
From border roots, Alfaro 
creates global opportunities

AAs a little girl s a little girl 
growing up growing up 
in a house on in a house on 
First Street First Street 

in Calexico, Cristina Al-in Calexico, Cristina Al-
faro’s world view was faro’s world view was 
defined by the fence run-defined by the fence run-
ning along the border ning along the border 
with Mexico. Yet, as the with Mexico. Yet, as the 
youngest of 12 children youngest of 12 children 
in a working-class family, in a working-class family, 
she did not see the bor-she did not see the bor-
der as a barrier. der as a barrier. 

Instead, it became her spring-Instead, it became her spring-
board to get an education to board to get an education to 
fuel her passion to help others.   fuel her passion to help others.   
Today, the Calexico native and Today, the Calexico native and 
Calexico High School graduate holds a Ph.D. and Calexico High School graduate holds a Ph.D. and 
is Interim Associate Vice President for Interna-is Interim Associate Vice President for Interna-
tional Affairs at San Diego State University. She tional Affairs at San Diego State University. She 
oversees efforts to expand the university’s interna-oversees efforts to expand the university’s interna-
tional partnerships, research projects and access tional partnerships, research projects and access 
to students in transborder regions. She also over-to students in transborder regions. She also over-
sees SDSU’s study abroad programs, which are sees SDSU’s study abroad programs, which are 
ranked in the top among the top five in the nation. ranked in the top among the top five in the nation. 
“Where I am now is awesome,” she said. “I’ve al-“Where I am now is awesome,” she said. “I’ve al-
ways had a global perspective. With these programs ways had a global perspective. With these programs 
we are carrying out the university’s goals of teach-we are carrying out the university’s goals of teach-
ing and developing ethical, compassionate glob-ing and developing ethical, compassionate glob-
al citizens who will be the leaders of the future.” al citizens who will be the leaders of the future.” 
On Tuesday, Alfaro was the featured speaker at the On Tuesday, Alfaro was the featured speaker at the 
Virtual Power Up! Women’s Conference produced Virtual Power Up! Women’s Conference produced 
by Jodi Rollins Creative and co-sponsored by SDSU by Jodi Rollins Creative and co-sponsored by SDSU 
Imperial Valley. Her boundless enthusiasm and un-Imperial Valley. Her boundless enthusiasm and un-
quenchable optimism made her a natural to speak. quenchable optimism made her a natural to speak. 
“I just followed my dream,” she said. “My life ex-“I just followed my dream,” she said. “My life ex-
periences have helped clarify my identity. I be-periences have helped clarify my identity. I be-
gan to see my being bilingual is an asset. I am gan to see my being bilingual is an asset. I am 
a heritage Spanish speaker. Bilingualism, lan-a heritage Spanish speaker. Bilingualism, lan-
guage and culture are very important to me.” guage and culture are very important to me.” 
It wasn’t always that way. In elementary school, It wasn’t always that way. In elementary school, 
Alfaro said teachers would not allow her to Alfaro said teachers would not allow her to 
speak Spanish, the language her parents spoke.  speak Spanish, the language her parents spoke.  
“There was a lot of humiliation,” she said. “There was a lot of humiliation,” she said. 
Yet she learned early the value of being bilingual. Yet she learned early the value of being bilingual. 
As a 6- or 7-year-old, she had to translate for her As a 6- or 7-year-old, she had to translate for her 

mother to resolve an overcharge mother to resolve an overcharge 
on a city water bill. At the end on a city water bill. At the end 
of the City Hall transaction, Al-of the City Hall transaction, Al-
faro recalled the clerk looked faro recalled the clerk looked 
down at her and said, ‘Little down at her and said, ‘Little 
girl, you are going to be some-girl, you are going to be some-
body.’ That really stuck with me.”   body.’ That really stuck with me.”   
Yet her early dreams did not in-Yet her early dreams did not in-
clude college or a path to develop clude college or a path to develop 
the skills that led her to become the skills that led her to become 
a leader in implementing SDSU’s a leader in implementing SDSU’s 
goals of equity and inclusion. She goals of equity and inclusion. She 
is the first in her family to go to is the first in her family to go to 
college. She said she didn’t even college. She said she didn’t even 
know what college was until know what college was until 
she was in high school and one she was in high school and one 
day working in the fields when day working in the fields when 
the late Cesar Chavez stopped the late Cesar Chavez stopped 
and spoke to the farm workers.   and spoke to the farm workers.   

Alfaro said Chavez told the young Alfaro said Chavez told the young 
people present that they needed to do well in school people present that they needed to do well in school 
so they could attend college. She approached her high so they could attend college. She approached her high 
school English teacher, who looked at her record. school English teacher, who looked at her record. 
“He said you are college material and had “He said you are college material and had 
my schedule changed to college prep class-my schedule changed to college prep class-
es , ”  Al faro  sa id .  “ I t  changed my l i fe . ”    es , ”  Al faro  sa id .  “ I t  changed my l i fe . ”    
Alfaro holds her master’s and bachelor’s degrees from Alfaro holds her master’s and bachelor’s degrees from 
SDSU and earned her doctorate in the SDSU and Cla-SDSU and earned her doctorate in the SDSU and Cla-
remont Graduate University joint graduate program. remont Graduate University joint graduate program. 
Throughout her career she has held increasingly im-Throughout her career she has held increasingly im-
portant positions teaching and guiding the university. portant positions teaching and guiding the university. 
 She has been awarded grants from the U.S. De- She has been awarded grants from the U.S. De-
partment of Education and most recently from partment of Education and most recently from 
the California Department of Education to work the California Department of Education to work 
in collaboration with the Secretaria de Edu-in collaboration with the Secretaria de Edu-
cación Pública to develop and implement a bi-cación Pública to develop and implement a bi-
national-bilingual teacher education curricu-national-bilingual teacher education curricu-
lum, which is a model for California and Mexico. lum, which is a model for California and Mexico. 
Alfaro said she went to college to learn how to help Alfaro said she went to college to learn how to help 
people. Her education guided her to education and people. Her education guided her to education and 
opened her eyes to unimaginable opportunities. opened her eyes to unimaginable opportunities. 
One of the projects near to her heart is RE:BORDER One of the projects near to her heart is RE:BORDER 
2020, the second annual conference focused on region-2020, the second annual conference focused on region-
al issues and innovative solutions. To be held Nov. 12 at al issues and innovative solutions. To be held Nov. 12 at 
SDSU and Nov. 13 at COLEF, Tijuana, the conference SDSU and Nov. 13 at COLEF, Tijuana, the conference 
will focus on challenges and solutions of mobility in the will focus on challenges and solutions of mobility in the 
transborder region of California and Baja California.  transborder region of California and Baja California.  
It is yet another way Alfaro is bringing together a It is yet another way Alfaro is bringing together a 
diverse group to see beyond the border and create diverse group to see beyond the border and create 
solutions and opportunities for all people.solutions and opportunities for all people.

Dr. Cristina Alfaro


