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As an undocumented high school student born in Peru, 
Celi Palhua-Flores wasn’t sure what his future held after 
graduation. But one thing was clear – he wanted to 
further his education. 
 
He got accepted to several four-year universities but 
couldn’t afford the out-of-state tuition. Committed to 
getting an education, he enrolled at Northern Virginia 
Community College because he knew the tuition was 
more affordable.  
 

“I can’t think of a better place to have spent the last two years than NOVA,” says Palhua-Flores, 20.  On 
Sunday, May 18, Palhua-Flores will be awarded an associate degree in science with a specialization in 
electrical engineering from NOVA. 
 
Palhua-Flores will speak during the Pathway to the Baccalaureate Graduation Reception and Program, 
which will be held before commencement. He says he plans to stress the academic rigor and leadership 
opportunities available at a community college. “So many great people come out of a community 
college,” he says. “That needs to be celebrated.” 
 
While at NOVA, Palhua-Flores was involved in many activities, including serving on the Pathway advisory 
council, as a peer mentor and on the graduation committee.  He plans to transfer to Virginia Tech to 
continue studying electrical engineering. 
 
It was a decision born out of a happy conundrum. That’s because Virginia Attorney General Mark 
Herring announced last month that students who are lawfully living in Virginia under the Deferred 
Action for Childhood Arrivals program, DACA, would be eligible for in-state tuition at colleges and 
universities within the Commonwealth. 
 
As a DACA student, Palhua-Flores, who lives in Fairfax, will now pay in-state tuition rather than out-of-
state tuition – a considerable savings for him. But the change made his decision of where to go after 
NOVA more difficult. He got accepted to both Virginia Tech and George Mason University. If he attended 
Virginia Tech it would cost more money because he would have to pay room and board. If he attended 
GMU, he could continue living with his parents and keep his sales assistant job at T-Mobile in Fairfax. 
 
 “A lot of times people would say to me how hard it must be to work full-time and go to school full-time. 
But that wasn’t the difficult part. What was difficult was not knowing what would happen afterward,” he 
says. “I thought I was going to have to stop at the associate degree. No matter what I did, it would just 
stop there.” 
 
But now with the attorney general’s decision, Palhua-Flores’ academic future is brighter than ever. He 
says the money he has saved should be enough for him to afford the in-state tuition at Virginia Tech. “To 
have it all fall into place like this, it was something I could not say no to.” 
 
 


