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Abstract

We investigate why prior studies examining the effects of the Deferred Action for
Childhood Arrivals (DACA) on undocumented youth’s college outcomes in the
United States have yielded mixed findings. VWe draw on unique administrative data from
the City University of New York at the time of DACA’s implementation and utilize differ-
ence-in-difference estimation to examine DACA’s effects on undocumented students’
college GPA and interruptions to their college progress. We find that DACA’s effects
on the educational outcomes of undocumented students enrolled in college were hetero-
geneous: It had a negative effect on those who, prior to the policy, were academically high
performing and taking on a heavy courseload, while it had no significant impact on low
academic performers and those maintaining a light courseload. We offer a plausible
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explanation for this finding: DACA’s newfound legal employment opportunities may have
incentivized undocumented youth who were previously focused on schooling to seek out
employment. In contrast, DACA may have had little impact on low achievers because they
were more likely to be already working. While our study is unable to directly identify
employment status, our finding that academically achieving students were negatively
affected by DACA suggests that the liminal legality experienced by undocumented |.5-
generation youth has a substantive impact on their educational integration and assimila-
tion trajectories. We contend that stopgap programs like DACA that offer contingent
rights do not result in unalloyed positive benefits because they do not address undocu-
mented youth’s underlying legal precarity.
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Introduction

Of the estimated 11 million undocumented immigrants residing in the United States,
roughly 2.7 million are youth who entered the country before their 16th birthdays
(Center for Migration Studies of New York 2019). This subgroup of undocumented
migrants is collectively referred to as “dreamers” and are popularly perceived as
more deserving of rights than undocumented adults because they migrated as children
(Sirriyeh 2020). Undocumented migrants in the United States reside in the country
without legal authorization, and as a result, they cannot legally work and are vulnerable
to deportation. Despite popular public sympathy for dreamers, multiple legislative
efforts to extend pathways to citizenship for this group have failed. In the summer of
2012, under pressure from a growing social movement of immigrant rights activists
demanding a solution to this legislative impasse, President Barack Obama enacted
the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) through executive order
(Preston and Cushman 2012). The program did not offer full rights to citizenship or
opportunities to seek them. Instead, it offered eligible undocumented youth two bene-
fits: (1) two-year renewable work permits and (2) temporary reprieve from deportation.'

'Individuals are eligible to apply for DACA if they meet the following seven criteria: (1) under
the age of 31 as of June 15, 2012; (2) came to the United States under the age of 16; (3) have
continuously resided in the United States between June 15, 2007 to the present; (4) had no
lawful status on June 15, 2012; (5) were physically present in the United States on June
15, 2012, and at the time of making the request for consideration of deferred action with
USCIS; (6) are currently in school, have graduated from high school, have obtained a
GED, or honorably discharged from the Coast Guard or armed forces; (7) have not been con-
victed of a felony, a significant misdemeanor, or more than three misdemeanors of any kind,
and do not pose a threat to national security or public safety (USCIS 2018).
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As of December 2020, roughly 611,000 undocumented youth of the estimated 1.16
million immediately eligible population were granted DACA (Migration Policy
Institute 2022).%

Existing studies on the effects of DACA suggest that the program has improved
the lives of recipients and their families in many ways, notably psychologically and
socioeconomically (Gonzales et al. 2016; Patler, Hamilton, and Savinar 2021; Patler
and Pirtle 2018; Vaquera, Aranda, and Sousa-Rodriguez 2017). Studies that focus on
DACA’s impact on college enrollment and academic outcomes, however, have
yielded more mixed findings. Some find that DACA had small positive effects on
college attendance (Kuka, Shenhav, and Shih 2020), while others find that DACA
increased youth labor force participation at the expense of college attainment
(Amuedo-Dorantes and Antman 2017; Hsin and Ortega 2018; Pope 2016). The
effects of DACA on undocumented students’ college outcomes may be mixed
because it has heterogeneous effects on undocumented youth. For instance, a
recent study by Hamilton, Patler, and Savinar (2021) proposed that for some
youth, DACA made college attendance a possibility, while for a different set of
youth, it encouraged them to prioritize work over schooling (Hamilton, Patler, and
Savinar 2021).

We investigate DACA’s effects on undocumented college students’ academic per-
formance and stopout rates and consider differential effects of the policy by prior
student academic engagement, which we define along two dimensions: academic
GPA (high and low performers) and courseload (heavy and light course-takers).®
We motivate this analysis by reasoning that prior academic engagement may
signal differential pre-DACA work commitments, which could moderate how
DACA impacts undocumented youth’s work and schooling investments.

We explore the differential effects of DACA by drawing on unique administrative
data on undocumented students attending the City University of New York (CUNY).
Focusing on a subset of students attending college in New York, rather than
California, at the time of DACA’s implementation allows us to analyze the associa-
tion between DACA’s passage and the educational trajectories of immigrant college
students in a less researched local context of reception. While relatively supportive of

2In July 2021, Judge Andrew Hanen found that the Department of Homeland Security (DHS)
lacked the authority to implement DACA (Garcia 2022). The ruling allowed existing DACA
recipients to renew their status but blocked new DACA applicants. In response, the Biden
administration codified DACA into regulatory law and rescinded the 2012 memo that origi-
nally created DACA through DHS. A federal appeals court is currently reviewing the July
2021 ruling; in the meantime, current DACA recipients can renew their status, but first-time
applicants are unable to apply to the program (Garcia 2022).

3We use the term “stopout,” as opposed to “dropout,” because of undocumented students’
financial and legal precarity that often forces them to, at least temporarily, halt their educa-
tional progress (Garcia and Tierney 2011).
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immigrants, New York has lagged behind California in the provision of state finan-
cial aid for undocumented college students. These differences in local contexts of
reception can shape the effects of immigration status on the educational integration
of the undocumented 1.5-generation youth.

This study proceeds as follows. First, we discuss prior literature that has investigated
the effects of DACA on educational outcomes, and we propose an underexplored
explanation for mixed findings: DACA affects different types of students differently.
Through difference-in-difference analyses, we find evidence for the claim that
DACA had negative effects on undocumented college students who had been academ-
ically high performing and engaged in more coursework while it had neutral effects on
those who were less academically engaged. These findings contribute to the literature
on educational integration and social mobility of the 1.5 immigrant generation by dem-
onstrating the complicated effects of liminal legal status. We might expect DACA to
have unallayed positive effects on educational achievement and subsequent social
mobility simply because this status is a marked improvement on the DACA-less
state of illegality, but our analysis points to a more complex picture. Moreover,
although this study focuses on the U.S. context, our findings carry broader implications
for migrant youth in other countries who also occupy a precarious legal status. Notably,
we contend that while programs like DACA that offer contingent rights have prolifer-
ated across wealthy countries in the Global North in recent years (Makan 2022), such
efforts can have unanticipated effects because they do not address the underlying legal
liminality experienced by undocumented migrants.

The Effect of DACA and Educational Outcomes

Does removing legal barriers to employment increase or decrease undocumented
youth’s educational investments? How might a temporary work permit program
like DACA influence work-schooling decisions of undocumented students? The
existing literature examining the effects of DACA suggests two related hypotheses
—that providing legal work opportunities positively or negatively affects undocu-
mented students’ educational outcomes—are theoretically plausible (Gonzales
et al. 2016). On the high-school level, both qualitative and quantitative studies con-
sistently show that DACA positively influenced undocumented youth’s high-school
graduation rates (Abrego 2018; Kuka, Shenhav, and Shih 2020). A recurrent theme in
interview-based studies of DACA recipients is that the program increased their moti-
vation to graduate from high school (Gonzales and Burciaga 2018). Since obtaining a
high school diploma or General Education Development (GED) degree is an eligibil-
ity requirement of DACA (Kuka, Shenhav, and Shih 2020), it is not surprising that
DACA would incentivize high school graduation.

In contrast, DACA’s impact on undocumented youth’s postsecondary schooling
outcomes is more complicated. In theory, even those who prefer to work than continue
their education could feel encouraged by DACA to attend college in order to increase
their earnings potential and long-term social mobility. However, the immediate legal
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work opportunities provided by DACA may also be an economically attractive option
—or a necessary one—for undocumented young adults, many of whom come from
underprivileged backgrounds, help financially support their families, and face higher
costs of attending college in most states due to their undocumented status (Enriquez
2017; Hamilton, Patler, and Savinar 2021). Furthermore, DACA’s temporary nature
may further complicate how undocumented youth take advantage of the program
(Greenman and Hall 2013; Patler, Hamilton, and Savinar 2021). Some undocumented
youth may rationalize, quite reasonably, that investing in college education may not
pay off if DACA is easily rescinded in the future.

In a recent study, Kuka, Shenhav, and Shih (2020) estimate DACA’s effect on college
enrollment with data from the American Community Survey. Employing
difference-in-difference estimations, they find that DACA had positive effects on
Hispanic females’ college enrollment and smaller but still positive effects on Hispanic
males’ college enrollment. Moreover, several qualitative studies have made similar
claims. For instance, through interviews with undocumented youth, Abrego (2018)
reported that DACA motivated respondents to attend college, while Gonzales et al.
(2016) similarly observed that undocumented youth who received DACA while
already attending college benefited psychologically, which led to better performance
at their schoolwork.

In contrast, other studies suggest more neutral or negative effects of DACA on
college attainment. Pope (2016), for example, reported that DACA increased the
labor force participation of college-aged youth who were likely undocumented and
had a marginal effect on their college enrollment, while Amuedo-Dorantes and
Antman (2017) found that DACA increased the labor force participation and
reduced the college enrollment of high-school graduates who were likely undocu-
mented. Meanwhile, Hsin and Ortega (2018) analyzed administrative data on undocu-
mented students attending a large urban university system. They found that DACA’s
effects varied by institution type: at four-year colleges, DACA increased undocu-
mented students’ stopout rates, while at community colleges, DACA reduced the
share of students attending school on a full-time basis but had no effect on their
stopout rates. They concluded that DACA incentivized work over schooling for
many undocumented college students but that its effects on stopout rates depended
on how easily schools accommodated working students. Together, past studies offer
mixed findings regarding DACA’s impact on undocumented students’ outcomes in
their postsecondary education.

Heterogeneous Effects of DACA

An underexplored explanation for these inconsistent findings is that DACA affects
different types of students differently. A rare exception in the literature that considers
heterogeneous effects is Hamilton et al.’s (2021) mixed-methods study of DACA
recipients in California. Their study’s quantitative component analyzed the
California Health Interview Survey and found a null effect of DACA on
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postsecondary educational outcomes, but their in-depth interviews suggested that this
result masked four heterogeneous effects on undocumented youth: (1) DACA made
college possible; (2) DACA made college easier; (3) DACA encouraged work over
school; and (4) college was no longer an option by the time DACA was created
(Hamilton, Patler, and Savinar 2021).

To remedy the scarcity of studies examining heterogeneous effects, we build on
Hamilton, Patler, and Savinar (2021) by examining DACA’s differential impact on
undocumented youth who were enrolled in college at a large public university
system in New York City when DACA began. Broadly, we examine whether
DACA'’s effects on educational outcomes are contingent on prior academic engage-
ment, which are proxied by two measures: GPA and courseload. We hypothesize that
DACA’s impact will be more negative for students who, prior to the policy, were
focused more on their schooling, while the effects will be neutral or even positive
for students who exhibited low levels of academic engagement prior to DACA.

We formulate this hypothesis because levels of academic engagement may be plau-
sibly linked to prior work commitments. We infer that undocumented students who
were academically engaged (earning high GPA and/or taking on a heavy courseload)
prior to DACA were less likely to be employed or working fewer hours, while we
presume that students who were less academically engaged (earning low GPA and/
or taking on a light courseload) prior to DACA were more likely to be employed or
working more hours. Although this link between academic engagement and work
status is a key assumption of our analysis because we do not have information on
student employment, existing studies that examined the relationship between employ-
ment and college educational performance suggest that working has a negative effect
on college outcomes such as GPA (DeSimone 2008; Trockel, Barnes, and Egget 2000).

DACA arguably had an important effect on the relationship between academic
engagement and work commitments for undocumented youth. Prior to DACA, many
students eschewed working out of fear of deportation and other legal risks (Hamilton,
Patler, and Savinar 2021). Importantly, this decision not to work was not likely
because they were financially stable but rather despite significant financial pressures:
the median annual income of undocumented immigrants remains significantly lower rel-
ative to the U.S.-born (Ro and Hook 2021). In a 2013 survey, nearly 80 percent of
DACA beneficiaries reported being eligible for free or reduced lunch during high
school, while 54 percent reported that their household was unable to pay for utilities
at some point in the prior year (Gonzales et al. 2016). Avoiding employment due to
legal precarity may have allowed undocumented college students an inadvertent
benefit of channeling their energy into their schoolwork. It is for these students in par-
ticular—those who wanted to work but chose instead to focus on school instead because
of legal risks—that DACA may cause negative outcomes. In contrast, students who
pre-DACA sought out employment may see little changes in their work-school
balance after DACA and the availability of official avenues of employment.

Using this logic, we ask the following research questions: How did DACA affect
undocumented college students’ stopout rates and GPA? How did these effects vary
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by students’ pre-DACA academic performance and courseload? We hypothesize that
undocumented students whose academic engagement levels were high prior to
DACA would experience more negative effects in their academic outcomes, while
students who were academically underperforming would see little changes in their
GPA or stopout rates. Although the data on which we draw do not contain direct
information regarding students’ employment status, we motivate our hypothesis by
linking pre-DACA academic engagement to their prior work commitments. In the
scenario outlined previously, academically engaged students may have had more
to “lose” in terms of their educational outcomes if legal work options diverted atten-
tion away from schooling and toward new found employment opportunities.

Data and Methods
Data

We draw on unique administrative data from the City University of New York. CUNY
educates over 270,000 students across 25 undergraduate campuses, seven of which are
community colleges (CUNY 2022).* We focus on the cohort who entered college from
Spring 2010 to Fall 2012 and follow them until Fall 2014. We restrict our analytical
sample to the subset of students enrolled in college before and after DACA’s
passage in 2012. We do so to avoid potential bias that may be introduced if DACA
motivated different types of students to enroll in college (Kuka, Shenhav, and Shih
2020). If differential selection had occurred, cohorts that entered post-DACA would
be systematically different from those who entered pre-DACA. Our analytical
sample includes 67,966 students attending community colleges and 55,783 students
attending 4-year colleges across the many college campuses in the CUNY.

Measures

Our outcome variables of interest are stopout and college GPA. We use a dummy
variable to measure stopout, with stopout=1 if a student who was previously
enrolled was no longer enrolled in a given semester. College GPA is a continuous

4Community colleges in the United States are distinct from traditional colleges in several
important ways. First, full-time students take two years to complete a community college
and earn an associate’s degree, whereas traditional colleges take four years and reward a bach-
elor’s (BA) degree. After graduating from a college community, students may transfer to a
liberal arts college or university to complete a BA degree. Second, community colleges are
generally more affordable and therefore typically enroll more lower-income students from
the local community than 4-year colleges. Because of this different student body composition,
community colleges typically offer more flexible courses and academic progression timelines
to accommodate for students who manage additional (e.g., work, family) responsibilities.



332 International Migration Review 59(1)

variable that measures the grade point average earned in each semester. We standard-
ize GPA by subtracting the mean and dividing by the standard deviation.

The main explanatory variable is the student’s immigration and legal status. To
qualify for in-state tuition, undocumented students must self-identify as undocu-
mented and provide a notarized affidavit stating that they will pursue steps to
obtain legal residency if such options become available (Hsin and Ortega 2018).
Yearly out-of-state tuition for a full-time student at CUNY was about $17,000 at
4-year colleges and $9,600 at community colleges in 2016, compared to $6,500
and $4,800, respectively, for New York State residents (CUNY 2022).

Legal status is measured as a dummy variable indicating whether the student was
undocumented. Individuals who obtained their high school degree outside the United
States and self-reported as undocumented and individuals who obtained their high
school degree in the United States but outside New York are excluded from the analytical
sample. This step was taken to eliminate international students or out-of-state students
with legal status who might self-report undocumented status to access in-state
tuition rates.

We stratify our analysis by two key variables. First, we stratify our analysis by low
versus high performers. Low-performers are students whose pre-DACA cumulative
GPA was below the sample mean at their respective institutions. High performers are
students whose pre-DACA cumulative GPA was above the sample mean at their
respective institutions. Second, we stratify our analysis by courseload. Light course-
load takers are students whose course credit totals in the pre-DACA semesters were
below the sample mean in their respective institutions. Heavy courseload takers are
students whose course credit totals in the pre-DACA semesters were above the
sample mean in their respective institutions.’

Analytical Strategy

We adopt the following analytical strategy. We estimate DACA’s effect on college
stopout and college grade-point-average, using difference-in-differences regressions.
Our empirical strategy follows similar studies that exploit changes in the outcome
variables for undocumented students before and after DACA, relative to changes
for students who are legal residents (i.e., legal permanent residents
and citizens) over the same time period (Amuedo-Dorantes and Antman 2017;

>We also assessed the robustness of our results across different specifications of low and high
performing. We estimated different specifications, including models that examined effects
among groups greater than 2 standard deviations (SD) below the mean, 1 SD below, 1 SD
above, and greater than 2 SD above mean. We also estimated models that stratified groups
into the bottom 1/3, middle 1/3, and top 1/3 of the distribution for high school GPA, as
well as cumulative GPA in college and course-taking to distinguish ability. Overall, the
results are not substantively different from one another.
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Hsin and Ortega 2018; Pope 2016). Netting out the changes in outcomes for students
with legal residence allows us to purge the effects of factors that cannot be observed
but that affected all students similarly, such as changes in local economic conditions.
Importantly, we investigate DACA’s heterogeneous effects on college stopout and
performance. To do so, we stratify our analysis by low versus high performers and
by light versus heavy course-takers.

We utilize the following difference-in-difference estimation:

Yie: = a; + a. + a, + bPost; * Undoc; + e;.;. )

In equation (1), Y; is the outcome variable in semester 7 for student 7 in cohort c. The
specification includes individual fixed-effects, denoted by a;, that absorb all time-
invariant characteristics of individuals (such as ability, motivation, race/ethnicity,
and family background). Our specification also includes fixed-effect for semester
year (o) and cohort (o). The former account for time-varying aggregate effects,
such as local labor market conditions, and the latter fixed-effect accounts for differ-
ences in stopout rates (and full-time status) as a student progresses toward graduation.
Dummy variable Undoc; indicates whether student i reported being undocumented,
and Post, is an indicator variable marking DACA’s rollout. Lastly, the disturbance
term €., captures all idiosyncratic variation in the outcome variable that is not
picked up by regressors. We restrict the sample to only students who were currently
enrolled.

The parameter f, the coefficient on the interaction term between Post, and Undoc;,
is the key parameter of interest. This coefficient is identified by the changes in the
outcome variable for undocumented students before and after DACA, net of
changes for documented students in the same time period.

One important caveat is that we cannot determine DACA eligibility perfectly.
Among the many criteria of DACA eligibility is a high-school degree (or a GED or
honorable discharge from the Armed Forces), arrival in the United States before
age 16, continuous residence in the United States since 2007, and a clean criminal
record (USCIS 2018). While all students in our sample fulfilled the first require-
ment, we cannot know if they fulfilled the other requirements. It is likely that
most undocumented students in our data were DACA eligible, and our estimates
of P should be interpreted as intent-to-treat effects. It is probable that
the average treatment effects (on the treated) are substantially larger because not
all eligible individuals applied for DACA. As of March 31, 2014, nearly 50
percent of eligible youth who resided in New York had applied for DACA
(Batalova, Hooker, and Capps 2014), and nearly 95 percent of those who
applied were approved (USCIS 2018). This compliance ratio implies that the
average treatment effect (on the treated) will be about twice as large as the
intent-to-treat effect.
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Table |. Difference-in-Difference Results, Stopout, Heterogeneous Effects.

(M @) ©) 4) ©) (6) ?) ®)
Community college 4-year college
Low High Light Heavy Low High Light Heavy
performing  performing  course-load  course-load  performing  performing  course-load  course-load
DACA x 0.007 —0.001 0.003 0.011* 0.01 0.029%+* 0.012 0.028***
Undocumented
(0.016) (0.007) (0.013) (0.007) (0.008) (0.005) (0.008) (0.004)
R? 0.09 0.01 0.01 0.00 0.09 0.00 0.02 0.01
N 36,022 31,944 35,342 32,624 30,680 25,103 30,681 25,102

*p<.l; ¥k p<.05; ¥ p<.001
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Timing of DACA Implementation

DACA was announced in June 2012, and the first applications were accepted in
August 2012 (USCIS 2018). Very few applications were approved in September
or October 2012, but approvals climbed significantly between October and
December 2012. The vast majority of DACA approvals occurred after December
2012 (USCIS 2018). Thus, any anticipated effect of DACA occurred
post-December 2012 during the 2013 Spring semester and beyond.

Results
Heterogeneous Effects of DACA on Academic Outcomes

We begin by examining DACA’s heterogeneous effects on stopout rates. Table 1
stratifies difference-in-difference regressions on stopout rates by low and high per-
forming and by light and heavy courseload at community and 4-year colleges.

Table 1 reveals two noteworthy findings. First, students who took a heavy course-
load prior to DACA were more likely to stop out at both community and 4-year col-
leges. These results provide evidence for our hypothesis that DACA encouraged
students who may have been reluctant to work without legal authorization and/or
had alternative sources of economic support to pay for college to increase employ-
ment activities post-DACA, to the detriment of college attendance. On the other
hand, DACA had no significant effect on the stopout rates of students who were
taking a light courseload prior to the program’s implementation. Such students
may have already been employed pre-DACA.

The second noteworthy finding is that DACA significantly increased stopout rates
among previously high-performing students at 4-year colleges but had no significant
effect on previously low-performing students at 4-year colleges. Together, these
results suggest that a key reason DACA reduced college retention at 4-year colleges
in New York is because the introduction of work authorization motivated high-
performing, academically engaged students who were taking the most course-credits
to leave or deprioritize school, presumably to work.

Examining heterogeneous effects also uncover new findings on DACA’s effect on
stopout rates at community colleges. Whereas Hsin and Ortega (2018) found no sig-
nificant effects of DACA at community colleges, we find that DACA lowered the
retention of community-college students who took the heaviest courseload. These
findings suggest that while differences in institutional types may impact undocu-
mented youth’s educational outcomes, there may also be heterogeneous effects
within different college types based on pre-DACA work commitments.

Next, we move to consider DACA’s heterogeneous effect on college GPA. The
pattern of results presented in Table 2 mirrors the pattern of results for stopout
rates. In general, our analysis indicates that DACA had negative effects on college
performance among the most academically engaged students—those who were the
highest performing and those who took the most courses—than among less
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Table 2. Difference-in-Difference, GPA, Heterogeneous Effects.

(M @) ©) 4) ©) (6) ?) ®)
Community college 4-year college
Low High Light Heavy Low High Light Heavy
performing  performing  course-load  course-load  performing  performing  course-load  course-load
DACA x 0.053 —0.086*** 0.002 —0.077+* —-0.078 —0.077%%* —0.052 —0.079%**
Undocumented
(0.064) (0.028) (0.040) (0.034) (0.050) (0.020) (0.055) (0.022)
R? 0.02 0.03 0.02 0.03 0.02 0.02 0.03 0.02
N 36,022 31,944 35,342 32,624 30,680 25,103 30,681 25,102

*p<.l; ¥k p<.05; ¥ p<.001
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academically engaged students. These results are similar for students at community
colleges and at 4-year colleges. For example, at 4-year colleges, we see that students
who took a heavy courseload saw their GPA significantly decline by 0.079 standard
deviations, while at community colleges the decrease was also significant at 0.077
standard deviations. We likewise reason that students enrolled in many college
courses prior to DACA were less likely to be working relative to those taking
fewer courses; thus, DACA’s introduction had a negative impact on their ability to
balance work and schooling.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study examined DACA’s effects on the educational incorporation of undocu-
mented 1.5-generation immigrants, measured by their academic performance and
stopout rates at the time of DACA’s implementation. We find that DACA’s
impact on academic outcomes vary by students’ prior levels of academic engage-
ment. Specifically, DACA’s downward pressure on educational outcomes appears
to be driven primarily among the most academically engaged undocumented
college students (i.e., those who were academically high performing and taking a
heavy courseload) while it conversely had no impact on undocumented students
who were academically underperforming and maintaining a light courseload.

What explains DACA’s differential effects by prior academic engagement? We
speculate that DACA’s heterogeneous effects can be plausibly explained by undoc-
umented students’ labor market participation prior to DACA. Even before the work-
permit program was introduced, many undocumented students were already
employed without work authorization to help financially support their family and
finance their college education (Abrego 2018; Gonzales 2015). For these students,
DACA and the legal work opportunities it offered may have had a limited impact
on college outcomes because their existing work commitments were already likely
to be exacting a toll on their academic performance. In contrast, DACA’s implemen-
tation could have had more detrimental ramifications for students who were high
achieving and taking more courses because they were less likely to be working or
working fewer hours. By offering these types of students work authorization,
DACA may have incentivized high-performing students to direct their focus away
from school and toward previously unavailable employment opportunities, conse-
quently leading to a decline in their academic performance and retention rates.

This study is not without caveats. First, we reiterate that the link we propose
between undocumented students’ prior academic engagements and their work com-
mitments is speculative and constrained by data limitations. We cannot rule out alter-
native (or additive) reasons why highly academically engaged students uniquely
experienced declines in their educational outcomes. For instance, it could be that
high motivated students were more likely to take on greater responsibilities for
their undocumented families with DACA’s newfound benefits, which includes
both work opportunities and relief from the threat of deportation. However, we
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maintain that even such explanations are most plausibly explained through changes
in work commitments, and we encourage future studies to directly tackle this
question.

Second, although a key strength of our analysis is our ability to accurately identify
undocumented status, we are unable to distinguish between DACA-recipients and
eligible non-recipients. As a result, we cannot rule out the possibility that our findings
can be partly explained by differential selection into DACA. Finally, our findings’
generalizability to other regions of the United States may be limited. More undocu-
mented immigrants reside in New York City than any other metropolitan area, and 80
percent of undocumented students who attend college attend CUNY (DiNapoli and
Bleiwas 2014). Thus, while our study is largely representative of undocumented
college students who reside in New York City, we cannot know whether our findings
hold in a different context where students are offered different levels of financial and
social support for college. The context of reception in New York may be considered
moderately immigrant-friendly: resident undocumented youth pay in-state tuition
but, unlike California or New Jersey, could not access state-funded financial aid
before 2019 (Goldbaum 2019). Thus, on the range of DACA’s anticipated effects
on college outcomes, we expect that our estimates are less negative relative to
states where the cost of college attendance is higher (e.g., Alabama and South
Carolina) but more negative relative to states where the cost of college attendance
is lower (e.g., California and New Jersey).

The work of various scholars has shown that DACA’s temporary nature and the
political uncertainty over its future likely complicated undocumented college stu-
dents’ desire to further their education (Cebulko 2014; Hamilton et al. 202l; Patler
2018; Roth 2019). These studies show that DACA provided only liminal legality
to undocumented students, offering temporary, renewable work authorization but
no pathways to permanent residency. Moreover, DACA could not permanently
remove the threat of deportation or guarantee that work permits would be renewed
after they expired. As a program enacted by executive action rather than through
regular legislative channels, DACA could be rescinded by a new presidential admin-
istration at. As a result, the program’s future was always uncertain. The reservations
and fears many held regarding DACA’s fate proved to be warranted when Donald
Trump attempted to terminate DACA. It is likely that comprehensive immigration
reform at the congressional level that grants permanent legal status, as opposed to
DACA'’s liminally protected status, would do more to improve social mobility of
this segment of the 1.5-generation immigrants (Menjivar 2006).

DACA also did nothing to directly lower the cost of college attendance for a gen-
erally impoverished population prevented from accessing most forms of college
financial aid. Notably, by offering legal work permits without lowering barriers to
college enrollment, DACA may have incentivized some students to channel their
energies toward newfound employment opportunities at the cost of their schooling
outcomes. While we cannot rule out the possibility that DACA may have allowed
some undocumented students to remain enrolled in college (those who otherwise
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would have stopped out of college due to financial constraints), these school-work
tradeoffs could be entirely avoided if there were lower financial barriers to college
enrollment. They could also be reduced if college education were free, as it was at
CUNY until 1976 (Attewell et al. 2009). In particular, having access to federally
funded tuition aid (Pell Grants) or work opportunities (work-study programs) tar-
geted towards students with financial needs would likely have a significant impact
on how undocumented youth approach their schooling and set educational goals.
In sum, granting permanent legal status accompanied by changes in federal financial
aid policies would allow undocumented youth to set and reach expanded educational
goals, improving their odds of intra- and inter-generational social mobility.
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