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Abstract 

Following the 2016 U.S. presidential election and the government openly anti-immigrant 

rhetoric threatening to deport unauthorized immigrants (including students with DACA 

protection), several actors in Mexico organized to launch the PUENTES program to facilitate 

enrollment of Mexican students living in the U.S. at a Mexican HEI to finish their degrees. In 

this chapter we analyze, from a policy perspective, how a country can prepare to serve their once 

migrant citizens, now returning students, who need to be re-enrolled into the higher education 

system and therefore into the society. Key findings suggest that the program has been successful 

in the following ways: (1) It has provided visibility to the issue of forced migration back to 

Mexico; (2) It helped to expedite changes in legislation that now make it easier for anyone with 

partial studies outside Mexico to continue with their education in an HEI in the country; and (3) 

It provided an alternative, not only to students who faced deportation but also to those who 

willingly saw an opportunity to continue with their studies at an institution in their place of birth. 

Keywords: Higher education · Immigrant and migrant education · Student mobility · 

Returned migration · Educational policy 

 

Introduction 

When talking about internationalization of higher education, one of the first ideas that 

comes to mind is the physical mobility of students from one country to another, either to seek a 

full degree abroad or just to participate in a short-term program. Even though the process of 

internationalization is a complex one that involves several areas and programs, student mobility 

is perhaps the most visible facet of it. The literature around the phenomenon of students traveling 

abroad is vast, but historically, it has focused more on the intentions for and the effects of student 
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mobility seen either as a way of enlightenment or as an activity to achieve upward mobility. 

More recently, a third type of mobility has been gaining attention in research journals, “forced 

internationalization” (Ergin, de Wit & Leask, 2019) or the mobility for the survival of those who 

are forced to leave a country to escape adverse social and political conditions locally. As is the 

case with mobility for enlightenment or with mobility for opportunity, mobility for survival also 

follows similar geographical patterns; students tend to move from the Global South to the Global 

North, from lower-income countries to higher-income countries. However, even though some of 

them seek and get legal asylum, they still get labeled as immigrants or refugees and are facing 

harsh consequences because of the rise in nationalistic anti-immigrant movements in some 

Western countries. 

One such country where this is seen is in the United States (U.S.), where the 2016 

presidential election made evident that many people were willing to support the White House’s 

policies to reduce the number of immigrants. These policies are being executed by imposing 

travel bans to citizens from specific countries and deporting as many unauthorized immigrants as 

possible. It is estimated that there are over 12 million unauthorized immigrants in the U.S. 

(Baker, 2017) and that over half of them were born in Mexico. However, contrary to other types 

of immigrants and refugees, many of these Mexican nationals, particularly the 20% of them who 

are under the age of 24, have been living in the U.S. most of their lives. They are active members 

of the community and have attended schools in the U.S. They are also, against the odds, 

increasingly gaining access to higher education institutions in the U.S. However, these students 

are now facing the risk of being forced to move abroad to a country which is not of their choice, 

one that they are unfamiliar with even though it represents their heritage. 
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Through this chapter, we reflect on and rethink international student mobility “for 

survival”, meaning when students are pushed out by the social/political environment, or even 

forced out of a country. We will discuss the PUENTES program established in Mexico in the 

year 2017 as an example of this type of mobility. This program represents an option for 

Mexican-American higher education students living in the U.S. to continue with their tertiary 

education in Mexico in the event they are deported or if they decide to leave the U.S. voluntarily 

given the current conditions. We present a study that analyzes three dimensions of the 

PUENTES program from a public policy perspective. First, exploring the context that led to the 

design and implementation of PUENTES, as a policy response from higher education institutions 

in Mexico to the changing immigration policies in the U.S. Second, as a program resulting from 

an educational policy decision that seeks providing Mexican-American return students (or 

“retornados” in Spanish) with an alternative to access higher education institutions in Mexico 

and finish their studies. And third, as the potential moral dilemma it poses in terms of granting 

preferred access to deported students in contrast to local students. 

In doing so, this chapter seeks to respond to four guiding questions. First, from a policy 

perspective (1) What characterizes the public problem that the PUENTES program tackles with? 

Second, from the perspective of key actors well informed about the program’s policy and 

processes, (2) Is the PUENTES program effectively responding to such public problem?; (3) 

What elements of the program and the process are being considered as enablers or inhibitors of 

its success?; and finally, (4) What are the intended and unintended consequences of 

implementing a pro- gram like PUENTES? Our analysis of these questions is informed by a 

theoretical framework intersecting two bodies of literature: public policy studies and return 

migration. 
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Theoretical Framework 

Public Policy 

In its most general sense, public policies—as a set of decisions and actions from the 

authority—seek to respond to public problems. A public problem is a situation that negatively 

affects a certain population or community (and its values), but that can be modified through 

decisions that set a course of action. In the literature it is possible to find different definitions of 

public policy which differ in “scope, complexity, decision environment, range of choices, and 

decision criteria” (Haddad, 1995, 17). Definitions explaining public policy range from seeing it 

as an outcome (Blakemore, 2003; Harman, 1984), as an “operational statements of values” 

(Kogan & Bowden, 1975, p. 55); or even, an iterative process in which “values are able to shape 

policy and policy can shape values” (Bell & Stevenson, 2006) raising questions about power 

allocation (Giddens, 1984). The literature also provides definitions on different types of policies: 

(1) Issue-specific which are short-term decisions and target a particular issue; (2) Program 

policy—as is the case of PUENTES—are “concerned with the design of a program or a 

particular area” (Haddad, 1995, p. 18); and (3) multi-programme policies, which deal with 

competing program areas (Haddad, 1995, p.18), to mention a few. 

Conducting policy analysis implies studying “what governments do, why, and with what 

effects” (Bell & Stevenson, 2006, p. 11). Taylor et al. (1997) developed a framework for policy 

analysis that focuses on three aspects of the policy: context, texts, and consequences. This 

chapter addresses the public problem PUENTES tack- les with, its surrounding context, and 

salient potential consequences or outcomes of implementing it as a program policy. 
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Return Migration 

In the field of migration studies, return migration is a wide concept that includes different 

nuances of the same phenomenon. Specifically for the case of return Mexican migrants, Jacobo 

(2017) explains four different distinctions. First, deported migrants include those who return to 

their country of origin or previous residence triggered by a judge’s order targeting specific 

individuals resulting in their expulsion from the U.S. territory. Another modality is repatriation, 

when individuals return to Mexico after staying at least a period of 2 years in the U.S. Third is 

forced return, when the migrant is forced to sign a voluntary deportation in front of a U.S. judge. 

Finally, voluntary return is when the migrant willingly returns to Mexico for reasons as varied as 

family reunion or unemployment. 

Another expanded version of terminology is provided by González-Barrera, López and 

Rohal (2015) for the methodological purposes of their report “More Mexicans Leaving Than 

Coming to The U.S.”, in which they analyze the trends of bidirectional migration flows between 

both border countries and the motivations of Mexican immigrants, among other topics. For the 

authors, return migration in general is “a concept based on a census or survey question about 

prior residence, specifically residence five years before the census or survey. Therefore, a ‘return 

migrant’ to Mexico is a person who lived outside of Mexico (usually in the U.S.) five years 

before the census or survey and is back in Mexico at the time of the survey” (p. 2). 

Talking specifically about migrant students returning to Mexico, our framework is 

complemented with scholarly work on the challenges they face. The literature stresses the 

importance of studying the lack of support for transnational students transitioning from an 

English-based education to one in Spanish. These students face opposing cultural codes and 

pedagogical models as they navigate between education systems (Zúñiga & Hamann, 2006; 
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Zúñiga, Hamann & Sánchez, 2008). However, the first obstacle faced by return students is 

school access (Jacobo, 2017). Proving proof of Mexican identity and proof of previous studies 

implies navigating bureaucratic– administrative barriers in the school system (Despagne & 

Jacobo, 2016). Therefore, we include these challenges in our framework in anticipation; they 

might be potential issues arising in our analysis of PUENTES. 

Context 

A Brief History of Mexico–U.S. Migration 

Borders are a unique territories; they pose an intriguing paradox (Ganster & Lorey, 

2005). On one hand, globalization influences economies, cultures and facilitates cooperation 

(i.e., commercial trade). On the other hand, borders represent the territorial limits of a country, so 

they also create ethnic and geographical tensions (i.e., immigration). On both sides of the border, 

communities coexist demanding responses from different levels of authority at each country: 

municipal, state, and federal. 

Mexico and the United States not only share territorial borders but as countries they also 

have historical and socioeconomic ties bounded by bilateral agreements (e.g., the Guadalupe 

Hidalgo Treaty of 1848; the North American Free Trade Agreement [NAFTA] of 1994; or its 

new version—the United States–Mexico–Canada Agreement USMCA—currently under 

legislative approval). They also share some cultural affinities—particularly around the 

borderlands—given the flow of people who have been moving across that border for centuries. 

Over the last two centuries, the United States has become one of the most multi- cultural 

countries, a land of immigrants from all over the world. Hispanic and Latinos are the largest 

ethnic or racial minority in the U.S., close to 60 million which represents around 18% of the 

entire population. Out of those, 63% are of Mexican origin (U.S. Census Bureau, 2017). This is 
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explained by many reasons, the main two being very obvious: (1) The closeness of the countries 

which now share a 3,000 km border, and (2) The fact that 15% of the current U.S. territory used 

to be part of Mexico less than two centuries ago. This means that only about four or five 

generations ago, many of the people who could be perceived today as immigrants did not 

voluntarily migrate to the United States; they did not cross the border, on the contrary, one day 

the border just happened to cross them and suddenly they became U.S. citizens. 

As we stated in the introduction, the U.S. estimates that there are currently over 12 

million unauthorized immigrants in their territory (Baker, 2017) and that over half of them were 

born in Mexico. The number of unauthorized Mexican immigrants has declined from a peak of 

6.9 million in 2007 to 5.6 million in 2014 (González-Barrera et al., 2015). Net migration between 

the U.S. and Mexico is now negative (meaning that the number of people coming from the U.S. 

and settling in Mexico is larger than the number of Mexicans establishing in the U.S.). González-

Barrera et al. (2015) attribute “reuniting with family” as the primary motivation for Mexican 

immigrants in the U.S. returning to Mexico between 2009 and 2014 (based on the 2014 Mexican 

National Survey of Demographic Dynamics—known as ENADID—conducted by INEGI, 

Mexico’s federal statistical agency). However, the U.S. remains as the top destination for 

Mexican migrants; 86% of the 719,000 individuals who migrated from Mexico left for the U.S. 

(INEGI, 2014). 

A Public Problem from an Educational Perspective 

After the 2016 U.S. presidential election, the federal government continued with the 

mainstream anti-immigrant rhetoric from the campaign and began taking legislative action to 

stop the influx of immigrants and to cancel programs such as the DREAM Act (short for 

Development, Relief, and Education for Alien Minors Act). Through this act passed in 2012, 
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some protections from deportation were given to unauthorized immigrants who had been living 

in the U.S. for at least 5 years, had completed high school, did not have any convictions, and 

who entered the country before the age of 16. Under this program, known as the Deferred Action 

for Childhood Arrivals (or DACA), students could, if eligible, enroll at a higher education 

institution—in some cases paying the reduced in-state tuition fees—and were also able to apply 

for a work permit. On September 5, 2017, a White House executive order rescinded the DACA 

program and urged the 689,821 individuals that held that status at the time (79% of which were 

Mexican) (Pew Research Center, 2017) to “use the time remaining on their work authorizations 

to prepare for and arrange their departure from the United States” (DHS, 2017). 

Fearing that suddenly a large number of Mexican students still enrolled at a higher 

education institution in the U.S. could be forced to leave the country, several actors in Mexico 

swiftly organized to prepare a response. If the United States was ready to send back to Mexico a 

fraction of their best-prepared immigrants, Mexico ought to perform due diligence to receive 

them and assist warrant to a soft landing. However, this is not an easy task in a country like 

Mexico with a higher education system that is complex, stratified, and capacity insufficient. 

First, it is complex because it enrolls 3.7 million students in 5,311 institutions, of which 2,208 

are public and 3,103 are privately funded (SEP, 2017a); in addition, there are unregulated 

institutions and the sector lacks both policies and mechanisms regulating education quality. In 

addition to an increasing demand, the education system is highly stratified based on its 

institutions’ “history, financing, governance, the legal situation, activities, size, prestige” 

(Maldonado-Maldonado & Mejía-Pérez, 2018) among other factors. 

Third, as a country Mexico still faces huge problems of access to higher education; only 

about 20% of the population between the ages of 24 and 64 have tertiary studies. The three 
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largest and most prestigious public HEIs (UNAM, UDG, and UANL) reject each year 90, 60, 

and 40% of their applicants which together add up to nearly 200,000 (Jiménez, 2017; Pérez-

Vega, 2017; Zárate, 2018). There is just not enough infrastructure and processing capacity—not 

to forget, enough professors—to suddenly enroll a very large number of students given a 

potential exodus like the one warned by politicians and the media at both sides of the U.S.-

Mexico border. 

The PUENTES Program as a Policy Response 

In a joint effort between the Mexican government and over 400 public and private higher 

educations, all lead by the National Association of Universities and Higher Education 

Institutions (ANUIES), the National Emerging University Program for the Culmination of 

Tertiary Studies (or PUENTES for its meaning in Spanish: Programa Universitario Emergente 

Nacional para la Terminación de Estudios Superiores) was established in March 2017 (ANUIES, 

2017). It is worth mentioning that the acronym PUENTES is also the Spanish word for 

“bridges”. This is relevant because at the same time in which the rhetoric in the U.S. urged on 

the need of building a wall between the U.S. and Mexico as a key component of the former’s 

immigration policy, the rhetoric in Mexico was that instead of walls, the two countries ought to 

be building bridges to bring them closer together by finding joint solutions to the complex 

immigration issues. 

PUENTES was created as a temporary program (2017–2020) to facilitate Mexican 

students living in the U.S.—that could eventually be either deported or who voluntarily decide to 

leave the U.S.—enroll at a Mexican higher education institution to finish their degrees. A 

cornerstone for PUENTES to materialize, took place in 2015 thanks to a collective effort 

between civil society organizations, academics, and representatives of the Ministry of Public 
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Education (SEP), to reform to the Secretarial Agreement 286 (SEP, 2017b). Such modifications 

reduced bureaucracy by eliminating requirements for educational documents issued abroad such 

as the apostille, legalization, and official translation. Although these modifications were aimed at 

benefiting a numerically larger population (i.e., transnational students at all levels of education), 

these changes led to the modification of the rules that govern the registration and certification 

processes of studies carried out abroad. 

Taking advantage of such policy changes and making an analysis of the volatile 

immigration context with the United States, ANUIES approached representatives of the SEP and 

the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in January 2017. Following a series of negotiation meetings, the 

PUENTES program was announced on March 23, 2017 by the General Secretary of ANUIES 

and the Secretary of Public Education. With the announcement, an open call was launched 

inviting targeted students to register before November 30, 2017 to assess eligibility for the 

academic period of Fall 2017 and Spring 2018. 

Simultaneously, ANUIES launched a web portal where targeted students could search 

among 5000 programs offered at over 400 HEIs where they could potentially finish their studies. 

The participating institutions committed to providing admission, offer pathways for scholarships 

or other forms of financial aid, and expedite paper- work needed to enroll the students allowing 

them to finish their degrees. ANUIES began promotion of the PUENTES program through the 

media in both Mexico and the U.S. They also facilitated information sessions for staff at all the 

50 Mexican consulates in the U.S. HEIs were also encouraged to promote the program. Students 

who were interested in the program only needed to browse information on the por- tal, fill out an 

electronic application indicating up to two institutions to which they wished to apply and wait to 

be contacted with further instructions on the admission process. 
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Methodology 

To respond to the research questions guiding our analysis, we conducted a qualitative 

study that involved interviews with individuals representing several stakeholders. In addition, we 

sent a survey to all the higher education institutions who were participating in the program 

during the spring of 2018 to collect their opinions on the program’s results at their institution. 

Data and Participants 

Each HEI that participates in the PUENTES program designates one or two coordinators 

responsible for following up with potential candidates. The website for PUENTES has a public 

directory with the contact information of each of these coordinators. Our primary dataset for this 

study consists of the responses that were received to a questionnaire sent to all the coordinators 

listed on the website. Overall, 490 coordinators from 399 institutions were identified. After 

sending the survey, three email addresses were bounced so the message was received by 487 

individuals at 396 HEIs. As with other studies that rely on electronic surveys, most of the invited 

participants did not respond to the questionnaire. Only 71 individuals opened the link to the 

survey out of which 43 partial or complete responses were gathered. This represents an 11% 

response rate of all the institutions listed in the PUENTES program. 

We also purposefully selected three individuals to interview based on their involvement 

in the design and implementation of the program or because of their knowledge on issues around 

return migration from the U.S. to Mexico. We designed questions for a semi-structured interview 

on topics such as the social and political context on return migration, strengths, and weaknesses 

of the PUENTES program, consequences of policies like this, and who and in what ways can 

benefit from this program. The interviews were conducted over Skype, in person, and over the 

phone and lasted between 30 and 60 min. 
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The instrument. We developed a survey based on the literature about both returnee and 

unauthorized students. The questions were also informed by the conversations with activists or 

leaders of nongovernmental organizations devoted to assisting both unauthorized immigrants 

living in the U.S. or individuals who return to Mexico. The final questionnaire consisted of 24 

questions about the program’s expectations, results, and the application process. We also 

included open-ended questions to collect the participants’ opinion given their role and 

responsibilities in the implementation of the program at their institution.} 

Findings 

Interviews 

Our first participant was a top official from ANUIES, responsible for leading the 

PUENTES program, who accounted for the origin of the program and how ANUIES brought 

together the Federal Government and senior leadership from the HEIs to design and implement 

the PUENTES program. He also walked us through the results of PUENTES; by the end of the 

spring semester of 2018, the PUENTES portal had received 114 applications but only 62 were 

deemed valid (i.e., the rest were duplicates, incomplete, invalid, or ineligible). Out of those 62 

applications, 55 were still in process and only seven had resulted in the admission and enrollment 

of the students. Almost half of the valid applications came from students who began their studies 

in Border States in the U.S. (California, Texas, and Arizona). Although our interviewee 

acknowledged that the current number of student applications for PUENTES is still low, for 

ANUIES the program’s success goes beyond that: “modifications were made to the existing legal 

framework, like the General Education Law and the Agreement 286… In addition, it created 

awareness among higher education institutions within a framework of social responsibility 

regarding the problems faced by these young people”. He also added that institutions are 
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enrolling return students who approach them directly: “anecdotally, we have been told that there 

are dozens of these students already in Mexico that have received a scholarship or who work 

part-time in universities”. 

Our second interviewee was Carmen Cornejo, the Chairperson of the Board of Chicanos 

por la Causa (CPLC), a U.S.-based NGO that provides support to the His- panic population in 

the Southwestern U.S. In her interview, she mostly provided an account on the sociopolitical 

context of anti-immigrant policies in this region of the country and on her personal involvement 

of more than 20 years with activism in favor of Hispanic and Latino youth later known as 

dreamers. Cornejo explained how since the late 90s civil organizations in the Phoenix 

metropolitan area were already focused on advocacy and lobbying to advance protections for 

immigrants despite a growing anti-Hispanic feeling among large sectors of the Anglo population. 

However, she accounted, it was after the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001 that local 

Congresses started capitalizing the public sentiment resulting in stringent immigration policies 

that subsequently were replicated by other U.S. states like Alabama, Georgia, Indiana, South 

Carolina, and Utah. “In retrospective, you can tell that Arizona became a testing ground for this 

type of policies”, Cornejo pointed out as she described a progressive track of anti-immigration 

legislation that dates back to 2004 when the AZ Congress passed—with local voters’ support—

Proposition 200 which denies public services to residents that cannot prove citizenship. Anti-

immigrant legislation, such as Proposition 300—requiring students to prove citizenship in order 

to pay state tuition and access financial aid—or the Senate Bill 1070—granting police access to 

investigate the immigration status of an individual without a warrant—continued to be passed in 

Arizona opening the door to cases of racial profiling. 
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Asked specifically about PUENTES, Cornejo said she was not aware of the pro- gram 

before the interview but recalled that for the last 2 years she has attended meetings gathering 

civil organizations and political actors from the U.S. and from Mexico. These meetings were 

organized to discuss the challenges of the return migration population and the problem for 

transnational students of continuing with their education; “revalidation of studies for return 

students was discussed as a ‘bottle- neck’ in those meetings”. Once we provided our interviewee 

with information on the PUENTES program, she said “I think it is positive that programs like 

this exist in Mexico, but integration programs must be directed, not to the elite with higher 

education studies, but also to a group of young people that are traditionally left out”. As a recap, 

she added, “There was a positive effect from those meetings, whatever there is, however small, is 

positive.” 

Findings from our interview with Monica Jacobo-Suárez (our third participant), a 

Mexican top scholar on return migration, highlight the political timing on U.S- Mexico migration 

issues to understand the motivations driving the PUENTES pro- gram. Individuals with truncated 

higher education studies have been returning to Mexico for a long time, since then, some 

associations had been trying to approach some institutions like the National Autonomous 

University of Mexico (UNAM) “and yet, no such pronouncement [like PUENTES] had been 

made before… none of the HEIs had an approach or an openness to be able to incorporate these 

young people”. This scholar also points out two shortcomings of the program: its design and its 

communication strategy. “In the first place, it is not a program for all […] There will be 

returnees in a better position to navigate the system, or even simply to know about the existence 

of this program. So [the program] is not for all returnees, speaking only of returnees having the 

same opportunity to be informed, to apply to it, and to stay in these institutions.” 
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Although the program’s design and implementation involved representatives from the 

government, the national association of universities and the HEIs themselves, Jacobo added on 

its communication strategy: “there is a lack of interest or coordination…in contacting the actors 

that have been involved in this issue…who are in constant contact with the return migrant 

population”. By not including scholars, activists, and representatives from the return migrant 

population, the program suffers from being little known to the people who could benefit from it. 

As expressed in the interviews: “we must not lose sight of the fact that, no matter how good a 

program is, if it is not communicated, its reach can be null”. 

Survey 

To capture the voice of the institutions who participate in PUENTES, we developed a 

survey to collect responses on themes such as the effectiveness and timing of the program or its 

relevance. We also collected opinions on the bureaucracy of the process and the consequences. 

Finally, findings of other forms in which institutions are enrolling and supporting these students 

are presented. 

When asked about how they would describe the PUENTES program given the political 

and social situation that Mexicans experience in the United States, respondents used “needed” 

and “pertinent” as the top two adjectives with 58 and 40% of participants naming these 

characteristics. Other words chosen to describe the pro- gram were “little known” and “timely”. 

Only three respondents used “irrelevant” as a word to describe the program as a response to the 

situation of Mexican higher education students in the U.S. Participants in the study also 

expressed their opinion on the program’s results by saying that overall PUENTES has brought 

“positive” (42%), but “partial” (29%), “temporary” (18%), and “late” (5%) results. 
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We also asked the participants to indicate the extent to which they agreed or disagreed 

with some statements that have come up in discussions about the program in the media or 

informally among our conversations with several stakeholders. Overall, the responses indicate 

that institutions believe that the program is effective as part of a response strategy, however, they 

also agree that a program of this nature does not resolve such a multifaceted issue like the 

reintegration of students into the higher education system. For example, when asked whether 

they agreed with the notion that the PUENTES program does not resolve at all the issue of return 

students from the U.S. continuing their degree in Mexico, 21% of the participants agreed while 

83% agreed that it only partially resolves the issue or returnee enrollment. Institutions also 

concur with the idea that the program lacks an effective communication strategy. Also worth 

noting, 34% of the participants considered that centralizing this program adds bureaucracy to the 

institutions’ own processes. Table 1 shows a summary of the survey responses for this set of 

questions. 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - -[INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE]- - - - - - - - - - - - - 

PUENTES is neither the first nor the only option available to Mexican students in the 

U.S. who wish to continue with their studies in Mexico. Many HEIs have, for years, received 

applications from students with a similar return migration status. Even other organizations, both 

inside the higher education ecosystem (like the Federation of Private Mexican Institutions of 

Higher Education) and outside of it but from the civil society (like NGO’s such as 

NewComienzos) are offering support to these students. So we also asked in the survey whether 

institutions have been engaging with these students in a different way, outside of the PUENTES 

framework. As shown in Table 2, over 60% of the institutions indicated that they have received 
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in the past applications from students who began their higher education program in the U.S. and 

wanted or needed to transfer to an HEI in Mexico. 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - -[INSERT TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE]- - - - - - - - - - - - - 

In the second part of the survey, we used open-ended questions to allow the respondents 

to share their opinions on the program. First, we asked in what specific ways, if any, do they 

think their institutions can contribute to PUENTES’ success. The responses can be grouped in 

five themes: (1) A high-quality academic offer, (2) Financial aid, (3) Sharing best practices with 

other institutions, (4) Follow up and support to ease the students’ transition, and (5) Reducing the 

bureaucracy. Most of the respondents are sensitive to the problems faced by return students, like 

some coordinators expressed, the need to “make the process easier for students so that they can 

finish their studies, and through a humanistic outlook, reach out to those who come to us in 

search of guidance, help, security and certainty”. Even though the people in our sample work 

mostly in admissions or registrar offices, some are also sensitive to more pragmatic issues that 

students will most likely face, for instance, how their institution will “designate bilingual tutors 

as many of them struggle with Spanish” or “help them secure accommodation in areas close to 

the institution”. 

In a similar line, another open question asked participants to reflect on ways in which 

their institutions could benefit from participating in the PUENTES pro- gram. Several themes 

emerged from the responses. The larger group of responses agreed that more than a tangible 

benefit, PUENTES gives the institutions a chance of being solidary with Mexican students in a 

risk situation. A participant expressed that the greatest benefit to the institution is “the 

satisfaction of supporting young Mexicans who live in the USA”. Several other responses were 

related to more utilitarian approaches toward the program since some institutions identified the 
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benefits in terms of a possible increase in enrollment, talent recruitment or “improve the image 

and prestige” of the institution. Surprisingly, opinions in this line of thought were equally 

representative among public and private institutions. However, some institutions acknowledge 

that the type of benefits could overlap, like a technological public institution that stated that the 

benefit is “increase enrollment plus the satisfaction of supporting [the students]”. 

Finally, using a widely accepted methodology for evaluating satisfaction known as “net 

promoter score” (Reichheld, 2003), we asked the participants in the study to evaluate PUENTES 

as an overall strategy to support return Mexican students. On a scale from 0 to 10 where 0 would 

be the worst strategy and 10 would be the best strategy, our participants graded PUENTES with 

a 5.41. According to the NPS methodology, people who evaluate a product, a program, or a 

service with a grade between 0 and 6 would be considered detractors of such product, program, 

or service. Users who evaluate with a 7 or 8 are considered passive and those who assign a grade 

of 9 or 10 can be considered active promoters. Our findings suggest that 27% of our respondents 

are promoters, 51% feel neutral or passive about the program, and 22% are detractors. 

Discussion 

We discuss the findings presented above in relation to our research questions. The first 

research question addresses the characteristics of the public problem that PUENTES tackles. 

Findings from our interviews and survey match those of our literature review regarding that 

return migration between the U.S. and Mexico is not a new phenomenon. This issue recently 

became a public problem since a large number of Mexican citizens who are living in the U.S. 

face the possibility of returning to Mexico given the current social and political climate. As a 

public problem, it has gained visibility in the political agenda at both sides of the U.S.-Mexico 

border due to several factors; for instance, a higher incidence of anti-immigrant legislature 
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approved at the state level after the 9/11 terrorists attacks in the U.S., a more organized base of 

local activism demanding attention to the needs of immigrants from Hispanic and Latino origin, 

and Federal actions—at both sides of the border—providing short-term solutions instead of 

pursuing a comprehensive bilateral immigration solution. Under these conditions, the likelihood 

of an increase in the number of return migrants has increased considerably over the last decade. 

In this scenario, Mexico is not prepared to attend the many needs that return migrants will have, 

including promoting access to and providing support mechanisms for success, in higher 

education. 

Our second question investigates how effective has PUENTES been as a response to such 

a public problem. Findings suggest that the program has been successful in the following ways: 

(1) It has provided visibility to the issue of forced migration back to Mexico, tapping on the 

responsibility of mandated institutions (i.e., federal government) and on the social responsibility 

of social institutions (i.e., HEIs); (2) It capitalized on recent changes in legislation to make it 

easier for anyone with partial studies outside Mexico to continue with their education in an HEI 

in the country; (3) It provided an organized alternative, not only to students who faced 

deportation but also to those who willingly saw an opportunity to continue with their higher 

education studies at an institution in their place of birth. While other findings also suggest 

tensions between the attention given to this issue (especially after the fact that the number of 

participants in the PUENTES program is still marginal), we argue that this analysis is critical and 

timely given the drastic measures imposed on these students during these unprecedented times. 

Considering the relevance of these findings, we unpack each of them below. 

The issue of return migration (voluntary or involuntary) from the U.S. to Mexico is not 

new. In fact, over the past decade, the net migration between Mexico and the U.S. has been 
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either zero or even negative. Students who began different levels of education in the U.S. have 

been sorting the hurdles of reentering the Mexican educational system for several years. 

However, since the 2016 U.S. presidential election, the topic became even more political with 

threats of massive deportations, the building of a wall, and an increasingly adverse social 

environment. These generated feelings of fear among the unauthorized Mexican population in 

the U.S. ignited debates about a much-needed response—not just to the xenophobic rhetoric—

but to the long-standing issues of reincorporating returned Mexican citizens into the society. 

Therefore, PUENTES is the result of a very specific response to a very specific issue. Beyond 

the small number of students who have officially been admitted to an HEI in Mexico through the 

PUENTES website, perhaps this program’s most salient outcome has been to put the topic in the 

agenda of the Federal Government and the HEIs themselves. 

The second most important outcome of the program comes in the form of an organized 

response capitalizing on the recent legislative reform facilitating the revalidation of partial 

studies abroad. As ANUIES was an active participant of the lobbying done to modify the 

agreement #286, the association was in a position to later design a program like PUENTES and 

promote adhesion among their affiliates welcoming the enrollment of return students. This 

reform is also tightly linked to the third success, by removing bureaucracy—up to a certain 

degree according to the views of our survey participants; the new pathway established by 

PUENTES can help not only the students who need to easily enroll at an HEI after being 

deported but also in establishing a more welcoming environment for students who might 

voluntarily consider moving back to Mexico and enroll in a high-quality institution. 

Finally, our third and fourth questions investigated the consequences, enablers, and 

inhibitors of the PUENTES program. Besides the three main outcomes PUENTES has had, our 
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findings also suggest that there are some factors that have limited the program. Talking about the 

program’s challenges and shortcomings, the most recurring topic in the survey’s responses was 

the poor communication strategy. Promoting a program like this is extremely complicated; it is 

targeted toward a highly dispersed group of individuals living in a different country and who, for 

obvious reasons, tend to keep a low profile about their immigration status. Although ANUIES 

reported con- ducting an informative session online with personnel from the Mexican Consulates 

in the U.S., such a strategy may have resulted insufficient to reach the targeted student 

population. The National Association of Universities can reach out to HEIs in Mexico and 

perhaps in the U.S., they can further work together with the Mexican Federal Government, and 

they can provide the technological infrastructure where students can read information about the 

program; however, getting the word out so that potential students know that they could have the 

option of studying in Mexico is a different endeavor. There are several considerations to be held 

in reinforcing a communication strategy for PUENTES. First, continuing their tertiary education 

in Mexico is not a top of mind option for many of these students, as they return reluctantly. 

Second, when students or someone in their family face deportation, the issue of if, when, and 

where they will finish their studies is probably low on a long list of concerns. Regarding the 

communication strategy PUENTES conducted, there were also important omissions in terms of 

involving other actors in Mexico who have direct contact with return migrants; activists and 

scholars working with this population could be the best advocates and promoters of the program, 

but they remain surprisingly excluded from the conversation. On the other hand, promoting the 

program as an alternative to students who might not be facing imminent deportation but who 

rather would just consider this program as a better option is complicated and requires HEIs in 

Mexico opening communication channels with NGO’s, counselors, and others in the U.S. 
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Finally, in terms of consequences, the discourse around the program suggested that 

certain sectors were worried about this initiative being a perpetuator of inequality in access since 

it could be privileging some students. As pointed out by one of our interviewees, indeed 

PUENTES could be perceived in this way since it represents some form of affirmative action. 

However, it has been made clear that this program is only aimed at students who already coursed 

part of their studies abroad and that could rep- resent also a limitation of the program itself by 

design, by leaving out—or not providing other options to—return migrant students that do not fit 

the profile of PUENTES. Students who completed high school in the U.S. and wish to start their 

bachelor or associate degree in Mexico would need to go through the regular admission process 

at the institution of their choosing; but still, they will benefit from a less bureaucratic process of 

previous studies recognition. Also, the low numbers reported by the program and the fact that it 

remains as a temporary measure (PUENTES is scheduled to end in 2020) suggest that there is no 

real threat of this program jeopardizing access to HEIs for nonimmigrant students. The other 

consequence of this program that was feared by many was the lack of available spaces on an 

already saturated (or at least highly concentrated) system of higher education. Our interviewed 

experts and survey respondents coincide that for most Mexican students in the U.S., the priority 

is to finish their education there; coming to Mexico is still seen by many as a last resort option. 

Conclusions and Further Research 

Through our research, we identified “push and pull” factors that led students and their 

families to consider the option of continuing their education in Mexico. Policies and the social 

environment in the U.S. “pushed out” students while Mexico tried to “pull in” its once migrant 

citizens by implementing policies to ease their repatriation. The identified push factors come in 

the form of more strict immigration laws in the U.S. that began in the mid-1990s and got to a 
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peak in the early 2000s. On the other hand, the PUENTES program constitutes a “pull” factor 

through which Mexico is trying to serve a subpopulation of qualified and talented return 

migrants. Our findings also suggest that PUENTES and other pull factors have been reactive; 

they represent a response to the aggressive push factors originating in the U.S. 

The analysis also shows that we are facing a multifaceted issue that exceeds just opening 

spaces at HEIs located in Mexico. The difficulties that these return students could face include 

emotional, linguistic, financial, social, and cultural as previous scholarly work has documented 

(Zúñiga & Hamann, 2006; Zúñiga, Hamann & Sánchez, 2008). Effective policies surpassing 

mere rhetoric need to be comprehensive. PUENTES itself has contributed to addressing a 

pressing issue by providing at least a streamlined pathway for return students and by pushing the 

topic to the public agenda. The program also serves as an example of public responses to 

counteract the current rising nationalistic and anti-immigrant policies and rhetoric observed in 

several countries. This case could inform future programs in other countries where the possibility 

of reverse migration is present. However, the program, in its current status, is far from being the 

solution and response to such a complex issue. 

To fully understand the impact and implications of PUENTES, further research needs to 

be conducted on at least the following areas. First and foremost are the return migrant students’ 

experiences, needs, and challenges. This includes identifying out of those who have applied to 

the program, who has and has not been successful in re-entering higher education as well as 

understanding their adaptation process. Being mindful of student’s privacy, more information on 

the PUENTES student’s profile needs to be collected. So far it is unclear whether the students 

that benefit from the program, or at least consider it, are the ones already in Mexico (deported or 

who exit voluntarily), or if they are still in the U.S. It is also unclear if this pro- gram is only 
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successful (and to what extent) for students classified as “dreamers” or if it could also be targeted 

toward a population that perhaps is not of traditional college age. A second area for research is 

how are the institutions of higher education supporting these students’ transition academically, 

culturally, emotionally, and linguistically. Expediting and facilitating admission partially solves 

the problem of access, but the terms of success (i.e., completion) of the return students should 

also be considered. Given the particular conditions and experiences of these students, HEIs need 

to establish support mechanisms to ease their adaptation. And third, there is a need for research 

on a more systemic approach to the manifold issue of return migration and education from a 

public policy perspective. PUENTES is a program capitalizing policy modifications and was 

conceived as a temporary relief, hence, a much profound study of the problem and of the 

possible approaches to address it needs to happen. Policy programs like PUENTES need to be 

inclusive not only to other potential students but also to different stakeholders beyond just the 

government and higher education institutions. Return migrants are a vulnerable group within an 

already vulnerable population. Reincorporating them into educational and productive activities 

must be at the core of public policy implementation and design to allow them pursuing a prosper 

future. In terms of return students, a more proactive and comprehensive approach to public 

policy is needed, one that serves not only the “dreamers” but also others who have left their 

country of origin in search of better future. Immigration policies that only try to isolate or shield 

populations on each side of the border will not solve the core issues that underlie this problem. In 

order to “build bridges” instead of walls between those who migrate and those who host them, 

we need policies with a humane and compassionate approach; one where “individuals, 

collectives, organizations, and governments express humanity toward victims of conditions that 
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oblige them to leave behind their homes, countries, families, friends, and livelihoods in search of 

refuge or a better life for themselves and their families” (Bender & Arrocha, 2017, p. 9). 
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Tables 

Table 1 Perceptions on the PUENTES program according to the institutional liaisons who responded to 

the online survey 

  Frequency 

To what extent do you agree or disagree with each of the 

following statements 
Mean1, 2 Agreement 

(%) 

Neutral 

(%) 

Disagreement 

(%) 

The PUENTES program is an effective strategy that responds to 

a social problem, given the political and social situation 

Mexicans experience living in the U.S. 

1.86 

(0.71) 

86 12 2 

The PUENTES program partially resolves that returning 

students from the U.S. can finish their degree in Mexico 

1.93 

(0.83) 

83 10 7 

The PUENTES program does not resolve the issue of returning 

students from the U.S. continuing their degree in Mexico 

3.38 

(1.17) 

21 26 52 

The PUENTES program has been sufficiently communicated 

among Mexican students in the U.S. so that they can take 

advantage of it 

2.95 

(1.03) 

32 44 24 

The PUENTES program has been communicated in a timely 

fashion among higher education institutions for its proper 

operation 

2.33 

(1.06) 

57 29 14 

The PUENTES program adds bureaucracy to existing processes 

at my current institution 

3.02 

(1.20) 

34 29 37 

The PUENTES program generates inequality because it allows 

students to get an available space from others who already live 

in Mexico 

3.33 

(1.30) 

29 19 52 

n 42    

Notes        1 Responses are reported on a scale from 1 (totally agree) to 5 (totally disagree) 
2 Value reported is the mean with the standard deviation in parenthesis 

 

Table 2 Applications outside PUENTES from students in the U.S. 

Has your institution received requests OUTSIDE of 

the PUENTES program from Mexican students 

who… 

Yes 

(%) 

No 

(%) 

I don’t know 

(%) 

Have been deported from the U.S. 16 71 13 

Voluntarily returned to Mexico after the deportation 

of a family member 

37 53 10 

Have not yet been deported but report being at risk of 

being deported 

24 60 16 

Are also U.S. citizens living in the U.S. but who wish 

to study in Mexico for reasons different from the ones 

above 

45 42 13 

   n  = 38 


