
CHICAGO — A few weeks
ago, a senior at one of
the local high schools

asked me the ques-
tion of the moment
for DREAM Act-eli-
gible students who
can see that the pro-
posed legislation
won’t pass anytime
in the foreseeable
future: What should
I do? Scrape by and

go to college here only to hit a
brick wall once I’m looking for a
real job, or just start working
under the table now? 

With kindness and sincerity, I
told the Mexican native: Go
south, young woman. 

Young people here in the U.S.
illegally hope for an opportunity
to live the American dream but
face a future of in-the-shadows
misery and near-poverty. Rarely
do I hear any of them wonder
what opportunities an educated,
bilingual go-getter might find
back in their homeland. 

Maybe they just don’t under-
stand how very different their sit-
uation is from when their parents
came here seeking economic op-
portunity. 

To start, education levels back
in the 1990s — when many par-
ents of students now either grad-
uating from high school or
college first arrived — were very
low. 

According to “e Geography

of Immigrant Skills,” a June 2011
report from the Metropolitan Pol-
icy Program at the Brookings In-
stitution, 37 percent of all
working-age immigrants in 1990
had not completed high school.
e Migration Policy Institute es-
timates that even though educa-
tion levels have risen since 1985,
in 2008 61.5 percent of Mexican
immigrants still arrived to the
U.S. not having completed high
school. e figures were similar
for Central American immigrants. 

ough we can’t assume that
all of those students who could
qualify for the DREAM Act are
straight-A students or miracle
college graduates, it’s safe to say
that the majority have completed
high school and have some col-
lege experience, if not a com-
pleted degree. Plus, they’re likely
to have far superior language

skills than those their parents ar-
rived with. 

According to language acquisi-
tion data released by the Pew His-
panic Center in early April, 38
percent of foreign-born or first-
generation Hispanics say they
can carry on a conversation in
English and 37 percent say they
can read a newspaper or book in
English “very well” or “pretty
well.” Ninety-one percent also re-
ported speaking and reading
Spanish “very well” or “pretty
well.” 

Also, although it’s true that the
recent global financial crisis has
hurt struggling people in nearly
every country in the world, Latin
America has been at the leading
edge of recovery. Just one exam-
ple: Mexico. 

In February, Richard Fisher,
president of the Federal Reserve

Bank of Dallas, told a group of
financiers and economists in
Mexico, “It is noteworthy that
Mexico has recovered more rap-
idly from the Great Recession and
the global financial crisis. ... U.S.
industrial production is still not
back to pre-recession levels, but
Mexico’s industrial production
passed its pre-recession peak at
the end of 2010.” He praised the
Mexican government for its fi-
nances — “Your government has
implemented greater fiscal disci-
pline than mine and has done so
in a way that has not hampered
economic recovery.” 

Mexico’s middle class is now
the majority and, as chronicled in
a recent Washington Post article,
not only are newly middle class
crowds learning to golf, the ones
with kids are pushing them to get
them into English-language acad-

emies. Meanwhile, American cor-
porations struggle to scale up
their presence in the country to
meet new consumer demand.

And though young illegal im-
migrants often say that the United
States is the only country they’ve
ever known, if they traveled
“back” to the land of their par-
ents, they’d be doing the same as
untold numbers of people who
grew up in the U.S. but decided to
migrate to foreign countries with
unfamiliar cultures and complex
languages to find opportunity.
Just ask all the college students,
architects, English teachers and
recent business grads currently
flocking to China, India and
Brazil. 

e unsure senior’s family and
friends had already given her my
same advice to “go back,” and
she’s still mulling it over.

Having lived here most of their
lives, young illegal immigrants
should know that entrepreneuri-
alism is a fundamental American
characteristic. In the face of a po-
litical environment that isn’t
likely to offer opportunities to
such young people anytime soon,
they should know that although
they can try to find a way to
scrape by here, they could take
their talent, pluck and dreams,
and make it elsewhere just as
well. Maybe even better. 

Esther Cepeda’s email address is es-
therjcepeda@washpost.com. 
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Tennessee’s science law: freedom or monkey business?
Depending on whose

press release you be-
lieve, Tennessee’s new

science law either
promotes “academic
freedom” or “allows
creationism to be
taught in public
schools.”

Enacted on April
10, the legislation in-
structs school offi-
cials not to prohibit

teachers from informing students
about the “scientific strengths
and scientific weaknesses” of
“scientific controversies” such as
biological evolution.

Science education groups are
outraged, arguing that the law has
nothing to do with academic free-
dom — and everything to do with
finding new ways to undermine
the teaching of evolution with
trumped-up “controversies” and
unscientific “weaknesses” dis-
guised as science. 

Dubbed the “monkey bill” by
opponents, Tennessee’s law is the
latest round in the long-running
battle over teaching evolution in
the science curriculum of public
schools. In 1925, Tennessee
teacher John Scopes was fa-
mously convicted of violating a
state law prohibiting the teaching
of evolution. But today, the cur-
riculum shoe is on the other foot. 

Anti-evolution laws like the
one challenged by Scopes have
been ruled unconstitutional by
the U.S. Supreme Court. And the
theory of evolution — considered
settled science by the vast major-
ity of scientists — is a key compo-
nent of science education. 

Now it’s opponents of evolu-
tion who are demanding to be
heard in the science classroom.

Tennessee’s new law is similar
to one enacted in Louisiana in
2008 and to others recently de-
bated in at least four states. Aban-
doning the failed strategy of

pushing for inclusion of creation-
ism or intelligent design in the
science curriculum, anti-evolu-
tion forces now advocate “teach-
ing the controversy” about
evolution (and, to avoid singling
out evolution, other purported
“controversies” such as global
warming). 

In an attempt to preempt First
Amendment challenges, the Ten-
nessee law states that nothing in
the legislation is to be “construed
to promote any religious or non-
religious doctrine.” 

Anti-evolutionists, of course,
can readily support language pro-
hibiting promotion of religion in
schools since they maintain that
creationism and intelligent de-
sign are not religious, but rather
“scientific alternatives” to evolu-
tion. 

And there’s the rub: What’s re-
ligious to one side is science to
the other. Under the new law,
Tennessee teachers apparently

get to decide what counts as sci-
ence (and what counts as “weak-
ness” in scientific theories) —
even if most scientists disagree.
Critics of the law see this as a
green light for teaching creation-
ism or other religiously based
ideas as science.

ey may be right. What Ten-
nessee lawmakers tout as aca-
demic freedom (a freedom, by
the way, denied to teachers in
every other subject), is very likely
to be used as a Trojan horse for
inserting religious convictions
into the science curriculum. 

A far better approach would be
to address the religion-science
debate up front by preparing
teachers to teach students some-
thing about the history and phi-
losophy of science, including the
interaction between religion and
science over time. Helping stu-
dents understand the context for
the culture-war fight over evolu-
tion may help them accept what

modern science has to say.
Learning about various reli-

gious worldviews is an important
part of a good education. But it is
unconstitutional to present those
worldviews as science. Public
schools have a legal and educa-
tional mandate to teach what is
widely accepted in the scientific
community as sound science,
even when that science tells peo-
ple what they don’t want to hear. 

e Tennessee law uses all the
right language about helping stu-
dents develop “critical thinking
skills” necessary to become “sci-
entifically informed citizens.” 

But giving teachers carte
blanche to attack evolution and
promote religion isn’t the way to
achieve that goal. 

Charles C. Haynes is director of the
Religious Freedom Education Project at
the Newseum in Washington, D.C.,
20001. Email: chaynes@freedomforum.
org.
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Mercer board refusing 
to listen to constituents

Dear Editor:
Once again, the Mercer County School District

finds itself under the subjugation of a school
board that seems to be out of touch with the
stakeholders for whom it is supposed to be work-
ing. At the April 19 board meeting, teachers, staff
and parents came to express their support for In-
terim Superintendent Dennis Davis to be named
to the full-time position. 

A statement of support was to be publicly pre-
sented but the board denied that opportunity, re-
fusing to allow anyone to even mention his
name. e board chair asserted it was his right to
make such a ruling, which, according to state
law, it may be. But why was that decision made?
What is the board afraid of? How does it justify
denying the people who will be the most affected
by this decision the right to make their case? 

e fact that the board is so insulated from
public opinion on this matter indicates an
agenda other than serving the needs of this
school district and this community. is board
was elected by the people of Mercer County to
serve, not rule and to represent their interests
and their wishes. How is that possible if those in-
terests and wishes are ignored and/or dis-
missed?

Dennis Davis is a proven educator with both
teaching and extensive administrative experi-
ence —here, in this community, with our kids
and our teachers. He is a strong leader and a
gifted communicator and problem-solver. He
has served as interim superintendent under
tremendous duress, from both financial and
public relations situations that would have sent
a lesser man running, and he has managed to
preserve the integrity of this district, all the while
demonstrating a gracious and humble attitude,
focused always on the positive future for our stu-
dents. He is the superintendent we want. End of
story. 

As for the board, it might be prudent for them
to consider the inevitable fact that elected power
is by its nature a fleeting thing and subject to the
will of those with the real power: the very people
denied the right to speak at the meeting. Censor
that.

Erin Milburn, teacher, 
Mercer County Senior High

The lure of a homeland may not be so bad
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