Pratishtha Khanna

25-years-old, born in India, and currently lives in Maryland.

“DACA provided me a way to live a dignified life. It recognized the fact that I wasn’t a shadow—I am a person who can contribute to society.” 

My name is Pratishtha Khanna. I have a bachelor’s degree in biological science and I am currently working full time as a clinical technician at Johns Hopkins Hospital, as well as part time as a scribe in the emergency room at Baltimore Washington Medical Center. I am also studying for the MCAT. I am now the primary breadwinner in my family after my father passed away in 2015. 

We came to the United States in 2002. My dad left India a year early after his computer hardware business started to fail. He couldn’t compete with the multinational companies coming into India. He had arranged for a job and the employer was going to sponsor his immigration paperwork. My mother, brother, and I joined him a year later. We arrived on tourists visas. Six years after my father filed our initial paperwork, we learned that his application was fraudulently filed by the immigration lawyer. 

We stayed because my brother and I were already well into our schooling in America. My parents wanted to make sure our future and our opportunities weren’t limited. 

Before I applied for DACA, I felt stuck and cornered by my situation. Two months before high school graduation my mother dragged me to a local community college in Maryland and forced me to knock on any door that might provide me with a gateway to college. I did just that. I went to advising offices, financial aid offices, and the registrars’ desk. No one knew how to help me. Finally, I went to the right office. I sat in his office and hand wrote my college essay and submitted the paperwork immediately. I was afraid that if I went home, typed my answer, and mailed it in, it would be mailed to the wrong office or it would sit in a pile and eventually be shredded. About two weeks later I received my acceptance letter in the mail. That day was monumental, I was no longer a “shadow,” I was a recognized investment - a first generation, Indian (Asian) American college student. My parents and I worked hard, paying for community college as an international student, and I received my Associates degree in December 2011. However, affording further education in a four year institution was still unattainable. Once I did get in, I worked 12-16 hours, cleaning homes to help pay for the costs. 

I applied to DACA on August 23, 2012. If it wasn’t for DACA I would not have a job or the education that I got. It changed my life. Since graduation, I have held a full time and part time job in my field of interest. So yeah, DACA was a choice of mine and I’m happy that I made that choice. And I encourage others to make that choice because it leads to a better life. DACA is allowing me to live a more comfortable life. Without DACA, I could never imagine having two jobs, paying taxes, and affording things for my family. Today, I say this with gratitude and pride, I’m able to contribute to my family. We live comfortably. We don’t have to live day by day. We can hope to save for a better tomorrow. 

I applied because prior to DACA whenever I spoke to other undocumented South Asian families, I would hear their concerns and frustrations about their presence and accomplishments not being recognized. I often told them that they had to speak up. I believe that you have to accept your marginalized status so others can accept you. You must fight to live a dignified life. DACA did that for me. It provided me a way to live a dignified life. DACA recognized the fact that I wasn’t a shadow, I was a person who should contribute to the greater good for the community and larger part of society. It recognized that I was brought here through no decision of my own. It recognized that I was not at fault as a person. It was the system that was broken. 

Even applying for DACA is recognizing yourself in a marginalized position, recognizing that you are undocumented. A lot of AAPI families who have qualified youth, sit afraid and sit cornered. 

My father came to this country in 2001 and passed away in 2015. He would always tell me that unless you’re doing something wrong you should never be afraid. He was only trying to do what’s best for his family. He lived in this country for almost 16 years. He passed away undocumented. He was not recognized, a person who did all the right things for his family. People unfortunately live and pass away undocumented. Their contributions are never recognized. I hope I can have my dad’s contributions counted through my accomplishments in medical school. 
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