Jin Park

20-years-old, born in Korea, and currently lives in Cambridge, Massachusetts.

“DACA gave me a certain peace-of-mind about my presence in the US that was unprecedented. I felt that I could talk about my experience without the fear of being deported.”

My name is Jin Park. I was born in Seoul, Korea and now attend Harvard University in Massachusetts. My family came to the U.S. on June 15, 2003, when I was seven years old. We came on visitor’s visas and my mom’s employer at the nail salon promised her that the company would sponsor her for a visa, a more permanent solution. In retrospect, I think her employer was fraudulently promising something he could not deliver. My dad worked in restaurants, making sushi. 

In elementary school, my parents explained to me that we were undocumented and that our life in America would be “hard.” I didn’t really understand what this meant until high school. This is when the negative aspects of our immigration status really started to materialize in my life. The summer after sophomore year, I was doing my first internship at a hospital. My supervisor asked me to come to her office. There, she explained that “they don’t allow illegal aliens to participate in the internship program.” I remember feeling deeply hurt and ashamed in that moment, but also realizing that this is what my parents had been talking about. Incidentally, right after this incident, I saw a piece in Time Magazine about undocumented young people. This article empowered me to be more open about my own experiences and to not feel shame. My high school was small, with about 75-80 people in my class. I told my close friends that I was undocumented. They didn’t react adversely and since I was on the debate team, I used this venue to debate immigration issues, including what should be done about undocumented immigrants. At competitions, this debate got really tough since the people we were competing against didn’t know that they were personally attacking me—they didn’t have a “face” associated with the issue they were debating. But it also strengthened my convictions, my arguments, and my beliefs on immigration.

I applied for DACA in 2012, but there were some substantial barriers that I had to overcome. The biggest barrier was the fear that this would lead to deportation. I vividly recall the conversation that I had with my parents before applying—we weighed the benefits of applying to the drawbacks, and concluded that DACA would provide an array of opportunities and options for our family that were not possible before. However, there were rumors going around within the Korean community about people applying for DACA and then being placed into deportation proceedings. Although the specifics were unknown, we knew that at least some people were having issues with DACA. 

Eventually, my parents and I decided that everything we would do would be done together as a family. If applying to DACA led to legal consequences beyond which we were prepared for, we reasoned that we would face those challenges together. In addition, we felt that this opportunity was unprecedented and would not come by again, which imparted a sense of urgency in our decision. We also got help. My parents and I spoke to the MinKwon Center for Community Action and a pro-bono lawyer in our community. We also spoke to other people that had already gone through the process. Thus, by the time I applied for DACA, my parents and I had a good idea of what the process was like and what it would entail. 

Having DACA has been a game-changer for me in many ways. Firstly, the fact that I received have a Social Security Number and work-authorization. Secondly, having DACA would allow me to apply to universities and scholarships as a high-school senior with a little less uncertainty. I knew that applying to college as an undocumented student would be incredibly difficult, and although this is still a reality for undocumented students, DACA did a lot to encourage institutions to consider undocumented students on equal footing with other students. To be honest, I applied to 34 schools and got into five. 

Thirdly, and perhaps most importantly, DACA allowed me to speak freely and openly. Before DACA, I never told my friends or anyone I knew that I was undocumented—it was something that my parents and I kept to ourselves. DACA gave me a certain peace-of-mind about my presence in the U.S. that was unprecedented. I felt that I could talk about my experience without the fear of being deported. Although this is not a reality for my parents, I felt that with DACA, I could finally fight for their rights and the rights of other undocumented immigrants. Thus, I’ve been doing a lot of advocacy and academic work around immigration reform. I’ve recently formed a 501(c)3 nonprofit called HigherDreams, which aims to provide resources for undocumented students applying to college. 

I understand and sympathize with a person that hesitates to apply for DACA. The way that my parents and I overcame this was to get as much information as possible from as many different sources. The old platitude that “knowledge is power” really did apply for me and my parents when it comes to DACA. We spoke to lawyers, friends, community organizers, and even government employees about what this process was, and built a sense of confidence about the process that helped allay much of the fear and almost all of the uncertainty that I had. You cast your net wide, but ultimately it is a judgement call for you and your family.

But the opportunities are there. This summer, I will work in the New York City Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs working on a direct action program to provide coordinated and effective health care to immigrants in NYC regardless of immigration status. 
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