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Root U Pilot Episode Transcript

Introduction

Carina: Monocropping is the practice of growing the same crop, year after year, on the
same plot of land. Monocropping strips soil of its nutrients, and makes it inhospitable to
other species. Like monocropping, academia has been very unwelcoming to students
who don’t fit the old white dude stereotype, but there are those of us in the academy
working to overcome intentional and unintentional barriers, finding spaces to spread our
roots.

Hello listeners of “Root U: Blossoming at the University,” podcast. I’m Carina Saiidi
Padilla, a first-generation, 32 year-old first year student at the Department of Spanish
and Portuguese at UC Irvine.

And I am here today with my co-hosts Daniel, Maria Carolina, and Heather.

Daniel: Hi, I’m Daniel Castaneda, a first-generation Latinx PhD student in History at UC
Davis.

Maria Carolina: Hello, I’m MariaCarolina Sintura, I'm an international Ph.D student
from Colombia in the English Department at UC Santa Barbara.

Heather: Hi, I'm Heather Ringo. I'm from a working class family. I'm disabled, the sexual
assault survivor and a PhD student in Environmental Humanities at UC Davis.

Today we share the stories of how our roots helped us to blossom in hostile grounds.
How by diversifying the crops, we nurtured the soil for others to thrive alongside us. Yes,
academia can be unwelcoming and it is definitely intimidating and at times even hostile
to black and brown, first-generation, disabled or non-citizen students like us. Even so,
we have had experiences that have affirmed our belonging. We keep using our skills to
erode the gates that once tried to keep us out. All while proving that our unique
experiences and perspectives refresh and nourish the ground around us. To begin, let’s
have Carina tell us her story.

Carina’s Story

Carina: Thank you Heather. I will begin with a quote I've held on to dearly and that
speaks to this idea of roots
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“Si no sabes de dónde vienes no sabes a dónde vas.” And in English it means
something like “If you don’t know where you come from, you don’t know where you are
heading or going.”
This is a famous saying that I have incorporated into my teaching philosophy and
practices, and even in my own personal life as the daughter of low-income Mexican
immigrants.

Before starting my journey in graduate school, I was a Spanish high school teacher for
over 8 years. I taught in predominantly Latinx communities in the LA area and the
message that I instilled in my students was to love themselves and be proud of their
roots, of who they are and where they come from. To not be ashamed of being
immigrants, of speaking Spanish or even indigenous languages.

[Mayan poem in the background]. The mainstream culture, Hollywood, the news, and
other outlets propagate damaging images of Latinos painting us as sassy big butted
Latinas, “bad hombres”, [Trump speech plays in the background], bloodthirsty drug
lords, and the list goes on and on unfortunately. These stereotypes not only paint a false
picture of who we are but also damage the self-image of many Latinx folks. So for me,
teaching Spanish was not just teaching a language, but teaching a sense of identity and
pride. [“La Bamba” plays in the background]. I used my classroom as a space of
affirmation and community building.

Student 1: “Your class has helped me feel proud of being Guatemalan”,

Student 2: “I’ve found a new passion and I am extremely proud of my culture now”.

These were some of the feelings my students shared with me at the end of the school
year and it really motivated me to show my best self every single school day.

In my class, students learned about great leaders and writers from various
Spanish-speaking countries. For example, they learned about Sor Juana Inés de la
Cruz, the first feminist of Latin America who in the 16th century accused men of being
foolish, “hombres necios”, for having double standards against women.

Student 2: “Sor Juana is my new heroine”, said one of my feminist students who
shaved her head and learned that Sor Juana also did that as a challenge when she did
not understand new concepts.

They read chapters of Don Quijote de la Mancha, an old man who is delusional but is
encouraged by his reading to keep dreaming and pursue his goals even if they are
unrealistic.

Student 3: “Don Quijote teaches us to get up and keep fighting, just like he did after his
imaginary battle with the windmills”, expressed another of my students who had battled
with an illness.
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Teaching literature was a labor of love that allowed me to impress on my students the
importance of identity, culture, and language and the preservation of language.

Now, as a doctoral student in a language department, I see my time in graduate school
as an opportunity not just to engage with knowledge, but to create knowledge, and
create something that will represent my community, my students, and my family.
Whether it is about female revolutionaries in 20th century Mexico or about the literary
production of Chicanos in the USA, and just as a side note I am not 100% certain of my
dissertation project right now, but that is part of the journey, right? What is clear for me
is that I want to amplify voices from my community and share my knowledge with an
audience that goes beyond academia.

Not going to lie, this academic journey has had lots of moments of difficulty, sweat and
tears. During the first week of school, I went for a run to clear my thoughts and my
feelings, but the run ended up as a crying session. I sat down at the top of a hill and
when I made sure that I was by myself, I sobbed. I wondered if this was the right move
in my career at this point of my life being 32 years old. If it was worth 5 years investing
all my energy and my attention, I questioned myself, do I really have the right set of
skills and knowledge to make it and produce something that will make a difference. This
ended up being more therapeutic than exercise.

Behind the pretentious title of “doctoral candidate” and “PhD Degree” are many long
nights reading dense theoretical texts, 15-20 page term papers, and a weekly dose of
existential questions such as what am I doing here and what happens next, especially
with the shortage of university teaching jobs. And more often than not, I feel like an
unprepared outsider who lacks the jargon and the background knowledge to discuss
complex theories and texts and authors. And to be honest, this is probably how many of
my high school students felt in my Advanced Placement course reading 16th century
Spanish.

Nonetheless, I continue to be inspired by the power of stories and what they convey
about the human experience. For instance, in just my first quarter here at UCI I have
read the chronicles of Elena Poniatowska who shows us the importance of preserving
oral history and memory. I have been inspired by Christine Arce’s research on
afro-Mexican women during the Mexican Revolution. Reading Virginia Woolf’s “A room
of one’s own”, which advocates for the intellectual and physical space for women to
produce literature, inspires me to seek and make space not just for myself but for future
generations as well.

But honestly, when I feel the most overwhelmed and at the verge of giving up, I reflect
back on what I taught my students “si no sabes de donde vienes no sabes a donde vas”
and then I think about where I come from: I come from a family of immigrants, from a
machista tradition that for generations did not allow women to pursue education and
follow their dreams, but I also come from strong mujeres, and from a supporting and
hard-working family, and this is what propels me forward.
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Daniel, you have also had k-12 experience in your doctoral program. How has that
helped ground you in your journey?

Daniel’s Story

Daniel: Thanks, Carina. Yeah, that has been one aspect of my doctoral journey and
thinking about accessibility and democratizing knowledge. But if I can, let me zoom out
a bit and come back to that idea. Reflecting on the idea of roots, I'm reminded of my
background and how I've taken my roots with me, my past continues to influence how I
interact with others, and how I think about my role in bringing others forward with me.

I'm a first generation college student. I grew up in a family of five and neither of my
parents went to college. I went to undergrad, and I realized, well, you know what, I really
enjoy doing research. And so I decided to spend more time studying history. But just
that process of choosing to apply to graduate school was super hard. I had to sort of
think about, what do I want to say? And how do I want to pitch myself? And how do I
show this institution that I'm worth investing in? And I remember in one application, they
asked, you know, “if we can't fund you, how are you going to pay for your graduate
education?” And I had to put “realistically, I can't fund myself.” And that moment was
terrible. It was one of those moments where I sort of questioned is this even worth it? If I
can't even pay they're not even going to accept me anyway.

But then I realized that I had a community of people that was really invested in me. And
this community ranged from professors I was close to, academic and professional
mentors, and others who pursued higher education. And of course, my family were
cheerleaders on the side, there wasn't very much they could do, you know, in the way of
applications or how to apply to grad school. But they, of course, were important. But
what was really useful was that nobody in my circle really idealized academia, many
were brutally honest about what made it bad. And they warned me all about these
things like the job market and how there's no jobs after you get a PhD. But it was useful
because they gave me ideas and things to think about. And others framed it as my
choice and encouraged me to make this choice for myself rather than the idea of
becoming a professor or writing a book or you know, contributing to the scholarship.
And I realized that this isn't everyone's experience. So I think it's worth mentioning that
this can cause pressure. And it did. There were moments where I sort of wondered,
well, what if I don't get into grad school? And like, what if I don't get a job or what's
going to happen. And I sort of realized after that, that, in the words of one of my
mentors, you have already exceeded all the expectations of your family. They love you,
and they're already proud of you. And of course, it doesn't really end the anxiety that
comes with being a first generation student. But I think that it's certainly a good reminder
for me. And in all of that, I realized that others have helped make a space for me and
tried to make sure that I didn't have a negative experience in pursuing academia.
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And this community based encouragement and support continues to guide how I work
with others and think about my work. In one example, I've connected with the UC Davis
Envision program, which is a program designed for first generation college students and
students from underrepresented groups. And here, I get to work with students across
California and help them consider graduate school. And even if I can't help them
directly, I can still give them pointers and advice to help them pursue their research
interests. In grad school, I've also had the opportunity to work with the California History
Social Science Project where I use my research to support K-12 educators. This doesn't
directly contribute to my degree, but it is fulfilling and it reminds me that the work that I
do is relevant and valid. For example, one of the things I got to do this year is I got to
work on an essay about Chinese exclusion. And in talking about Chinese exclusion, and
the railroads, it wasn't just about, “oh, the railroads were built and here's all the great
things that happened,” but really the racism that Chinese immigrants faced and the
exclusion that they had to encounter just to be able to provide for their families and send
money back home, or just to be here in the United States. And I think that this example,
also, you know, works with other things that I've done, like creating lesson plans and
teaching resources that tell stories of groups who are historically underrepresented. And
all these things that I'm reading can contribute to that work. And so even though most
people don't think about this kind of public engagement work in that way, I still find this
really exciting and useful. And I would say one of the other things that I've realized and
being in graduate school now is that I have a voice and a platform to share ideas and
tell stories that haven't been told, or could be told differently. In my most upcoming
project about the first Latino California Supreme Court Justice Cruz Reynoso, I'm very
excited to talk about his legal career, which was always guided by his social justice
principles and his commitment to equity. And this project gives me a space to talk about
a Latinx person whose story is part of the broader history of California and the United
States. And this is a perspective that not everyone thinks of or sees as immediately
relevant. And so I have the space to be able to talk about this and ideally create a social
impact.

And reflecting on all of these things together, I remember that academia is imperfect.
There's a lot that can and should be fixed. But even so there are first generation
students of color like myself who are thriving and actively choosing to support others
along the way. Your academic journey doesn't have to be the studious academic writing
a book in isolation, your research can have a social impact. So my story has been about
being a first generation college student, but I wonder if you, Maria Carolina, could tell us
a bit more about being an international student in academia?

Maria Carolina’s Story

Maria Carolina: Thank you, Daniel. Some of our listeners might be surprised at some
of the ways in which the international student experience intersects with the first
generation experience. And I am glad I get to talk about this so more students realize
our connections and the need to stand in solidarity with one another.
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In my case, I guess we could say I was and am in the privileged-latinoamericana-nerd
who goes on the undergrad-to masters-to-phd pipeline. As an undergrad student in
literary studies back in my homecountry, Colombia, I thrived. I remember how I even
judged other students who didn’t succeed in the same way. I was so shamefully
unaware of how many unfair systems and unjust hierarchies were holding me together,
and pushing through, and sustaining me at the top. But once I crossed an international
border with my student US visa stamped on my Colombian passport… [in the
background: the sound of scaffolding falling apart] most of the scaffolding that held me
at the top was suddenly not there.

I spent years of graduate school feeling, inadequate, incompetent and like a total
imposter. I had people back home supporting me, yes, but they were as ignorant about
the rules of this game I was playing as I was. And they were expecting big things from
me. I felt like I couldn't and shouldn't ask for help, so I didn't. I pushed through anxiety,
depression and imposter syndrome while I tried and pretty much failed to find "my tribe"
in this new and unfamiliar academic system.

And then… the COLA movement at the university of California came about. [In the
background: a crowd chanting "Join the strike"]. In the Fall quarter of 2019, UC system
grad students went on strike to demand a Cost of Living Adjustment or COLA which
basically is a raise in our salaries that would allow us to cover rent and basic necessities
in a state as expensive as California.

And I want to remind those joining me at the mic today and anyone who is listening that
this movement was spearheaded by international students, particularly those at UC
Santa Cruz which is where the COLA movement started. And there are more than a few
reasons for that. International students are governed by very strict work regulations: we
can only work for the academic institution where we study and we can only be paid for
20 hours of work a week. That means even if we are rent burdened,  we can’t rely on
side hustles. And, we often miss out on paid opportunities at the university because
staff and professors are not aware of these regulations, so they design employment or
research opportunities that are out of bounds for international students. And more often
than not, we come from countries with devalued currencies so any savings or family
funds don't tend to go a long way, if they exist at all.

Not surprisingly, then, when graduate students were giving the University some grief,
the UC administration went after international students first. We were the easy target.
As we went on strike, our employment was threatened. They threatened our
employment and with that they threatened our visas. Basically, international students
who joined the strike could potentially have faced deportation.

But many of us went on strike regardless. And I am so thankful to have been a part of
this because it brought this moment of real conciencia. One day, at UC Santa Barbara,
in the middle of this strike, a large number of us were walking out to join the picket line
when we started receiving texts or calls from our fellow strikers warning us that there
was a high possibility of police presence on campus. I decided I couldn’t leave the
building that I was in since an encounter with the police has the potential to really mess
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up my life. Any police detention immediately initiates a student visa cancellation. So as I
decided to stay in the building and wait it out… I suddenly saw myself surrounded with
other people who, for pretty similar reasons, can’t risk an encounter with the police
either: black students, latino students, undocumented students, formerly incarcerated
students.

From that day on, my dissertation and my intellectual inquiries took a turn and this Ph.D
program now means so much more than just a credentializing process where I earn a
prestigious degree and confirm how smart I am.  My research is meaningful to me and,
hopefully, to other people like me. And I firmly believe that this research came about
because of who I am, as a result of perspectives that only I could offer. If it confirms
anything, it is a confirmation that I and other international students from the Global
South are here in the US for far more important destinies than to perform a diluted
diversity for our U.S American counterparts. The tricky thing is, in order to do that, we
first need to burst out of the bubbles of privilege that brought us here in the first place.
So right now my biggest aspiration for my research and my public facing work is to open
the minds of other international students who might not have realized that we need to
stand and study and act in solidarity with undocumented, black and brown, formerly
incarcerated, neurodivergent, and disabled students. Acting in any other way is using
advanced education as an excuse for negligence.

All of that said, growing up in the bubble that I grew up in,  I will openly admit that I still
need a lot of help in figuring out how to be a good educator or colleague or friend to so
many people with such diverse backgrounds. And I thank you, Heather, for sharing your
stories with us this week. Stories that I'm sure our audience will find as illuminating as I
did.

Heather’s Story

Heather: Thank you Maria Carolina, I think our audience will benefit from the ways we
each are vulnerable in exploring our places of privilege and places of struggle. And
acknowledging that, I want to give a forewarning that my story contains scenes of
sexual violence and suicide. Listeners who do not want to be exposed to such topics
are encouraged to skip ahead 5 minutes.

My roots are the redneck, redwoods of Northern California. Dad was a landscaper and
arborist. He cared for plants and trees and smelled of grass clippings and gasoline.
Mother was a madwoman, disappearing throughout my childhood to rehab, mental
health ward, jail. Child protective services swallowed me by 9. Woods and books were
my escape. For me, nature and literature have always been entangled: on his rare time
off, my dad and I would read and write poems on the beach below redwood-spined
bluffs to the rhythm of waves on shore. When he died of ALS, I entered the juvenile
justice system as a truant. “You’re going to end up a high school dropout, a prostitute, or
both,” the owner of the group home warned me. So I graduated high school out of spite.
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From community college I transferred to UC Berkeley once again to prove him – and
everyone else – wrong. I refused to become another “at-risk youth” statistic. One night,
walking home from the BART station after work, a man grabbed me from behind, put his
hand over my mouth and dragged me into the bushes beside the campus gym. I bit his
hand and when he recoiled, I screamed “don’t ******* touch me!”  He sprinted away up
Bancroft, the road lining campus, his blue and yellow GO BEARS windbreaker flapping
in the darkness. I had already felt out of place on campus before that. It was just
another knot in a string of trauma. But after that attack, I felt like a flower ripped from the
earth, withered and wary.

And this got me thinking about how to blossom in environments that treat you like a
weed. The university, to me, is this type of environment. A kind of lawn. Manicured,
green, uniform, ordered. For most of Western history, this fenced lawn was a tightly
woven mat of one species of grass: able-bodied, wealthy white men. Despite white
privilege greasing my trajectory in many ways, I’ve still always felt like a weed here.
Trauma didn’t make me tough: it made me weird. Too messy, too emotional, too spiny,
too much for the hallowed grounds of the university. I’ve felt those hands grasping again
and again over the years, trying to pull me from my grounding. At one point they
succeeded. I quit college and went back to my roots, working for the parks like my dad.
And it was there I met the yellow star thistle. A noxious weed. Try to rip it from the
ground: it’s covered in spikes that draw blood. That pierce through heavy gloves. And
the yellow star thistle taught me an important lesson about surviving in a hostile
environment: never underestimate the power of spite. Of spine. Of spike. Of root. I went
back to school to find characters who bite back.

Male writers love to suicide ruined women. Antigone on a rope in a cave. Ophelia, who
spoke in flowers, drowned. So when slogging through my PhD reading list, I was
delighted to meet Tess D’Urbervilles. Spoiler alert and trigger warning: Tess is a sexual
assault survivor terrorized by her rapist across 592 Victorian pages. Yes, of course she
dies too, it was the 19th century: labeled criminal, a weed to the lawn of civil society,
executed. But before they could rip her out, she stabbed her rapist to death. She bit
back. She was a noxious weed. Whenever I read about a dead weed like Tess, I like to
imagine an alternate ending. What would it take for her survive? Across my research I
found my answer: community. Our roots bolster each other, when entwined it’s nearly
impossible to pull us out. We need to cultivate symbiotic -- that is, mutually nourishing,
in the language of ecology -- plots like this. Unions. Mutual Aid Networks. Twitter
hashtags. Protests. Petitions. For me, this has looked like forming a campus disability
justice committee where students fight for their rights to equal access. It has looked like
a donation-based food pantry in our department, where we share meals with one
another when our meager paychecks don’t cover our cost of living.  It has looked like a
whisper network where survivors share stories and warn each other away from
predatory professors and other campus creeps. In each case, I’ve let go of spite,
blossoming in community with my peers. To paraphrase the great poet Tupac, let’s
become the roses that grow from the cracks in concrete. If enough of us grow, we can
crack the ivory tower.
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Conclusion

Daniel: Different as we are, our stories brought us together today. We share them with
you now in the hopes that future university students will say: this is our garden and we
grow it in each other's company. Wherever you come from and whatever you study or
plan to study, you belong. You can plant your roots here and nourish the soil around you
with your unique insights. You are in academia or will get here not in spite of who you
are, but because of who you are.


