Georgia’s Workforce Development, Economy Damaged by
Barriers to Higher Education for Undocumented Students
By Melissa Johnson, Policy Analyst

New federal policy provides Georgia an opportunity to increase access to higher education for many young Georgia
immigrants who are now eligible to work without threat of deportation. Current policies that prevent these potential
students from paying in-state tuition rates or even from attending Georgia universities outright undercut the state’s
ability to compete for jobs both nationally and globally. 1
Specifically, these policies hinder the state’s competitiveness in critical ways:
•

They fail to create the same diverse, attractive workforces that 27 other states, including regional competitors
Texas, Florida, and Virginia, will foster with more inclusive tuition policies.

•

They undermine Georgia’s goal to create 250,000 additional college graduates by 2020 to meet workforce
needs outlined in Gov. Nathan Deal’s Complete College Georgia Initiative.

•

They fail to capitalize on Georgia’s investments in its K-12 school system by erecting barriers for
undocumented students to continue their education in the state.

Georgia’s state and local governments also miss out on potential tax revenue by limiting the educational prospects
of undocumented immigrants. The state can add an estimated $10 million per year to state and local coffers
through a more skilled, higher earning workforce if it allows Georgians to pay in-state tuition at any public college
or university if they are eligible to work without threat of deportation.
The Atlanta Journal-Constitution illustrated the negative consequences of Georgia’s policies on undocumented
college students through the story of Marlon Portillo in early 2015. Marlon was valedictorian of Atlanta’s Carver
Health Sciences and Research High School in 2015. He dreamed of studying engineering at Georgia Tech, but he
cannot because his parents brought him to the United States illegally when he was 10 years old.
Georgia policy prevents Marlon from admission to Georgia Tech, although he is qualified to live and work in the
United States without threat of deportation under the federal Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals. This news
came as a surprise to Marlon’s counselor who thought since Marlon’s parents paid taxes that he could have easily
enrolled in a Georgia college.
A private university in Tennessee recognized Marlon’s potential and offered him a partial scholarship. Marlon, a
Georgia high school valedictorian, will leave the state to attend college because of Georgia’s policies. 2
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Georgia’s Immigrant Population Holds Great Potential
Immigrants already make significant contributions to Georgia’s economy. From 2006 to 2010, more than 60,000
new immigrant business owners in Georgia collected net business income of $2.9 billion. 3 Immigrants also
represented 13 percent of the state’s workforce in 2013. 4 Undocumented immigrants alone paid more than $352
million in state and local taxes in 2012, the most recent year of available data. 5
Federal Policy Change Should Lead Georgia to Increase Access to Higher Education
A new federal policy was created in 2012 to allow some undocumented immigrants brought here as children
outside of their control to live and work in the United States without the threat of deportation. The new policy,
called Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) is targeted at people brought to the United States before they
were 16 and who had lived continuously in the country for five years as of June 2012. An estimated 49,000
Georgia residents are eligible for relief under this policy or its 2014 expanded version. It allows approved
applicants to work in the United States for two years with a renewal period near the end of their term if they meet
educational or military service requirements. 6
Ninety-three percent of Georgia residents able to work under the program without the expanded eligibility are
either high school graduates or enrolled in school. Given the strict educational eligibility requirements, this is not
surprising. These immigrants bring significant skills and talents that could add to the vitality of Georgia’s economy
and workforce. Many of these Georgians likely possess language skills that are especially valuable to Georgia
businesses operating in an increasingly global economy. Nationwide, more than 60 percent of DACA eligible
individuals are bilingual. 7
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Source: Migration Policy Institute Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) Profile: Georgia and “DACA at the Two-Year
Mark: A National and State Profile of Youth Eligible and Applying for Deferred Action,” August 2014. Totals may not add to 100
because of rounding.
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Georgia’s Higher Education Policies for Undocumented Students Weaken State’s Workforce
Georgia’s policies create barriers to higher education for undocumented students, including those eligible to work
without threat of deportation. This places the state firmly behind the competition and hinders Georgia’s workforce
in a number of ways:
More inclusive tuition policies will help build a diverse and skilled workforce. Business leaders value diversity
among potential employees. Companies participating in the governor’s High-Demand Career Initiative identified the
need to attract more women and minorities. They want to align their hiring practices and employee demographics
with Georgia’s diverse population.

Barriers to higher education for undocumented students undermine state and local investments in Georgia’s public
school system. The U.S. Supreme Court recognizes the right to a kindergarten through high school education for
all students, regardless of immigration status. The court recognizes depriving undocumented students of a grade
school education “imposes a lifetime hardship on a discrete class of children not accountable for their
[undocumented] status.” 8
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State, local, and federal governments now spend an average of $8,406 per year on a Georgia student’s K-12
education. 9 That amounts to more than $1 billion the public spends educating DACA-eligible Georgians over the
course of five years. 10
Georgia can maximize this billion dollar investment in K-12 education by allowing DACA-eligible residents to
continue their education at Georgia colleges. Forty percent of Georgians eligible for the program are high school
graduates, not yet enrolled in college. The high cost of out-of-state tuition is seen as the main factor pricing higher
education out of the reach of most DACA recipients and undocumented immigrants in Georgia, according to a
Migration Policy Institute study. 11
Restricting access to higher education thwarts state efforts to increase the number of Georgia’s college graduates.
Georgia’s governor launched the Complete College Georgia Initiative in August 2011 to strengthen the state’s
competitiveness by significantly increasing the number of Georgians with postsecondary school credentials.
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education. 15 Students who pay
out-of-state tuition rates shell out an average of $16,160 more per year at Georgia’s four-year institutions
compared to students paying the in-state tuition rate.

Higher tuition is more of a barrier to college attendance for DACA-eligible Georgians than the overall population, as
66 percent of them earn low incomes. 16 A low-income family of three earns less than $40,180 per year. 17

Georgia can add more than 5,000 college graduates to the workforce if DACA-eligible Georgians who are high
school graduates but not attending college can secure college degrees at a rate similar to minority Georgians ages
25 to 54. 18 This estimate, based on 2013 figures, can increase if more of the approximately 14,000 undocumented
students now enrolled in Georgia’s K-12 school systems who likely qualify for DACA, are also able to graduate
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college. 19 These graduates could command higher salaries and provide more tax revenue as described in the final
section of this report.

Improving Georgia’s Higher Education Policies Boosts State and Local Revenue
Immigrants already make significant contributions to Georgia’s economy. Undocumented immigrants paid nearly
$352 million in state and local taxes in 2012, the most recent year for available data. 20 Allowing immigrants who
qualify for deferred action to further their education in Georgia can help them contribute even more to Georgia’s
economic vitality.
Georgia is now missing out on about $10 million in tax revenue per year by disqualifying academically-eligible
Georgians from discounted in-state tuition rates.
•

•

People with bachelor’s degrees
pay an average of $2,268 more
per year in state and local taxes
than high school graduates.
People with associate’s degrees
pay $954 more. The state can
add more than 5,000 potential
college graduates if Georgia’s
DACA-eligible high school
graduates enjoyed better access
to Georgia’s colleges and
universities. That can deliver
about $9.4 million in new tax
annual revenue for Georgia’s
state and local governments. 21
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The state can also add an
estimated 345 more college
graduates per year if DACA-eligible
high school seniors can pay
discounted in-state tuition at any Georgia public college or university. These new college graduates would pay
more than $713,000 in additional state and local taxes per year. 22

Conclusion: Georgia is Missing Opportunity to Invest in State’s Workforce and Economy
Georgia’s barriers to higher education for undocumented immigrants trip up people eligible to work without threat
of deportation. These policies undercut the strength of the state’s workforce. Academically qualified immigrants
brought to Georgia as children outside their control should be allowed to pay the discounted in-state tuition at any
public college or university. That would remove Georgia’s competitive disadvantage with other states with more
inclusive policies. It would also capitalize on the investments by the K-12 school system and add to the state’s pool
of college graduates. Investing in the education of these Georgia residents results in tremendous returns to the
state for years to come.
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