funding after getting an 
outside scholarship. In ad-
dition, AB 469 went into 
effect this month, requir-
ing that California high 

schools have all seniors 
submit financial aid ap-
plications to increase the 
number of students who 
can afford post-secondary 
opportunities.

At the local level, we can 
do more to ensure that col-
lege is affordable and ac-
cessible. High schools can-
not do the work alone, as 
their current resources 
cannot meet the great 
needs of our students. 
Thus, partnerships and 
collaboration are essential.

Nonprofits geared to-
ward college success, such 
as 10,000 Degrees and 

other local organizations, 
provide comprehensive sup-
port and the necessary re-
sources to help students en-
ter, graduate and achieve 
success beyond college. We 
must support these orga-
nizations so they can help 
more students thrive.

Maria Valle is a member 
of the South Bay Advisory 
Board for 10,000 Degrees, 
a San Rafael-based 
nonprofit. She is also 
a strategic initiatives 
adviser for the Office 
of San Jose Mayor Sam 
Liccardo.
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