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Executive Summary

With rising tuition rates across the United States, there has been little attention toward the realities and
experiences faced by undocumented immigrants seeking to attend institutions of higher learning. Their
experiences vary significantly from state to state, as 22 states offer some form of tuition or aid support, while the
remaining states are either restrictive or have no specific policy in place. At a time when undocumented
immigrants in the United States are being targeted through increased immigration enforcement, there is a need
to explore and expand beyond the major narratives informing the country. Education is considered to be the great
equalizer in the U.S., and it is now past time to ensure equitable access to higher education for all. This brief
examines policy on tuition for undocumented students, exploring examples of states that restrict access and those
that expand access using two case studies of states with vastly different approaches to undocumented youth: New
York and Texas. This brief recommends several policy pathways, including a Federal tuition equity framework
and State-level university infrastructure, to advance the standardization of tuition for undocumented students.

Background

In the United States, the cost of attending a four-year college or university has risen dramatically for students.
The average cost of attendance for a four-year college or university has risen about 93 percent between AY 2005-
06 and AY 2025-26.1 This increased cost can be attributed to many different factors, such as declining state
funding, rising costs to keep up with competitor colleges, and fluctuations in student enrollment.2 However, for
undocumented students in the United States, costs have always seemingly remained high despite this. Due to
their immigration status, undocumented immigrants do not qualify for federal tuition assistance through FAFSA,
and many do not qualify for state benefits as well.3 This has led to undocumented students having to pay high
tuition amounts at many colleges and universities, often in the very cities and states where they have spent the
majority of their lives.

Undocumented students are an important part of the higher education landscape, with 15.2% pursuing advanced
degrees and 84.8% pursuing an undergraduate degree. Many of these students concentrate in high-demand fields
such as STEM and are positioned to fill critical roles that support the U.S. workforce and economy. While Latinos
make up the majority of the undocumented population in the United States, the undocumented population in
higher education is fairly diverse. Within higher education, the undocumented student population is also racially
and ethnically diverse, with 53.3% identifying as Hispanic, 21.8% as Asian, 11.7% as Black, and 9.4% as White.4
Although all undocumented students face significant barriers related to legal status, these challenges are
compounded for Black and Afro-Latino undocumented students. In addition to navigating legal precarity in
higher education, these students experience heightened racial profiling and criminalization, lower educational
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attainment rates, and limited access to employment opportunities.5 This results in layered forms of
marginalization at the intersection of both race and immigration status.

With over 400,000 undocumented students pursuing higher education and no standardized federal policy on
tuition or aid, states across the nation have taken varying stances.¢ 20 states in the United States currently provide
in-state tuition for undocumented students in the United States.” 17 states offer some form of state financial aid
as well.8 Other states, however, have more restrictive practices, with 10 states blocking access to either in-state
tuition and/or state financial aid for students.” Three states in the United States actively block enrollment for
undocumented students in public institutions: Alabama, Georgia, and South Carolina.” In recent years,
established laws in Texas, Florida, Kentucky?, and Oklahomat® have been challenged, shifting policies from
providing in-state tuition to undocumented students to requiring undocumented students to pay out-of-state
tuition rates, impacting students in their respective upcoming academic years:t We have recently seen similar
policies in Virginia2, California3, Illinois4, and Minnesota:s, all being challenged as well. These vast differences
in policies have created varying effects on student outcomes in these states and, in some cases, have made students
choose to move to a new state to pursue higher education.

In many cases, these students not only have limited support from states but also lack institutional support
structures and accessible information from university systems. These information gaps contribute to increased
amounts of mental health struggles for these students, often linked to “fear of deportation, institutional
discrimination, and financial precarity.”:6 Universities themselves might offer access to mental health services,
but they aren’t always built to serve “students with diverse and liminal immigration statuses effectively, especially
when services are hard to access.”” Without adequate state or institutional support, many students often face
difficult decisions alone, such as deciding whether or not to forgo higher education altogether or to attend
institutions that might not meet their academic or personal needs due to cost. The disparities set the stage for
deeper policy challenges, and there are various ways states attempt to manage this issue.

Problem Analysis

There are various implications when it comes to this issue that not only affect the students involved but also affect
other key stakeholders, such as the university systems, local, state, and federal governments, which create ripple
effects across all the aforementioned areas. However, these implications vary from state to state depending on
whether policies toward undocumented students generate positive or negative outcomes. The student impacts are
already well documented in the states where they can attend with in-state tuition and aid versus the states where
they cannot.

One example of a state that has experienced a shift in policies on providing tuition assistance to undocumented
students is Texas. In 2001, Texas was the first state in the country to “allow undocumented students who
graduated from a Texas high school and met certain other requirements to access in-state tuition and state
financial aid through the ‘Texas Dream Act.” 8 By the beginning of 2025, Texas contained the second-highest
number of undocumented college students in the nation. Requirements of these students included: Graduation
from a Texas High School, residing in Texas for 3 years before their graduation date, and a signed affidavit that
students will apply for permanent residency at the earliest possible time. 20The Texas Dream Act was a catalyst
for many other states, such as California, to pilot similar programs. However, pressure from the current
administration and stricter immigration policies at both the state and federal levels has quickly blocked most
undocumented students in Texas from accessing in-state tuition due to court orders.2! This has put students, who
are undocumented and currently attending college, in limbo.

This sudden change has created confusion and uncertainty at both the student and university levels. A coalition
of immigrant rights organizations and legal advocacy groups has cautioned that these schools lack “dedicated,
trained staff to assist students with questions about the in-state tuition changes.”22 This sudden reversal highlights



the instability and frailty of state-level protections for undocumented students, revealing how easily progress can
be undone by shifting political climates. For students in Texas, this uncertainty has translated into disrupted
educational plans, financial strain, and heightened anxiety about their futures. And for universities, this has led
to administrative confusion and can prompt students to leave the state, resulting in a loss of talent and tax
contributions. Reactionary state policies ultimately undermine student and societal outcomes.

While some states have reverted to their policies, others have taken strides to expand access to undocumented
students. New York State expanded access to higher education for undocumented students in 2019. The José
Peralta New York State DREAM Act (NYSDA) helps level the playing field and make higher education more
accessible to undocumented immigrants in New York State.23 Much like the “Texas Dream Act,” the NYSDA
includes a clause that undocumented immigrants have to establish residency in the state by attending a high
school in New York for two years and earning a diploma.24 It then provides in-state tuition and state-funded
scholarships for these students to attend a New York college or university. Projections indicate positive impacts
not only for students but also for the state and local economy.

According to the New York City Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs, over 181,000 New York City residents alone
could stand to benefit from access to lower in-state tuition and scholarships.25 On average, individuals who benefit
from the NYSDA have already contributed upwards of 1.3 billion dollars to New York City’s economy.2¢ With the
increased earnings associated with gaining a bachelor's degree, this number can be expected to rise.27 This
example shows us how inclusive policies can yield benefits that extend far beyond individual students. By
removing these financial barriers, the state has strengthened its workforce, expanded its tax base, and ultimately
strengthened the idea that higher education serves the public good. Compared with the adverse outcomes and
confusion seen in Texas, the New York experience suggests that expanding educational access is a sound economic
investment. The New York model can offer insight into how state and federal policymakers can collaborate to
create equitable and sustainable pathways for higher education.

Policy Recommendations

To address the inequities that undocumented students face when it comes to accessing and affording higher
education, there must be coordinated policy action between the state and federal levels. The current state-by-state
approach has created inequitable outcomes and, in some cases, has left students' academic careers in limbo due
to sudden policy changes. One way to address this is for the federal government to establish a framework for
tuition equity for undocumented students. Congress could pass legislation that works to standardize access to in-
state tuition rates for undocumented students. This could include residency and graduation criteria that eligible
students must meet.

While federal movement on this issue through legislation might be difficult, the introduction of a bill can lead to
movement toward tuition equity for all. The federal government could also work to incentivize states to adopt
tuition equity policies by offering matching grants or performance-based funding for states that enter into a
specific compact that extends in-state tuition and state financial aid to undocumented students, as seen with
Medicaid expansion incentives.28 State legislatures should also work with universities and university systems to
create infrastructure to ensure that these students can succeed and thrive in the higher education system. As the
Texas example illustrates, many universities simply lack the staff and expertise to help these students, and
creating offices and infrastructure would help these students thrive.

Policymakers should also work to ensure that these offices and new infrastructure created to support
undocumented students work to serve all undocumented students regardless of racial, ethnic, or cultural
background. This requires moving beyond a one-size-fits-all approach and intentionally accounting for the
diverse experiences within the undocumented student population. This includes culturally responsive staffing and
training to ensure that universities and staff can effectively serve Black and Afro-Latino and non-Latino



undocumented students. Finally, encouraging greater data transparency with strong safeguards for student safety
and privacy would allow policymakers and researchers to understand the impact of tuition equity policies.

Conclusion

As tuition rates continue to rise across the United States, the inequities faced by undocumented students in higher
education remain one of the most overlooked issues. The current patchwork of state policies, which range from
comprehensive, inclusive laws to bans on enrollment, has created a landscape of unequal opportunity, where
geography and where someone settles down determine a student's access to an affordable education. This
inconsistency within our education system not only hinders undocumented students' academic and professional
aspirations but also undermines the broader societal and economic benefits that a community could receive.

As this brief explains and illustrates through the case studies of New York and Texas, there are two trajectories
that the nation is facing. One vision emphasizes restriction and destabilizes students’ lives and futures; the other
embraces inclusion and recognizes the benefits of equitable education access. As these state trends continue to
unfold, it is evident that we need to create a federal framework in order to standardize tuition equity and promote
institutional support, all while collecting data that promotes better policy while protecting students' rights and
data. Education has to remain a cornerstone of opportunity in the United States, regardless of one's immigration
status. The country should ensure equitable access to higher education for undocumented students, not just to
support our students but to support our nation's future. Through policy, collaboration, and compassion, the U.S.
can move closer toward realizing the statement that education serves as a great equalizer for all.
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