Raymond Partolan

23-years-old, born in the Philippines, and currently lives in Atlanta, Georgia.

“…I was ten years old.  My mother told me that we were now considered “illegal aliens” and to never talk about our immigration status with anyone. I thought it was so cool to be an alien…I ran over to my best friend and said, “Guess what? I’m an illegal alien!” My friend looked at me funny and said, “No. You’re not an alien, you’re not green.””

My name is Raymond Partolan. My family is originally from the Philippines. My father had dreams of becoming a doctor. As time went on he realized that, even more pressing than his desire to become a doctor, was his desire to come to the United States—the land of opportunity. He met my mother in 1992, a year before I was born, and promised her that he would take her to the United States so that she and the children would eventually have an opportunity at a better life. I was born on June 3, 1993 and, fifteen months later, on September 14, 1994, we boarded a plane to the United States, never again to return to the Philippines.

For years, my father worked as a physical therapist.  In 2003, he tried to get his green card but it didn’t come through. My parents decided that we would stay. At that time, I was ten years old.  My mother told me that we were now considered “illegal aliens” and to never talk about our immigration status with anyone. I thought it was so cool to be an alien. So the next day in school, completely disregarding my parent’s instructions, I ran over to my best friend and said, “Guess what? I’m an illegal alien!” My friend looked at me funny and said, “No. You’re not an alien, you’re not green.” 

Eventually I began to feel the effects of being undocumented. Being undocumented has, singlehandedly, been the greatest obstacle I have ever had to face here in this country. Though I was in a rigorous, college-preparatory IB program throughout high school, I persistently felt left behind. I lived in a state where regressive anti-immigrant laws were being passed. One law prohibited undocumented students from admission to the state’s top schools. In my sophomore year of high school, I came out to one of my best friends, sharing with her my fears about my future. Her reaction was devastating. She told me I was making a big deal out of nothing. Things went downhill after that. I began withdrawing from my friends and school. I thought I wouldn’t be able to drive, go to college, or work. I would have no life and no future and I felt alone, since there didn’t appear to be anyone to talk to about it all. I felt my future slipping away and I had no place where I belonged. 

Eventually, when I had hit rock bottom, I decided to make the most final of decisions, attempting suicide with a handful of Tylenol. After realizing what I had done, and as I lay on my bathroom floor, I reflected on the enormous contributions I could make to society with the gifts and abilities that I had been bestowed. My life could still have meaning. It was at that point that I realized I wanted to play an active role in making a difference in the movement to fix our broken immigration system. I eventually graduated as the salutatorian of my class and, after applying to 14 colleges, got accepted to Mercer University on a full scholarship.

When DACA was first announced in June of 2012, I was hopeful but my parents were hesitant. For years, I watched as the DREAM Act was introduced in Congress only to fail again and again. I lamented at Congress’ inaction when it came to issues of immigration, issues that affect millions of individuals and families across the United States. When DACA was announced, I rejoiced at President Obama’s fulfillment of his promise that he would do something about the millions of young people in this country who, for one reason or another, became undocumented and were, thus, deprived of so many of the same rights and privileges that their citizen peers had access to. My parents, on the other hand, felt that it was a ploy by the federal government to bring people out of the shadows only to round them up and deport them to the countries from which they came. 
I reassured my parents, telling them that to live in this country without fear and anxiety every single moment of every day was worth the risk of applying for the policy. 

For months, we waited to hear the outcomes of other people applying for DACA. In our small, middle Georgia community, we hardly knew anyone else who was undocumented. So, I followed a number of forums on the internet on which people would describe the application process and whether or not they had been issued work permits and social security cards. Finally, after seemingly endless talks with my parents about the risks associated with presenting myself to the federal government as an undocumented individual, they gave me their blessing and I was able to apply. The fee, though substantial for my family of five and requiring my parents to work more, was worth the financial hardship it would create. 

DACA has positively impacted my life in so many ways. The worst part about being undocumented was always having to live in fear and anxiety every single time you left the house. At any moment, you could be arrested, placed into immigration proceedings, and deported back to a country that you left so long ago and didn’t even know. The prosecutorial discretion that the Obama administration has granted in my particular case has allowed me to live without fear—to be able to come out of the shadows, proclaim myself as being “Undocumented, Unafraid, and Unapologetic,” and to play a greater role in the immigrant rights activist community. Without the fear of being arrested for speaking up about my status, I find myself being much more outspoken about what it is like to be undocumented and to place a human face on an issue that, more often than not, is too abstract for some to comprehend. Without DACA, I would not have been able to find my dream job with Asian Americans Advancing Justice – Atlanta, the first nonprofit law and advocacy center dedicated to protecting and promoting the civil, social, and economic rights of Asian immigrants and refugees in Georgia and the southeast. I get to work in a position that allows me to make a difference in the lives of so many people who are like me. Long story short, without DACA, I would not be able to do so many of the things that I can do now for the communities and people around me. 

For someone who is afraid to apply for DACA, I would say that I am a resource for them. I am someone who was, and whose parents were, afraid to move forward with the application process. After feeling like you are being targeted your whole life for something that is beyond your control (your immigration status), it is, oftentimes, difficult to trust a government program that offers something that seems too good to be true. I would reassure the person about how the policy carries with it immense opportunities and, until Congress decides to take legislative action to fix our broken immigration system, this is the best solution that we have.
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