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Dreams Deferred: The Costs of Ignoring Undocumented Students

The political debate over undocumented immigrants in the United States has largely ignored the plight of
undocumented children who, for the most part, have grown up and received much of their primary and
secondary education in this country. A new report from the Immigration Policy Center by Roberto Gonzales,
Wasted Talent and Broken Dreams: The Lost Potential of Undocumented Students, makes clear that without a
means to legalize their status, these children are seldom able to go on to college, cannot work legally in the
United States, and therefore cannot put their educations to good use. Moreover, at any time, they can be
deported to countries they barely know. This wasted talent imposes financial and emotional costs not only on
undocumented students themselves, but on the U.S. economy and U.S. society as a whole.

Undocumented School-Age Kids: How Many? Who Are They?

>

Children account for 1.8 million (or 15%) of the roughly 12 million undocumented immigrants now living
in the United States. About 56% of all undocumented immigrants are from Mexico, 22% from other
nations in Latin America, 13% from Asia, 6% from Europe and Canada, and 3% from Africa and other
regions of the world.*

Roughly 65,000 undocumented children who have lived in the United States for five years or longer
graduate from high school each year.?

These children, born abroad yet brought at an early age to live in the United States by their parents, have
some association with their countries of origin, but their primary identification is with the United States.
Many of them have been in this country nearly their entire lives and have attended most of their K-12
education here.

These children are honor roll students, class presidents, valedictorians, and aspiring teachers, engineers,
and doctors. Nevertheless, because of the numerous legal and financial obstacles confronting
undocumented students, many are unable to apply to college. It is estimated that only between 5 and 10%
of undocumented high school graduates go on to college.?

Access to Higher Education: Wages Increase and the Tax Base Deepens

>

The economic advantages of a higher education for both workers and the economy are clear. According to
the Bureau of Labor Statistics, workers who lacked a high-school diploma in 2006 earned an average of
only $419 per week and had an unemployment rate of 6.8%. In contrast, workers with a bachelor’s degree
earned $962 per week and had an unemployment rate of 2.3%, while those with a doctorate earned $1,441
and had an unemployment rate of only 1.4%.*

Studies of undocumented immigrants who legalized their status through the Immigration Reform and
Control Act (IRCA) of 1986 reveal that legal status brings fiscal, economic, and labor-market benefits to
individual immigrants, their families, and U.S. society in general.®> The U.S. Department of Labor found
that the wages of those immigrants who received legal status under IRCA had increased by roughly 15%
five years later.’ Given a chance, now-undocumented students will improve their education, get better
jobs, and pay more in taxes.
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> A 1999 RAND study found that, although raising the Hispanic college graduation rate to the same level as
that of non-Hispanic whites would increase spending on public education, these costs would be more than
offset by savings in public health and welfare expenditures and increased tax revenues resulting from
higher incomes.

e For instance, a 30-year old Mexican immigrant woman with a college degree will pay $5,300 more
in taxes and cost $3,900 less in government expenses each year compared to a high-school dropout
with similar characteristics.’

Experience Shows That Access to Higher Education Helps Kids Without Burdening Institutions of
Higher Learning

» Ten states—Texas, California, Utah, Washington, New York, Oklahoma, Illinois, Kansas, New Mexico,
and Nebraska—have passed laws permitting undocumented students to qualify for in-state tuition if they
attended and graduated from high school in the state. In addition, New Mexico and Texas allow
undocumented students to compete for financial aid.

e The experience of these states reveals that the number of undocumented students is far too small to
deprive native-born students of college admission slots or financial aid. For instance, three years
after Texas passed a law allowing undocumented students to qualify for in-state tuition rates, the
total number of students paying in-state tuition under the new law amounted to only 0.36% of all
students attending public colleges and universities in the state.?

Given a Chance, Undocumented Students Can Help Fill the Growing Demand for High-Skilled Workers

> Nine of the 15 occupations which the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) expects to grow at least twice as
fast as the national average between 2004 and 2014 require an Associate degree or higher.’

> In four of these higher-skilled occupations, immigrants accounted for a significantly greater share of
workers than in the U.S. labor force as a whole in 2005: medical scientists (46%), computer software
engineers (35%), database administrators (21%), and postsecondary teachers (20%).*
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