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In the summer of 2005, the Minnesota Family 
Project made a 33-stop tour through strategic 
towns in greater Minnesota.  A photo exhibit 
documenting contemporary immigrant life was 
installed on the outside of a 36’ truck, and the 
inside was converted to a mobile gallery.  As the 
truck parked in county fairs, town squares and 
public events, viewers were photographed then 
asked to write a brief family history highlighting 
their personal stories of immigration.  The 
resulting portraits – 1,000 in total, showing over 
2,000 Minnesotans – were pinned to the walls 
of the mobile gallery, creating an overwhelming 
portrait of Minnesota’s residents and their 
reasons for migrating. 
 

Recent studies have shown the depth of 
misunderstanding many Minnesotans have 
about the changes in their communities.  Many 
people do not accept immigration as a fact of 
life, expecting immigrants to eventually return 
to where they came from. Host communities 
are often unwilling to share power with newer 
residents, viewing human beings trying to make 
better lives for themselves as ‘alien’ or criminal 
(at worst) or incomprehensible and strange (at 
best).  
 

Meanwhile, immigrants face daily challenges in 
achieving the American Dream. The federal 
immigration system is widely acknowledged as 
broken and ineffective. Efforts in Washington to 
pass comprehensive immigration reform 
struggle for support, and a bill in Minnesota to 
provide in-state tuition rates for immigrant 
students was struck down. It is critical for the 
immigrant rights movement to address these 
issues, so that our organizing for better policies 
will unite communities – not divide them. The 
Minnesota Family Project contributed to public 
dialogue on these issues in an innovative way. 
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OVERVIEW 
 

 

 

Town Event 

St. Paul – West Side La Placita Market 

Minneapolis - Riverside Somali Independence Day Celebration 

St. Paul – Como Park Hmong Soccer Tournament 

St. Paul State Capitol 

St. Charles Winona County Fair 

Worthington International Festival 

Madelia Park Days Festival 

Hopkins Raspberry Festival 

Mound Spirit of the Lakes Festival of the Arts 

Faribault Rice County Fair 

Fergus Falls West Ottertail County Fair 

Pelican Rapids Public Library 

Walnut Grove Laura Ingalls Wilder Festival 

Blue Earth Faribault County Fair 

Chaska River City Days 

Sauk Center Stearns County Fair 

Rochester Olmstead County Fair 

Albert Lea Freeborn County Fair 

Minneapolis Walker Art Center 

Minneapolis Sagrado Corazon church 

Austin Mower County Fair 

Marshall Lyon County Fair 

St. Peter Nicollet County Fair 

Owatonna Steele County Free Fair 

Worthington Nobles County Fair 

Proctor Hoghead Festival 

Grand Rapids Itasca County Fair 

St. Paul Hormel strike anniversary event 

St. Paul – West Side Youth Apprenticeship Project celebration 

St. Paul – West Side Youth Farm Harvest Festival 

St. Peter Rock Bend Folk Festival 

Minneapolis College of St. Catherine 

St. Paul UNITE HERE International Union 

11 Weeks 

22 Towns visited across Minnesota 

33 Public events visited state-wide 

3200 Miles driven 
1000 Photographs taken 

2000+ People in the portraits 

~300 Dream Act petitions signed 
~500 Names added to Freedom Network 

database 

4 Project organizers hired (3 immigrants) 
20+ Volunteers traveling to rural Minnesota 
20+ Organizations involved in planning/ 

endorsing the project 

20+ Press hits featuring positive headlines 
about immigrants in Minnesota 



BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
Facts & Figures on Immigration to Minnesota  
(from “Discovering Common Ground: Immigration in Minnesota” © 2004 The Minneapolis Foundation) 
 
Why Minnesota? 
During the 1990s alone, Minnesota’s foreign-born 
population more than doubled, from 110,000 to 240,000.  
 

For many immigrants, Minnesota provides the first 
glimpse of life in the United States. Others settle briefly 
elsewhere in America, but relocate to Minnesota because 
of family ties, economic and educational opportunities, or 
for other reasons. 
 

Minnesota is attractive to immigrants for the same 
reasons it is attractive to the rest of us: a strong economy, 
good quality of life, educational opportunities, and a 
thriving civic and cultural life. Minnesota also has a 
history of active volunteerism regarding immigration and refugee resettlement, led primarily by faith-based 
organizations. 
 

Immigration Contributions 
Tensions may arise as new immigrants establish themselves socially and financially. Some established Minnesotans 
may feel resentment or competition towards relative newcomers who appear to be surpassing them economically. 
Others may fear that already scarce resources will be spread even more thinly as services such as job training and 
English language instruction are provided to new immigrants. And some people are simply intolerant of cultural 
differences. 
 

Yet, the contributions of immigrants benefit us all in many ways: 
 

Work—filling jobs and providing services. Some industries, such as food processing and meat packing, are almost 
entirely dependent on immigrant labor. 
 

Economic development—revitalizing neighborhoods and communities that had previously been abandoned, 
depressed, and unsafe. These new businesses and amenities help re-establish a healthy tax base, generating more 
resources for the entire community. 
 

Intellectual capital—benefiting from the ideas and innovations of immigrant scholars. Today’s immigrants will 
contribute tomorrow to advancements in science, technology, health care, and other fields. 
 

Arts, culture, and cuisine—sharing new ideas and customs with Minnesotans to enrich our lives. Today we 
can choose from a robust variety of food, music, and artistic offerings—such as salsa, spaghetti, fortune cookies, 
jazz, murals, and soccer—that were all either introduced or influenced by other cultures. 
 

Economic Impact 
Immigrants contribute to the economy in multiple ways: by paying taxes, filling job vacancies, engaging in 
entrepreneurial activities and neighborhood revitalization, and also through the consumption of goods and services. 
Since the majority of immigrants arrive at a young working age, they contribute to the economy for decades, often 
while remaining ineligible to receive some social service benefits. 
 

It’s true there are significant short-term costs associated with immigration. With the resettlement of refugees in 
particular, education, job training, health care, and other support systems must adapt to meet new and complex 
needs. The long-term economic benefits, however, more than offset those costs. 
 

Studies continue to emerge that document the net financial gains that immigration produces. Economics, however, 
are just one aspect of immigration; civic and humanitarian, intellectual and artistic, and other important 
contributions are difficult to quantify. 



Minnesota Immigrant Freedom Network 
The lead organization on the Minnesota Family Project, the Minnesota Immigrant Freedom Network, is 
a nonprofit, nonpartisan organization whose mission is to fix the broken immigration system in this 
country through grass-roots organizing, leadership development, legislative victories, community 
education, using art to express our message, and civic participation.   
 

The Freedom Network grew out of the national Immigrant Workers Freedom Ride of 2003 and a 
subsequent Minnesota Freedom Ride in 2004.  Both Freedom Rides were leadership development and 
coalition-building efforts that united faith, labor and community organizations in support of four main 
principles for immigration reform: legalization and a path to citizenship, family reunification, workplace 
rights and civil liberties. The Freedom Network is also the principal community advocate for the Dream 
Act, a public policy initiative in the Minnesota Legislature that would grant in-state tuition rates to 
undocumented immigrant students. 
 

Comprehensive Immigration Reform 
The Minnesota Immigrant Freedom Network is a member of the coordinating committee of the 
Coalition for Comprehensive Immigration Reform (CCIR). Based in Washington, DC, the mission and 
central purpose of the CCIR is to pass progressive comprehensive immigration reform.  CCIR is a new 
collaborative developed by national and local community, immigrant, labor and policy leaders in 2004.   
 

The New American Opportunity Campaign (NAOC) is the legislative campaign for comprehensive 
immigration reform powered by strategic, coordinated activities provided by immigrant advocacy, grass-
roots, religious and labor organizations across the United States and on Capitol Hill.  The NAOC 
organizes and mobilizes the voices and power of the pro-immigrant movement in support of national 
legislation that incorporates key principles for immigration reform: 
 •  Reform Must Be Comprehensive 
 •  Provide a Path to Citizenship 
 •  Protect Workers 
 •  Reunite Families 
 •  Restore the Rule of Law and Enhance Security 
 •  Promote Citizenship and Civic Participation  

•  Help Local Communities 
 

Minnesota Dream Act 
The Dream Act would provide equal access to higher education for all 
students in Minnesota who: 
• Have attended high school within the state for at least 3 years 
• Have graduated from a state high school or attained the equivalent 

of high school graduation  
• Have registered and been accepted to a public college or university 
 

The Dream Act applies to all Minnesota students regardless of 
immigration status and is therefore compliant with federal law. Similar laws have been passed in 
California, Texas, Washington, New York, Oklahoma, Illinois, Kansas, New Mexico and Utah. Eighteen 
other states are considering passing similar legislation.  Approximately 500 students would be affected 
annually in Minnesota. There is no fiscal note attached to the bill. 
 

The Dream Act is a recognition of the fact that the young people at stake did not have a say in the 
decision to come to the U.S.  We believe it is wrong to hold them liable for an immigration status that 
was derived from their parents.  The Dream Act would give them the same opportunity to excel as their 
classmates – no more and no less. 
 



THE IMPACT OF THE PROJECT  
The Minnesota Family Project was admired by community leaders, 
journalists, scholars, participants, and observers for its unique, multi-
layered approach to addressing issues of immigration and race.  The 
project was successful in its civic integration, participant response, 
strong messaging and positive press coverage, strategic community 
organizing of Somali, Hmong and Latino Minnesotans, community 
education, leadership development of staff and volunteers, and using 
art as a catalyst for social justice. 
 

It is also extremely important to note that the Minnesota Family 
Project successfully addressed one of society’s worst fears: racism. 
Using a racial justice framework, the project facilitated the following 
levels of understanding: 
 

Intrapersonal:  Adding one’s story to the wall of immigration stories – 
or even just observing the exhibit – facilitated an internal 
understanding of one’s place in the bigger picture of who is living in 
Minnesota.  It also visually demonstrated that the reasons for 
migration are common to all immigrants. These realizations reduce 
the sense of ‘otherness’ between the viewer and community members 
from different backgrounds. 
 

Interpersonal:  The Minnesota Family Project gave white 
Minnesotan participants an opportunity to interact with immigrant 
staff members, sometimes in their first cross-cultural conversation.  
Normalizing relations between different community members will 
take countless more interactions like these over time – but a positive 
experience with our project staff facilitated the process of building 
familiarity and comfort. 
 

Institutional:  The project was strategically planned to support 
organizing for the Dream Act, a proposed policy in the Minnesota 
Legislature which addresses anti-immigrant structures in the public 
education system. Every signature we gained on a Dream Act 
petition, every visitor our student volunteers educated on this issue, 
every newspaper subscriber who read the story of a Dream Act 
student in an article about our project, every viewer who asked about 
the photos of Dream Act students on the outside of the truck – built 
awareness and support for institutional change.  By conducting this 
education in politically strategic towns, we built grass-roots support in 
the places it is most needed during the next legislative session. 
 

Structural:  Structural racism encompasses history, culture, and 
interconnected institutions and policies.  The Minnesota Family 
Project worked on two of these levels.  The populist version of history 
presented by the portrait exhibit equalized all residents and included 

them in a retelling of the history of our state.  The temporary exhibit created over the summer will be 
preserved  and made accessible on the web by the University of Minnesota's Immigration History 
Research Center (IHRC), widely regarded as the nation's premiere archive on the immigrant experience.  
 

When work is completed in mounting the material, the Minnesota Family Project will become the most 
extensive and diverse collection of visual documentation on recent Minnesota immigration available on 
 



the web.  According to the IHRC’s leadership, it will be of immeasurable value to students and teachers 
at all levels as well to researchers, media representatives, and 
individuals throughout the state and beyond.  In time, its value 
will only increase as future generations strive to understand the 
human dimension of immigration at this crucial time in our 
history. 
 
Bringing professional quality art to a community festival or 
county fair in itself is transformative, removing the perception of 
elitism that often surrounds ‘high’ art.  When the subject of this 
art is a racial justice issue, it actively works to transform the 
culture of rural Minnesota – both on an artistic and a social level. 
 
Further analysis of the project’s success is detailed as follows: 
 
Civic integration: The Minnesota Family Project was 
strategically planned as a populist, non-threatening vehicle for 
facilitating awareness and a sense of commonality about 
immigrant families.  Rather than organize events of supporters, 
we chose to bring ourselves to mainstream public gatherings, 
from the Faribault County Fair in Blue Earth to the Proctor Hog 
Head Festival, from the town square in Walnut Grove to the 
public library in Pelican Rapids.  Our intention was to listen as 
much as it was to advocate.   
 
With the photography exhibits, we made our point visually rather 
than verbally.  Documentary photographs showed immigrants 
not as job-stealing criminals, but as workers, parents, consumers 
and students.  Our portrait project didn’t discriminate – we told 
the stories of all of today’s Minnesotans.   

 
Staff interactions with each other and with participants provided 
a model of normalcy in interracial relationships.  We 
intentionally hired three immigrant organizers so we would have 
the capacity to speak with visitors in English, Spanish, Somali 
and Hmong.  The compressed experience of traveling together 
created a family-type atmosphere amongst our staff, which in 
turn modeled a powerful social message to visitors. Additionally, 
our intelligent and friendly organizers demonstrated the growing 
professionalism of immigrants across the state.  Although it was 
often an uncomfortable experience for them, our staff were 
mindful of being the first immigrant some visitors had ever had a 
one-to-one conversation with. 
 
Participant Response:  The space we created both inside the 
truck and out provided a platform for immigrants and host communities to talk about their experiences 
and issues in a unique and safe environment.  The process of photographing and printing a portrait took 
10-15 minutes, giving our staff an opportunity to connect with visitors, learning more about their lives 
and sharing information about what we were doing.  Those who desired more information were given 
copies of the recent Minneapolis Foundation report on immigration in Minnesota.  



At each stop, we regularly met several families or 
individuals who became quite enthusiastic about our 
project, and stayed to talk with us for significant periods 
of time. At community festivals, many people 
approached the truck after hearing about us through 
word of mouth, or seeing someone else’s pictures. In 
Albert Lea, the cameraman from the local evening news 
not only convinced the rest of the TV crew to participate, 
but he brought his grandchildren in – and a week later, 
made sure we received TV coverage when we stopped 
back in Austin.  In Marshall, the oldest Somali resident in 
town rounded up all fourteen of his children to be 
photographed.  In Worthington, the only town we visited 
twice, families returned to find their portraits again inside 
the truck, then offered themselves up for a second round 
of photographs. 
 
The portrait and survey process required families to 
examine their own histories.  On dozens of occasions, the 
living room-type space inside the truck was utilized for 
conversations about immigration, or as a comfortable 
space to retell the story of their family’s immigration.  
Because of the equalizing nature of the exhibit, 

immigrant participants were able to see themselves included in the big picture of Minnesota, and reacted 
with enthusiasm.  Overall, the thousands of people who participated in the project and took a few 
minutes to absorb the photo exhibit were overwhelmingly positive about their experiences. 
 
Strong messaging:  At the project’s outset, we spent time crafting the message of immigration reform 
from a human angle. In a majority of towns, the print media responded with full-page coverage, often on 
the front page.  In each story, we communicated a message of inclusion, emphasizing the connection to 
immigration history: the Minnesota Family Project is about all of us.  “We are a nation of immigrants” is 
a phrase that is commonly cited, but what does it mean?  Our exhibit illustrated what a nation of 
immigrants and indigenous people looks like. Keeping with our advocacy strategy, the example we gave 
to anyone asking for more information about the photos was a story about Dream Act students. 
 
Our message was intended to lead people through three phases of understanding: 
 

• We must acknowledge the changes that are 
happening in our community. 

 
• We must accept these changes as 

permanent. 
 
• We must be more proactive in making our 

state more welcoming for newcomers. 
 
In the end, our most powerful presentation was not the words we said, 
but the images we produced.  To walk into our gallery and be 
surrounded by hundreds of portraits, of all races and ages and 
ethnicities – was to find someone who looked like you or reflected 
your background, along with someone who looked like your neighbor  
 

Stories were featured in: 
Minneapolis Star-Tribune 
St. Paul Pioneer Press 
Blue Earth County 
Register 
Chaska Herald 
Faribault Daily News 
Fergus Falls Daily 
Journal 
Gente de Minnesota 
Lazos Hispanos 
La Prensa de Minnesota 
Marshall Independent 
Owatonna People’s Press 
Proctor Daily Journal 
Rochester Post-Bulletin 
Winona Daily News 
Worthington Daily Globe 
KAAL-6 (ABC), Austin  
Somali Community TV 

 



or co-worker or the person standing in line next to you at the grocery store. The portrait-taking project 
placed every visitor’s family background in context with each other, facilitating a broader perspective on 
who lives in this state and why, and humanizing the experience of human migration. 
 
Strategic Community Organizing & Education:  The towns we chose to visit were not picked at 
random.  Most of the places we visited have experienced a demographic shift in the past decade, with a 
significant rise in immigrant populations.  A fewer number of towns were chosen strategically for their 
political importance – places where we hoped to pick up local support for immigrant issues. 

 
Consequently, the conversations we had 
were useful in making connections for 
future advocacy.  We collected names two 
ways: on a neutral sign-in sheet, and on 
petitions supporting higher education for 
immigrant students.  Student leaders from 
our Dream Act work traveled with us, 
educating people about their issues and 
soliciting signatures.  As a result, we 
educated hundreds of Minnesotans on 
immigrant policy issues at a grass-roots 
level, which will build support for state and 
federal policies. 
 
Traveling the state helped us increase our 
networks in these strategic districts.  In 
Mound, we met the City Manager and a 
community-minded high school teacher.  
In Madelia, we met an ESL teacher who 
had been monitoring our progress on the 
Dream Act with a group of her students 
who would be affected by a change in 
policy. In Chaska, we bumped into a 
student who had participated in our 
Student Day at the Capitol, and as a 
graduate wanted to stay involved in our 
work. In Blue Earth, we talked to the 
president of the Minnesota Soybean 
Growers Association. We met Historical 
Society directors, Chamber of Commerce 
members and Diversity Directors from 
local universities.  We met unofficial 
immigrant community organizers from 
Moorhead, Marshall and Walnut Grove.  
We met migrant workers, meat-packers 
and entrepreneurial immigrants who were 
starting new businesses.  We met small-
town ministers, family farmers and local 
journalists. In every town, we connected 
with people we will call on in the future to 
aid our efforts to provide equity for 
immigrants. 
 

from the Worthington Daily Globe, July 11, 2005 
On the inner walls of the truck the answers to 
the questions with the photos show that the 
reasons for immigrating to the United States 
haven't changed much over the years. 
 
"We came to study." 
 
"To make a better life." 
 
"They came to get freedom." 
 
Where the families came from ranges from Laos 
to Ireland to Mexico to the Czech Republic. But 
the reasons they came are remarkably similar. 
 
"Whether it was 1882 or 1996, they came for 
freedom," said Amina Dualle, one of the eight 
people traveling with Ziegler. "The same reason 
ten generations ago and today." 
 
Also traveling with Ziegler is Erik Rodriguez, 
a young college student from Minneapolis. After 
graduating from the Minnesota public school 
system, he is being forced to pay out-of-state 
tuition for college because he and his family 
are undocumented. 
 
"I go to school full-time, and work 40 hours a 
week," Rodriguez said. "Plus I help out with my 
family as much as I can." 
 
Rodriguez's mother is a single parent raising 
four children. 
 
"Immigrants are making valuable contributions 
to our society," Ziegler said. "They are 
spending money in our communities, and paying 
taxes." She believes giving people a positive 
experience might just help Minnesotans be more 
accepting of immigrants. 
 
"We need to be more proactive in making our 
communities a better place to live," Ziegler 
added. "Politically and culturally." 
 
Sai Vang, another member of the project crew, 
spoke of shifting demographics, using the town 
of Walnut Grove as an example. 
 
"Ten years ago there were few immigrants 
there," Vang said. "Now in Walnut Grove half 
the population is Hmong."   

Content (c) 2005 Daily Globe 
 



Leadership Development 
Prior to the project’s start, we understood that the unique 
experience of traveling the state and connecting with rural 
immigrants at a grass-roots level would be a significant learning 
experience for the project’s staff and volunteers.  Therefore, we 
solicited emerging leadership  from partner organizations, the 
Somali Action Alliance and the Coalition for Community 
Relations, to ensure our organizers’ summer work would have a 
long-term impact and be rooted in those organizations’ work.  
Mentors from those organizations set goals with our organizers, 
and checked in frequently on their progress.   
 
Our Latino organizer was an accomplished student leader from 
our Dream Act program.  An intern who had come to us through 
a college internship program became our project and media 
coordinator.  At all times, we had between one and six Dream 
Act students at public events with us.  Other volunteers included 
family members and friends of our staff.  Consequently, we often 
had a group of ten or twelve people with us when we set up the 
exhibit. 
 
Though they had all been involved in their communities, none of our summer staff had ever worked as 
an organizer before.  We were intentional about mentoring these young people, and we are already 
seeing the results.  Two of our organizers were accepted to a prestigious local organizer training 
program, and one has been placed with the Freedom Network for her apprenticeship.  Our project 
coordinator has returned to her college, where she is leading a social justice class in addition to amping 
up her other activities.  Our Dream Act student leader will be starting a student group at her new college 
in Rochester, and the volunteer leaders are helping us develop curriculum that will be implemented 
throughout the state in our education program this spring. 
 
Staff and volunteers were enthusiastic about the benefits of their participation.  Many mentioned having 
less fear in talking to people and having conversations with strangers.  They felt that they had learned 
how to communicate with people of different backgrounds and how to change their communication style 
to fit different situations.  All mentioned the strong relationships they had formed with each other, which 
will surely become a powerful asset as they continue to take on social justice work in their own 
communities and cross-culturally in the future. 
 



Art as a Catalyst for Social Justice 
The Minnesota Family Project was conceived by a photographer as a 
means for publicly exhibiting her documentary photography.  The 
interactive portrait-and-interview project was developed as a way to 
encourage viewers to interact with the ideas behind the photographs.  
Combined, the documentary and portrait elements of the Family Project 
exhibit became an extraordinary demonstration of the growing presence of 
immigrant communities in rural and suburban Minnesota, uncovering the 
human ties that connect us all. 
 

The portraits and interviews provided a way to enter a small part of the 
subject’s life, to understand a bit more about who they were, to find 
answers to questions you always wanted to ask but couldn’t.  The sheer 
variety of people photographed offers a broad view of our state’s 
population.  These included: 
 

• Rural Girl Scout campers, who had come to Walnut Grove for the Laura Ingalls Wilder pageant 
• The Hopkins Raspberry Festival royal family, from the Junior King to 

the Senior Ambassador 
• A Czech Concertina band playing on the banks of Lake Minnetonka 
• A Laotian dance troupe in Worthington 
• An impressive group of teen leaders from the West Side of St. Paul 
• Men and women in red Target t-shirts, who came from across 

Minnesota to sing patriotic songs on the steps of the State Capitol at its 
centennial celebration on the 4th of July 

• The contenders for Queen of the Rice County Fair in Faribault 
• People attending Sunday Mass at Sagrado Corazón, the largest Latino 

congregation in the state 
 

Through our partnership with the Science Museum of Minnesota, we were 
able to explore new ways of using technology for art and community 
engagement.  Together, we developed a system for digitally photographing 
people then generating instant portraits and surveys.  
 

The Minnesota Family Project set a 
precedent in the level of civic 
engagement and political strategy 
that could be effectively entwined 
with high artistic goals. Participants, 
attracted by the ability to walk away 
with a free, professional portrait in 
under fifteen minutes, were drawn 
into experiencing the project, 
opening themselves up to our 
educational messages.   On the flip 
side, driving around in a truck 
emblazoned with people of color 
also alienated some potential 
participants. Please see the 
“Observations” section of this 
report for more details. 



ON THE ROAD 
The kinds of places we stayed illustrate the types of connections we made this summer. Staying in such a 
broad range of places strengthened our contacts in individual towns, and gave our staff a unique 
perspective for understanding rural life. 
 
Visiting former participants of the Immigrant Workers Freedom Ride 
across the state, we reinforced existing relationships and checked in with 
our rural immigrant leadership.  In Faribault, we stayed with the family of 
two of our Dream Act student leaders.  Gloria, their mom, told us her story 
about coming to the U.S. as a young woman in the trunk of a car, and the 
necessities in Guatemala that had caused her to endure this.  In Rochester, 
one Freedom Rider cleared out her house so our group of ten could take it 
over.  In Worthington, we stayed up until 3 am, waiting for another 
Freedom Rider’s fabled Mexican tacos to be prepared.  In Bigelow (pop. 
231), we were hosted by another Freedom Rider, who walked us over to a 
newly renovated bilingual elementary school he was helping establish.  
Opening this September, it will be the first of its kind in rural Minnesota. 
 
We also made connections with immigrant families new to the Freedom 
Network, giving us a base to work from in the future.  In Pelican Rapids, 
we stayed with relatives of friends, a Somali family who told us stories about 
their three years working in the turkey processing plant and the challenges 
their children faced in the public education system.   
 
In Walnut Grove (pop. 599), a tiny town that has experienced a significant 
rise in the Hmong population in the past five years, we had planned to 
camp out overnight.  Parking the truck in the town square, we began 
speaking with a local Hmong couple. Before we knew it, they had taken us 
back to their home, fed us dinner, and invited us to sleep on their living 
room floor.  The next morning they gave us a tour of the town and their 
garden, sending us on our way with a pile of homegrown cucumbers. 
 
At the Faribault County Fair campgrounds in Blue Earth, we parked the 
truck side by side with RV’s of farm families staying to care for their 
animals. Rained out the second night and exhausted from a week on the 
road, we treated ourselves to a night in a Holiday Inn and retreated to the hot tub to warm up.  There 
we met a couple from Chicago who were driving through the Midwest, visiting relatives.  Three weeks 
later, intrigued by our stories, we met them again when they brought their granddaughter out to see the 
project in Minneapolis. 
 
In Marshall, we spent two nights with the local judge, who recounted cases based on cultural 
misunderstandings that had crossed his bench. Rather than penalizing immigrants for not understanding 
American laws, he had been able to resolve several cases in a culturally sensitive way. It was inspiring to 
hear how progressive individuals were taking action on a grass-roots level. 
 
These experiences and the people we met on the road became the highlights of the day or week; making 
our summer experience richer and more complete. They are the faces and histories of their towns. Our 
summer might not have been the same had we not experienced the culture and the daily struggles and 
success stories of rural Minnesotans. They have become vital and inspirational to the work that we do 
day-to-day at home in Minneapolis.



Interns Monique Williams and Sarahi Mateo 
at La Placita Marketplace on the West Side 
 

“I learned not to be shy, and 
to speak my mind and speak 
loudly and clearly. And I just 
learned to meet new people.  

Before I thought the West Side 
was boring because maybe I 

didn’t know anybody. 
Everybody stuck to groups.  

Now I think it’s getting better 
because I’m meeting more 

people from all over the 
neighborhood and I’m doing 

more activities around the 
neighborhood.” 

 – Monique Williams, Intern  
 

WEST SIDE ORAL HISTORY PROJECT 
Given its rich history as an immigrant gateway 
community, the West Side of St. Paul was chosen as a 
focal point of the project. Two interns worked to capture 
the stories of the neighborhood by interviewing eight 
long-time residents.  Supervised by a former Freedom 
Network intern at the Neighborhood House, the interns 
learned practical skills of interviewing, transcribing, 
editing and exhibiting their work. 
 
The interns were apprentices in the West Side Citizens 
Organization’s Youth Apprenticeship Project, which 
brought together 25 youth leaders from the 
neighborhood for internships and weekly leadership 
trainings.  As part of our partnership, the Minnesota 
Family Project led two workshops for the class.  All 25 
young leaders participated in group activities, including 
contributing their stories to the truck and conducting 
additional interviews.  
 
A kick-off celebration held at the Youth Farm’s La 
Placita Marketplace emphasized the exhibit’s connection 
to the neighborhood. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Manuel Aguirre 
I was born in Mason City, Iowa on June 
3rd, 1925. We used to work as migrant 
workers. We had a big family; ten of us. 
My parents came from Mexico, so that 
makes me Mexican. 
 
Most of the people that lived on the West 
Side worked in the packinghouse or a 
railroad. There was about three or four 
different plants down there… I went to 
Armour and Company, and they put me 
to work.  
 
That’s the first job I ever had, and the 

only job. I worked there until they closed the plant in 1979, and I got 
thirty-six and a half years in there.  
 
They killed cattle there, they killed hogs, they killed sheep. The 
Jewish rabbi used to come there and they would kill beef for them. 
That was dirty work.  Now I was a minority, and we got put where, 
you know, it smells, and there’s crap and guts and all that you know. 
They put us in dirty departments. We didn’t get the good jobs, but I 
was satisfied because it was a job, and it paid good too.       
[excerpt] 

Monique Williams, Interviewer

 

 

Youth Apprenticeship interns add their stories 
to the truck 

Youth Apprenticeship interns learn more 
about the West Side from long-time 
residents after a panel discussion led by the 
Minnesota Family Project 



OBSERVATIONS 
Our journey through the heart of Minnesota was intense and revealing.  
Before leaving, our staff were trained on methods for dealing with the 
overt racism we expected to encounter.  What we experienced was much 
more subtle and difficult to pinpoint – but no less present than we 
expected.  In all, we had maybe one or two direct confrontations about 
the idea of immigration.  What was much more dominant was a 
noticeable discomfort on the part of many white Minnesotans to engage 
with our staff, the project and our ideas. 
 
From the conversations we were able to have specifically around 
immigration, the following observations emerged: 
 
• When they knew their own histories, the idea of “immigration” was 

not difficult for people to accept – people were willing to make the 
connection between their own families and more recent immigrants.    

 
• Many younger families and individuals, especially in areas where we’ve heard of conflicts with 

immigrants, are not familiar with their family history or immigrant roots.  This leads to a general lack 
of self-identity, a feeling of a lack of 'culture,' and a belief that they have nothing in common with 
recent immigrants. 

 
• In rural areas, a large number of white people declined to speak with us.  On the other hand, 

virtually no recent immigrants walked away without participating in the project.  The disparity 
could not have been due to language barriers, since our staff was fluent in English as well as immigrant 
languages. 

 
• Many white visitors displayed a perceivable lack of comfort in speaking with our non-white, immigrant 

staff and volunteers.  Rachel, our white project coordinator, also noted, “I definitely felt a lack of 
comfort in people as they talked with me as well, as though they felt threatened or felt that their 
personal values or boundaries were going to be attacked or negated.” 

 
• Minnesotans want to see themselves as being welcoming and doing the right thing.  Many white 

people talked about specific immigrant individuals they knew or had helped.  Very few seemed to 
understand or were willing to acknowledge institutional barriers preventing immigrant integration.  As 
Rachel put it, “the 'Minnesotan Nice' is definitely prevalent, but in two forms: in one form, it is a 
genuine willingness to learn about recent immigrants and their connections to the rest of us, but it is 
under the category of supporting "diversity" instead of fighting for justice and equality.  The second 
form is a surface-level willingness to learn, but an actual indifference to immigrant issues and a lack of 
understanding of the connection between all of us.  There is a third category, not including 'Minnesota 
Nice' at all, which includes those who are unwilling to stop to talk to us, unwilling to look at the 
exhibit, and unwilling to be equated with anyone besides 'their own' people.” 

 
• Overall, we conclude that a principal barrier preventing immigrant integration in 

greater Minnesota is racism – interpersonal, institutional and systemic. 
 
In general, we found that it was a self-selecting group who were willing to speak with us.  The kinds of 
people willing to approach a large truck emblazoned with people of color seemed to be the kinds of people 
more willing to discuss their thoughts about immigration.  However, we had to get used to the idea that we 
weren’t going to have deep conversations with everyone we photographed. In many cases, we played 
down what we were trying to accomplish in order to attract visitors. Once we shifted our expectations to 

“I realized why people travel 
back to their 'homelands' in 

their later years in life - because 
they suddenly feel such a lack of 

history, a lack of knowledge 
about where they come from and 

what came before them... I 
definitely felt that during this 

summer, and I really hope to be 
able to travel overseas and 

discover more of who I am.” 
– Rachel Satterlee,  

Project Coordinator 



Education  
Minnesota’s public school students now speak more than 70 different 
languages at home. Some students were born in the US and speak 
English fluently, although their parents speak their native language at 
home. Others—more than 50,000 children in the 2003-04 school year—
are classified as “English Language Learners” (ELL). 
 
Because they have a limited ability to speak, read, and write English, 
ELL students often struggle academically. But even the children who 
speak English fluently confront challenges. Many immigrant parents find 
it hard to communicate with teachers and school administrators about 
homework and other important matters. For these students, getting help 
with homework at home—even math, with its current emphasis on word 
problems—is often difficult if not impossible. 
 
This language barrier has implications for parent-child relationships 
beyond the daily completion of school assignments. As children gain 
fluency more quickly than their parents, they become major conduits for 
a range of information parents need. 
 
Although St. Paul and Minneapolis have by far the most students who 
speak a language other than English at home (more than 17,000 and 
12,000, respectively), this phenomenon is not exclusively urban. 
Suburban school districts from Anoka to Burnsville, Wayzata to White 
Bear Lake must find a way to educate hundreds or even thousands of 
such students. In parts of Greater Minnesota—Marshall, Long Prairie, 
Faribault—more than one of every 10 students doesn’t speak English at 
home. In a few small districts, such as Sleepy Eye, Pelican Rapids, and 
St. James, the figure is one of four. 
 
Throughout American history, education has been essential to helping 
immigrants gain a foothold in the US economy and fully participate in 
civic life. Access to higher education will continue to be critical to 
helping the children of today’s immigrants become productive workers, 
citizens, and leaders. 
 
Immigrant adults, too, pursue education—including English language 
classes and job training—often in conjunction with full-time work and 
family life.                 from “Discovering Common Ground: Immigration in 

Minnesota”  ©2004 The Minneapolis Foundation 

learning more about rural life and letting the growing photo exhibit make its own point, conversations 
became more natural.  We became more successful at facilitating good will towards our project and 
promoting the concept of commonality. 
 
Perhaps it was the venues that we chose.  We could have, for example, increased the number of signatures 
we got supporting the Dream Act if we’d spent the summer visiting immigrant churches or diversity 
events.  However, our intention was to experience mainstream, popular Minnesota, and we chose popular 
public events to visit.  As a balance, our schedule did include a smaller number of “friendly” events 
organized by immigrant or allied organizations.  
 
As a result, our view of Minnesota’s “temperature” on immigration is less positive than we would have 
liked to have found – though probably more accurate. One staff member noted that it was better for us to 
have had negative experiences, so that we understand the true nature of the challenges that face us.  
 
Trends we noticed in immigrant communities 
The most common reason for immigrant migration to rural areas is employment – primarily meatpacking 
and agriculture in Minnesota. However, a growing number of immigrant families we met are relocating to 
rural areas to avoid the pressures of urban life. Getting away from people/crowds, avoiding gang violence, 
and joining family who had already moved were all reasons we heard from rural immigrant residents. 
 
As they settle in to their new communities, immigrants 
are establishing more permanent roots.  We met a 
number of new business owners in places like Marshall 
and Owatonna.  Business were primarily food-related 
(restaurants and groceries), catering to the needs of the 
resettled communities.   
 
Educational resources for engaging immigrant parents 
are lacking.  Many immigrant parents are not as 
involved in their children’s education as they could be, 
due to long work hours, language barriers, and a lack 
of understanding of their role in the American 
education system.  Please see sidebar for more 
information on this issue. 
 
Immigrant workers face challenges in the fields and 
factories of rural Minnesota.  In Montgomery, migrant 
workers were surprised this year when their bonuses 
were cut at the end of the harvest season. Particularly 
at places of work without collective bargaining, 
immigrants can be taken advantage of and fear 
retribution if concerns are raised.  Issues of 
documentation and subtle racism can also complicate 
the environment at work. 
 
For many immigrants in rural Minnesota, the 
workplace has become a home.  It was not uncommon 
to for us to meet meat-packers who work seven day 
weeks, with little time for family or community 
involvement. 



CHALLENGES 
Project challenges 
As noted, engaging with many white Minnesotans proved to be challenging in many rural areas.  It was 
sometimes disheartening to travel long distances, pay fair fees, and set up the truck only to convince a 
handful of people to participate. Facing resistance for long hours in humid temperatures was draining for 
staff, and exhaustion became a challenge.  It takes a strong level of tolerance to remain cheerful and 
friendly towards people who are treating you like a pariah, and at times we were too exhausted to be as 
pro-active as necessary to facilitate a positive interaction. 
 
Engaging directly with elected officials was also a challenge. The 2005 
legislative session ran overtime, and when it ended legislators were 
exhausted and ready for a break. Consequently, it was difficult for us to 
connect with them in public.  We balanced this by making grass-roots 
connections with constituents, which will help us connect with their 
legislators in the future. 
 
Long-term challenges 
The roots of the challenges facing immigrants in Minnesota are many, but we can point to two needing 
the most work: racism and a broken immigration system.  To combat these challenges, we plan to 
use the following strategies: leadership development, civic engagement, and anti-racism 
education.   
 
There is also a need to intentionally link up organizing efforts in urban areas with grass-roots efforts in 
rural areas. Similar to other Midwestern states, the most dramatic demographic shifts are occurring in 
rural areas – but most of the immigrant organizing work is occurring in urban settings.  The Minnesota 
Family Project showed the whole picture of immigration, framing it as a state-wide issue.  In order to 
remain relevant and effective, our organizing must continue to incorporate voices and build power in 
greater Minnesota. 
 
Racism 
We cannot entirely fault white Minnesotans for having limited experience in dealing with other races.  
Immigrants from non-Western parts of the world arrive with significant cultural differences, and language 
barriers and long working hours can prevent integration into civic and community life.  On the other 
hand, a lack of experience or racial comfort does become an issue when many white Minnesotans 
demonstrate an unwillingness to become more aware and engaged.  Combined with positional or 
institutional power, this creates an unhealthy atmosphere for disempowered, non-citizen immigrants.   
 
Efforts must be made by both the arriving and receiving communities to bridge these differences.   As a 
general trend, however, new immigrants bear the burden of explaining themselves to the dominant 
culture. 



Our objective is to encourage established Minnesotans to: 
 

• Acknowledge the changes that are happening in 
our community. 

• Accept these changes as permanent. 
• Be more proactive in making Minnesota more 

welcoming for newcomers, ultimately by working in 
coalition on immigration policy changes. 

 
Community dialogue, education, and a long-term cultural 
shift are methods for addressing racism.  Specific goals for 
continued impact of the project include: 
 

• Address the issues of interpersonal, institutional and systemic race 
in an accessible, educational yet challenging way 

• Perpetuate the success of the Minnesota Family Project and enable 
more people to interact with its ideas and content 

• Train individual high school students and community members on 
race, immigration and public policy issues 

• Facilitate dialogues on immigration, race and public policy through 
town hall forums in strategic locations across Minnesota 

 
Broken Immigration System 
As members of the national Coalition for Comprehensive Immigration 
Reform (CCIR), the Freedom Network acknowledges that the immigration 
system is broken, and supports the following key principles for immigration 
reform: 

 
• Reform Must Be Comprehensive 
• Provide a Path to Citizenship 
• Protect Workers 
• Reunite Families 
• Restore the Rule of Law and Enhance Security 
• Promote Citizenship and Civic Participation and Help Local 

Communities 
 
In Minnesota, undocumented immigrant students face barriers to accessing 
higher education. The Dream Act would provide in-state tuition rates to any student graduating from a 
Minnesota high school after at least three years of resident study.  Since 2004, the Freedom Network has 
led a state-wide advocacy campaign to address this issue. 
 



Civic engagement leading to reformed policy and developing rural 
immigrant leadership are both methods for addressing the broken 
immigration system.  Specific goals for continued impact include: 
 

• Educate our elected leadership on issues facing their immigrant 
constituents 

• Increase civic engagement of immigrants and other community 
members  

• Expand our base of grass-roots leadership on immigrant public 
policy issues 

• Train rural immigrant leadership on community organizing 
skills; establish and fund organizations or networks to enable 
these organizers to carry out their work 

• Work with national policy experts to develop a new system that 
would meet the needs of rural immigrants 

 
 

FOLLOW-UP WORK PLAN  
For the Freedom Network, the decision to directly address racial justice 
in our work must be folded into our other long-term goals: 
 

• Building power and political capacity in rural immigrant communities  
• Developing rural immigrant leadership 
• Addressing the fear hindering the civic participation of undocumented immigrants 
• De-escalating the isolation and insulation of immigrant communities 
• Addressing the fear of change among more established Minnesotans  
• Framing a clear, coordinated policy agenda with realistic short- and long-term goals 

 
In sum, as a movement we have far to go to reach interpersonal and civic integration for immigrants.  We 
must challenge ourselves to be creative in our methods for addressing subtle forms of racism.  We must be 
resolved in our efforts to address the inequities in the immigration system through progressive immigration 
policies.  The bottom line is, justice will not be reached until comprehensive immigration reform has been 
achieved.  Only when the policies and systems in our country have been overhauled, and generations of 
Americans show a willingness to accept change,  will our newest residents share dignity,  respect and equal 
rights with long-standing members of our communities.    
 
After this summer's intensive journey through the heart of Minnesota, the Minnesota Immigrant Freedom 
Network has been developing a plan to address critical issues, chiefly racism and lack of civic engagement, 
that challenge community integration in rural areas. 
 
Follow-up plans include: 

• Continue efforts to support policies for comprehensive immigration reform  
• Preserve the content created through a full web archive/database, create traveling version of the 

exhibit  
• Develop curriculum teaching immigrant history and racial justice to high school students  
• Conduct six week training sessions in strategically located high schools across Minnesota, resulting 

in a  series of town hall forums on immigration, race and comprehensive immigration reform 
• Follow-up civic engagement work, coinciding with federal and state legislative sessions with regards 

to advocacy for immigrant policy reform 
 
Please contact the Minnesota Immigrant Freedom Network for more information on projects and plans.
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