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Executive Summary
With communities across the country experiencing critical workforce gaps in healthcare, education, and other 
sectors, including STEM fields (science, technology, engineering, and math), the enrollment trends of undocumented 
students in U.S. colleges and universities are noteworthy.  Undocumented students, including Deferred Action 
for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) recipients, are studying to fill severe skills shortages in those fields, positioning 
themselves to better support their families and communities, as well as the regional and national economies. In 2021, 
DACA eligible—individuals who meet the criteria to apply for the DACA program—had a total household income of 
$20.9 billion and paid $4.9 billion in federal, state, and local taxes, leaving them with $16.1 billion to spend at local 
businesses. Many worked in essential jobs that helped communities during the public health and economic crises 
stemming from the COVID-19 pandemic. 

An analysis of the 2021 American Community Survey (ACS)1 finds that more than 408,000 undocumented students 
are enrolled in U.S. colleges and universities, comprising 1.9 percent of all college students in the country. This 
estimate represents a decrease of 4.2 percent from 2019, when 427,000 undocumented students were enrolled.2 The 
drop likely reflects overall enrollment decline due to the pandemic and economic pressures, as well as factors that 
specifically impact undocumented individuals, such as the continued legal challenges to DACA.

The number of students with DACA or who are DACA-eligible also 
continue to decline, from 182,000 in 2019 to 141,000 in 2021, making up 
only one-third of undocumented students and 0.7 percent of all college 
students.3 One of the primary factors contributing to the smaller population 
of DACA or DACA-eligible students is the program’s lack of updates to 
include individuals who arrived in the U.S. after 2007, which is the specified 
eligibility date. Consequently, if someone arrived in the U.S. at the age of 4 in 
2008, they would be of college age but not eligible for DACA.

While most undocumented students pursuing postsecondary education 
in the United States do not have DACA, the vast majority, accounting for 
three out of four undocumented students, came to the U.S. at a young age. 
These students, commonly known as Dreamers, have grown up in American 
neighborhoods and attended American schools. The undocumented 
students who came as adults have lived in the U.S. for an average of eight 
years.  

Undocumented students represent a heterogenous population in higher 
education, reflecting the broad range and overall diversity of first-generation 
immigrants in the United States. Forty-six percent of undocumented students are Hispanic, 27 percent are AAPI 
(Asian American Pacific Islander), close to 14 percent are Black, and 10 percent are white. Undocumented students 
include immigrant youth and adults at public and private institutions of higher education.

“While most 
undocumented students 
pursuing postsecondary 
education in the United 
States do not have DACA, 
the vast majority, 
accounting for three out 
of four undocumented 
students, came to the U.S. 
at a young age.”
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Increasing undocumented students’ access to U.S. higher education would result in reduced high school dropout 
rates, increased college enrollment, higher student achievement, and greater economic contributions.4 Receiving 
a postsecondary credential or attending some college increases one’s earning potential, as college and university 
graduates earn higher incomes and experience lower unemployment rates.  

In light of the economic contributions Dreamers already make, and the future talent and workforce potential 
represented by this student population, the new estimates underscore why Congress must pass legislation that offers 
Dreamers a permanent legislative fix, one that allows them to work and study without fear of deportation and creates 
a path to permanent residency and U.S. citizenship. The data also highlights the importance of lowering barriers to 
college and career access for these students.

While a growing number of states have extended tuition equity and licensure eligibility to some undocumented 
students, many states have not.5  To fully leverage the contributions of undocumented students, state legislatures 
should expand access to in-state tuition, state financial aid, occupational licensure, and driver’s licenses to their 
state’s undocumented students. These policies would strengthen their economic recovery efforts. In 2021, households 
led by undocumented individuals contributed $30.8 billion in total taxes, including $18.6 billion in federal income 
taxes and $12.2 billion in state and local taxes. In pursuing higher education and careers, undocumented students are 
helping drive our country’s future and economic competitiveness.

FIGURE 1

Undocumented and DACA-Eligible Students in Postsecondary Education, 2019 and 2021

Population, 2019 
Share of All College 
Students, 2019 Population, 2021 

Share of All College 
Students, 2021

Undocumented 427,000 2.0% 409,000 1.9% 

DACA-Eligible 182,000 0.8% 141,000 0.7% 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau; American Community Survey, 2021 American Community Survey 1-Year Estimates.
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Undocumented adult learners who arrived in the U.S. as older adolescents or adults are also part of the 
undocumented student population. They also aim to make valuable contributions to their communities. On average, 
undocumented college students who arrived in the U.S. as adults have lived in the country for approximately eight 
years. 

Undocumented Students in Higher Education by State   
As with the overall undocumented population, undocumented students in higher education are concentrated in a 
small number of states. Three-quarters of undocumented students come from 12 states (see Figure 3), and most of 
those hail from four states: California, Texas, Florida, and New York. Still, a significant number of undocumented 
students—more than 95,000—live in other U.S. states. The same holds true for DACA-eligible students. While most 
are in the same top four states—California, Texas, Florida, and New York—more than 66,000 are in other parts of the 
country.

Age of Arrival Share of Undocumented Postsecondary Students Share of DACA-Eligible Postsecondary Students

Child 34.0% 85.2%

Adolescent 42.2% 14.8%

Adult 23.8% NA

Source: U.S. Census Bureau; American Community Survey, 2021 American Community Survey 1-Year Estimates.

FIGURE 2

When Did Undocumented Students Enrolled in Higher Education 
Come to the U.S.?  
Most undocumented students who are enrolled in U.S. colleges and universities arrived in the country as young 
children or adolescents and attended primary and/or secondary school in the United States. Among DACA-eligible 
students in colleges and universities, close to nine out of ten (85.2 percent) arrived as young children (ages 0-9), while 
the rest (14.8 percent) arrived as adolescents (ages 10-16). Among all undocumented students, over one-third (34 
percent) arrived before age 10, while 42.2 percent came between the ages of 10 and 16 (Figure 2).

Undocumented and DACA-Eligible Students By Age of Arrival, 2021
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FIGURE 3

State Undocumented 
Postsecondary Students

Share of Undocumented 
Students in Postsecondary 
Education

DACA-Eligible 
Postsecondary Students

Share of DACA-eligible 
Students in Postsecondary 
Education

California 83,000 2.8% 38,000 1.3%

Texas 59,000 3.3% 20,000 1.1%

Florida 40,000 3.1% 8,000 0.6%

New York 30,000 2.2% 9,000 0.6%

Illinois 20,000 2.5% 8,000 1.1%

New Jersey 19,000 3.1%      * 0.8%

Maryland 12,000 2.7%      * 0.7%

Georgia 12,000 1.7%      * 0.8%

Virginia 11,000 1.7%      * 0.4%

Washington 10,000 2.3%      * 0.5%

Arizona 10,000 2.1%      * 1.1%

Pennsylvania      * 1.1%      *      *

Massachusetts      * 1.2%      *      *

Michigan      * 1.0%      *      *

North Carolina      * 0.9%      * 0.4%

Colorado      * 1.6%      * 0.9%

Indiana      * 1.2%      *      *

Utah      * 1.7%      *      *

Ohio      * 0.7%      *      *

Connecticut      * 1.6%      *      *

Oregon      * 1.7%      *      *

Nevada      * 2.0%      *      *

Kansas      * 1.9%      *      *

Missouri      * 0.7%      *      *

* Sample size is too small to report for the state.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau; American Community Survey, 2021 American Community Survey 1-Year Estimates.

Undocumented and DACA-Eligible Students in Higher Education, 2021
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Which Schools Do Undocumented Students Attend?   
The vast majority (77.1 percent) of undocumented students are enrolled in public two- and four-year colleges and 
universities, with a significant proportion of these students attending community colleges.6 Almost 23 percent of 
undocumented students are pursuing their education at private colleges and universities. As for DACA-eligible 
students, 80.8 percent are enrolled in public institutions, while 19.2 percent are studying in private institutions 
(as shown in Figure 4). The percentage of both undocumented and DACA-eligible students studying in private 
institutions increased slightly between 2019 and 2021, while the proportion attending public institutions slightly 
decreased.

FIGURE 4

Share of Undocumented Students in Public and Private Institutions of Higher Education, 2019

Share of Undocumented Students in Public and Private Institutions of Higher Education, 2021

81+19+OP

77+23+OP

Public Schools:

80.7%

Public Schools:

77.1%

Private Schools:

19.3%

Private Schools:

22.9%

83+17+OP

81+19+OP

Public Schools:

83.3%

Public Schools:

80.8%

 Private Schools:

16.7%

Private Schools:

19.2%

* Private schools include both non-profit and for-profit institutions.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau; American Community Survey, 2019 and 2021 American Community Survey 1-Year Estimates.

Undocumented 
Postsecondary 

Students,  
2019

Undocumented 
Postsecondary 

Students,  
2021

DACA-Eligible 
Postsecondary 
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2019

DACA-Eligible 
Postsecondary 

Students,  
2021
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Although the majority of undocumented students are pursuing undergraduate degrees, recent data suggests a 
significant portion are also pursuing advanced degrees. Specifically, 14.2 percent of all undocumented students were 
pursuing graduate or professional degrees in 2021, a 3.9 percentage point increase from 2019, when 10.3 percent were. 
Additionally, 19.3 percent of DACA-eligible students were pursuing graduate or professional degrees, a 6.5 percentage 
point increase since 2019, when 12.8 percent were (as depicted in Figure 5).

FIGURE 5

Share of Undocumented Students in Undergraduate and Graduate Programs, 2019

Share of Undocumented Students in Undergraduate and Graduate Programs, 2021

90+10+OP

87+13+OP

Undocumented 
Postsecondary 

Students,  
2019

Undocumented 
Postsecondary 

Students,  
2021

Undergraduate:

89.7%

Undergraduate:

87.2%

Graduate/Professional:

10.3%

Graduate/Professional:

12.8%

86+14+OP

81+19+OP

Undergraduate:

85.8%

Undergraduate:

80.7%

Graduate/Professional:

14.2%

Graduate/Professional:

19.3%

DACA-Eligible 
Postsecondary 

Students,  
2019

DACA-Eligible 
Postsecondary 

Students,  
2021

Source: U.S. Census Bureau; American Community Survey, 2019 and 2021 American Community Survey 1-Year Estimates.
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Many undocumented graduate students hold degrees in STEM fields, which are among the fastest growing sectors 
in the country. In fact, 33.6 percent of undocumented students and 37.1 percent of DACA-eligible students pursuing 
advanced degrees have an undergraduate degree in a STEM field. Among all undocumented graduate students with a 
STEM undergraduate degree, 23.1 percent have a degree in a healthcare-related field. This is an especially important 
finding given the nation’s increasingly severe shortage of workers across the healthcare industry, from physicians to 
home health aides. Among graduate students eligible for DACA with an undergraduate degree in a STEM field, 30.5 
percent have pursued a degree in a healthcare-related field.

Diversity of Undocumented Students in Higher Education    
Undocumented students are a heterogenous population in higher education, reflecting the diversity of first-generation 
immigrants in the United States. Hispanic students account for 45.7 percent of all undocumented students; Asian 
American and Pacific Islander (AAPI) students account for 27.2 percent; Black students account for close to 14 percent; 
white students account for about 10 percent; and others, including biracial and multiracial students, account for about 
3.4 percent.  Among the DACA-eligible student population, 68.8 percent are Hispanic; AAPI students make up 16.5 
percent; Black students make up about 5.7 percent; and white students make up 6.6 percent (Figure 6).

69+16+6+7+2
Share of Undocumented 
Postsecondary Students

Share of DACA-Eligible Postsecondary 
Students

Hispanic 45.7% 68.8%

Asian 27.2% 16.5%

Black 13.8% 5.7%

White 10.0% 6.6%

Other 3.4% 2.3%

FIGURE 6

Undocumented and DACA-Eligible Students in Higher Education By Race, 2021

Source: U.S. Census Bureau; American Community Survey, 2021 American Community Survey 1-Year Estimates.

46+27+14+10+3Hispanic
45.7%

Asian
27.2%

Black
13.8%

White
10.0%

Other
3.4%

Undocumented Postsecondary Students

Hispanic
68.8%

Asian
16.5%

Black
5.7%

White
6.6%

Other
2.3%

DACA-Eligible Postsecondary Students
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A Decline in Undocumented Student Enrollment Since 2019   
The findings in this report show that enrollment of undocumented students decreased by 4.2 percent between 
2019 and 2021,7 while the enrollment of DACA-eligible students decreased by 22.5 percent. This drop in the number 
of undocumented students reflects the overall decline in post-secondary enrollment due to the pandemic that is 
only now beginning to stabilize, especially at community colleges.8 The more significant decline in DACA-eligible 
students also reflects the 2012 DACA eligibility criteria, which requires applicants to have arrived in the U.S. before 
June 15, 2007. Many Dreamers in higher education today arrived after the cut-off date. Other factors impacting 
undocumented students may include the harsh immigration rhetoric and policies of the previous administration; the 
adjustment of immigration status (especially among DACA-eligible individuals); and the legal challenges facing the 
future of DACA.

The Effect of State Immigration Policies on Undocumented Students  
While undocumented students face numerous barriers to higher education—ineligibility for federal financial aid 
being a major one—policy changes at the state level have had a positive impact on their college attendance.9,10 
In 2001, Texas became the first state to extend access to in-state tuition and some forms of state financial aid to 
undocumented students based on non-residency requirements, including graduated from high school in Texas or 
received the equivalent. Since then, a growing number of states have expanded in-state tuition and financial aid to 
undocumented students.11 In 23 states, undocumented students who meet their state’s requirements have access 
to in-state tuition, and 17 of these states also extend in-state financial aid. In 10 additional states, in-state tuition is 
available, but access is more limited. Some states, for example, only allow DACA recipients to access in-state tuition. 
Others may grant in-state tuition only to undocumented students at the institutional or system levels.12 The remaining 
states have not passed inclusive policies, with some states, such as Georgia, South Carolina, and Alabama, explicitly 
barring undocumented students from obtaining in-state tuition or even enrolling in certain public institutions.13

These state policies impact the ability of undocumented students to access and succeed in higher education.14 
As of June 2023, almost half of the 25 states with the highest undocumented college student populations (listed in 
this report) do not provide all undocumented students who meet state residency and other non-residency based 
requirements access to in-state tuition at all public institutions. These states include Georgia, North Carolina, 
Michigan, Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, Indiana, Tennessee, Ohio, and Louisiana.15 Eleven of the top 25 states do 
not provide access to state financial aid or scholarships to all undocumented students who meet state residency 
requirements. These are Florida, Georgia, Arizona, North Carolina, Michigan, Massachusetts, Louisiana, Tennessee, 
Pennsylvania, Indiana, and Ohio.16
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Tuition and Financial Aid Equity for Undocumented Students

Comprehensive 
Access
Accessible

Limited
Prohibitive 
Enrollment

State Policy Environments

Limited to 
DACA

No State Policy

Restrictive

There is substantial evidence that policies that expand access to higher education and those that also provide access to 
state financial aid to undocumented or DACA-eligible students result in higher college enrollment for disadvantaged 
students while also bolstering local and state workforces.17 Studies have found that Hispanic non-citizens living in 
states with accessible in-state tuition policies toward undocumented students were anywhere from 31 percent18 to 54 
percent19 more likely to be enrolled in higher education than their peers in other states. Research also shows that these 
policies reduce high school dropout rates among certain immigrant students by as much as 14 percent.20 A 2023 study 
found that extending in-state tuition to undocumented students in Massachusetts would stem the decline in student 
enrollment and raise the number of educated workers, while creating new revenues of $2.6 million to $3.5 million for 
the state’s public colleges and universities.21
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State Policy  
Environment

Undocumented 
Student Population

Undocumented  
Share

DACA Student 
Population

DACA  
Student Share

California Comprehensive Access 83,000 2.8% 38,000 1.3%

Texas Comprehensive Access 59,000 3.3% 20,000 1.1%

New York Comprehensive Access 30,000 2.2% 8800 0.6%

Illinois Comprehensive Access 20,000 2.5% 8400 1.1%

New Jersey Comprehensive Access 19,000 3.1%      * 0.8%

Maryland Comprehensive Access 12,000 2.7%      * 0.7%

Virginia Comprehensive Access 11,000 1.7%      * 0.4%

Washington Comprehensive Access 10,000 2.3%      * 0.5%

Nevada Comprehensive Access      * 2.0%      *      *

Oregon Comprehensive Access      * 1.7%      *      *

Utah Comprehensive Access      * 1.7%      *      *

Colorado Comprehensive Access      * 1.6%      * 0.9%

Connecticut Comprehensive Access      * 1.6%      *      *

Florida Accessible 40,000 3.1% 7,787 0.6%

Arizona Accessible 10,000 2.1%      * 1.1%

Kansas Accessible      * 1.9%      *      *

Pennsylvania Limited      * 1.1%      *      *

Michigan Limited      * 1.0%      *      *

Indiana Restrictive      * 1.2%      *      *

Massachusetts Limited to DACA      * 1.2%      *      *

Ohio Limited to DACA      * 0.7%      *      *

North Carolina Restrictive      * 0.9%      * 0.4%

Missouri Restrictive      * 0.7%      *      *

Wisconsin Restrictive      * 0.7%      *      *

Georgia
Prohibitive 
Environment

12,000 1.7%      * 0.8%

The 25 States with the Highest Number of Undocumented College Students
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Conclusion   
Increasing the number of college graduates serves as a catalyst for community and state economic growth and 
prosperity. For that reason, 48 states have established goals for postsecondary credential attainment. One goal, for 
example, is to have 60 percent of state residents earn a postsecondary credential by 2030.22  

To reach these goals and to address acute skills shortages, states and higher education institutions will need to 
increase the recruitment, support, and retention of immigrant-origin students, including undocumented students. 
Consider that from 2000 to 2021, first- and second-generation immigrant students accounted for 80 percent 
of the domestic student enrollment growth at U.S. colleges and universities.23 Immigrant students—including 
undocumented students—are crucial to the sustainability of our college campuses, the vitality of our communities, 
and the prosperity of our national economy. 

Methodology   
Using the microdata of the 1-year sample from the 2021 American Community Survey (ACS), we first apply the 
methodological approach outlined by Harvard University economist George Borjas24 to study the subset of the 
immigrant population that is likely to be undocumented students in postsecondary education. We then use a set of 
criteria to identify potential international students based on factors such as school attendance, grade level, age, length 
of stay in the United States, and hours worked, and further exclude them from the group to arrive at our estimates 
about undocumented students.  

Since DACA-eligible students are a subset of the total undocumented student population, we apply the guidelines 
for DACA from the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) to ACS microdata to restrict our data further. 
Further description of the American Immigration Council’s methodology of identifying undocumented and DACA-
eligible students can be found in our methodology report of Map the Impact.25 
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