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What does it mean to be undocumented?

• Immigrants who entered the United States without inspection or overstayed 
their visas and are present in the United States 

• Demographically diverse population

DHS Entry/Exit Overstay Report, FY2015
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Free Public K-12 Education for
Undocumented Students is Protected By Law

•Plyler v. Doe (1982): 
• Denying free public education to undocumented students is 

unconstitutional: “illegal aliens are "persons" protected by 
the Due Process Clauses of the Fifth and Fourteenth 
Amendments”



“Transition” into illegality

• “Undocumented children move from protected to unprotected, from 
inclusion to exclusion, from de facto legal to illegal.”

• The moment you step out of your gown as a high school senior, you 
are considered “illegal” under the law

Gonzales, Roberto G. 2011. ”Lives in Limbo: Undocumented and Coming of Age in America.” (2015)



Illegal Immigrant Reform and 
Immigrant Responsibility Act aka IIRIRA (1996): 

Result: undocumented students barred from 
federal financial aid for higher education.
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Recent Federal Legislation / Executive Action 
• DREAM Act (2001-2010):

• In addition to a path to legal status for minors, early version 
would have reversed IIRIRA restriction on federal funding for 
higher ed. Edited out of later version.

• Result: Passed the House 216-198; failed in Senate 52-44. 
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but no widespread change in acceptance or aid policies.

• Deferred Action for Parental Accountability aka DAPA/DACA+
(2014-2015 )
• Provides administrative relief to parents of children who are US citizens 
• Result: Texas et al. filed a lawsuit, went up to the SCOTUS, which resulted in 

a tie. SCOTUS denied request to rehear case, so lower court’s decision holds.





Develop Resources for Undocumented 
Students Applying to College from the 

perspective of an undocumented student

HigherDreams.org



1) Consolidate resources
• Although there are resources online regarding the 

college application process as an undocumented 
student, they are disparate and generally state-specific





1)Do you accept DACA students?
2)Do you accept undocumented (non-DACA) students?

3)Do you provide need-based aid to admitted undocumented 
students?

4)Are you need-aware or need-blind for undocumented students?











2) Rely on the accumulated wisdom of the 
community

• HD also initiated a public forum in which undocumented students can 
ask questions anonymously 



3) Direct service to students in Boston

• HD is in the process of doing outreach to high schools in BPS

• The majority of undocumented students are also low-income / students 
of color

• Intersectionality of class and immigration status



Our Goals
• Politics do not affect your ability to go to college.

• Create an empowering space for undocumented students 

• Identify the ”pressure points” of applying to college as an 
undocumented student; outline expectations



Take-home Messages for 
Educators and Practitioners



Schools as spaces of belonging and conflict

• Peer networks: Profound differences between peers 

• Early exiters of school system vs. college goers 

• Deportability

• DACA “breadwinner” 

• Transition to illegality

• Mental health challenges

• Immigration status as a master status



Natalia is my cousin, we came to the U.S. at the same time. We were six, not knowing 

our parents had brought us illegally. She's like my sister. We shared swing sets, ice 

cream, and secrets. During high school we found out we were undocumented and it 

became another secret we shared. Up until that point we'd tread the same path. Our 

shared paths came to a fork in the road junior year when she decided to come out to her 

high school counselor in hopes of receiving advising for applying to college. Her 

counselor simply said "I've had undocumented students before and the results are 

not pretty, you might as well just get a minimum wage job." When she told me this, 

it discouraged me from coming out to my counselor. The panic caught up with me 

senior year, I decided to tell my counselor I was undocumented. He responded: "I don't 

really know what that means but we're going to figure it out together.”

-- “Rawls,” an undocumented high school student from NYC
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Practitioners Play a Crucial Role 
• Advocating for undocumented students in the public 

school system
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school system
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• Clarifying the process
• HD Resources Page (PDF document)

• E4FC Resources Page 

Practitioners Play a Crucial Role 



Contact Info

• Jin Park
• jinpark@higherdreams.org

• jinpark@college.harvard.edu

• contact@higherdreams.org
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