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A worker with a bachelor’s degree will, on average, earn $1 million more over her lifetime than a high 
school graduate; a worker with an advanced degree is likely to earn twice that amount.2  Based on data 
from a recent RAND study, we estimate that California will gain almost $15 million per year in net tax 
revenue from the estimated 1620 undocumented students currently enrolled in California’s colleges.3  The 
State has invested in the high school education (and for many, elementary and middle school as well) of 
undocumented children.  Currently, undocumented students can legally attend college in the state of 
California.4 However, these students are not eligible to apply for post-secondary financial aid. Without 
such aid, it is extremely difficult for these students – most from low-income families – to afford the costs 
associated with pursuing higher education at a public university.5  The California DREAM Act (SB 1301) 
and Assembly Bill 2083 would provide these and other students who currently qualify for in-state tuition 
the opportunity to compete for state financial aid.  The bill has been approved by the legislature and is 
currently before Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger, awaiting his signature. This brief highlights recent 
research that sheds light on the potential impacts of SB 1301 and AB 2083. 
 
WHO ARE UNDOCUMENTED STUDENTS IN CALIFORNIA? 

• Approximately 400,000 undocumented children reside in California.6  The majority of these 
children were brought to the United States before the age of 12.7 Although complete data is not 
available, most of those who pursue higher education attend community colleges.8   

• There were approximately 1,620 undocumented students enrolled in 2005 in the University of 
California and California State University systems who benefited from in-state tuition provided 
by California’s Assembly Bill 540.9 At .065 percent, undocumented students represent a 
miniscule number of the 2.5 million students enrolled in California’s higher education 
institutions. Given the rising costs of post-secondary schooling and the inability to compete for 
financial aid, a mere 5 to 10 percent of all undocumented students make it to college.10   

• According to recent research, undocumented students in California (at the CCCs, CSUs, and the 
UCs) exhibit higher than average levels of community and civic activity, including community 
education, and mentoring of peers and younger students.11  

• Research also shows that the cost of college is the most prohibitive barrier for undocumented 
students, given the economic profile of many of these students’ families, schools, and 
communities.12 

 
THE IMPACT ON CALIFORNIA: A benefit to the economy and to state tax revenues 

• The U.S. economy faces a mismatch between the demand for educated workers and the available 
supply. The Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) estimates that many of the occupations that will be 
most in demand in years to come – in computer science, and the medical and teaching professions 
– will rely on educated workers.13   

• With every step up the degree ladder, workers gain in salary and employment opportunities. 
According to the BLS, 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 percent. In contrast, workers with a 
bachelor’s degree earned $962 per week and had an unemployment rate of 2.3 percent, while 
those with a doctorate earned $1,441 and had an unemployment rate of only 1.4 percent.14 

• In California, 12 of the 15 occupations projected to grow the fastest between 2004 and 2014 
require workers with at least an Associate’s degree. Immigrants are already a large share of 
workers in these occupations, especially among medical scientists, computer software engineers, 
database administrators, and registered nurses.15 



• The Public Policy Institute of California projects that by 2025, 41 percent of the state’s jobs will 
require a college education, but only 32 percent of workers in the state will have the necessary 
education. To bridge the gap between supply and demand, the report argues, California—and the 
United States overall—will need to educate more native-born youth and bring in more high-
skilled workers from other countries.16  

• A 1999 RAND study found that, by 30, a 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.17  

 
LESSONS FROM OTHER STATES 

• In Texas, undocumented students are eligible for in-state tuition and can compete for financial 
aid. A study released by Texas’ Higher Education Coordinating Board found a significant 
increase in postsecondary enrollment of undocumented students—nearly 10 times greater from 
2001 to 2004, with most enrolling at community colleges after the passage of the Texas law. 

• A study by the Massachusetts Taxpayers Foundation, where undocumented students are currently 
not eligible for in-state tuition or financial aid, projected that the state would eventually gain 2.5 
million dollars from fees in a three year span if undocumented children were allowed to attend 
public colleges at in-state rates.18  
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