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Background
The Affordable Care Act (ACA)1, enacted on March 23, 2010, currently provides health
coverage to more than 20 million people.2 In order to qualify for health coverage under the
ACA, individuals must be U.S. citizens or lawfully present, and they cannot be incarcerated
or have income that is more than 400% of the federal poverty level.3 Under Title 1-Subtitle
A of the Affordable Care Act, unmarried children below the age of 26 are ensured
dependent health coverage.4 Many college students benefit from this act; however, such
benefits are not extended to recipients of Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA)
because of their non-permanent status.5 Today, approximately 454,000 undocumented
students attend a college/university in the United States.6
According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, “seven out of ten U.S.
deaths are caused by chronic illness;”7 such diseases can be prevented and monitored by
health screenings and primary care consultations. Providing affordable health coverage to
undocumented students can reduce the risks of preventable health problems.

The Need
“Research confirms that students do better in school when they are emotionally and
physically healthy. They miss fewer classes, are less likely to engage in risky or antisocial
behavior, concentrate more, and achieve higher test scores. Unfortunately, too many
students go to class in less-than-optimal health.”- ASCD Whole Child Initiative8
In the Latino community, health coverage is not a guaranteed privilege. Latinos are three
times more likely to be uninsured than non-Hispanic Whites; overall, a quarter of Latinos
are uninsured.9 Simultaneously, the number of Latinos who enroll in but do not graduate
from college is a persistent problem. Latino students graduate from four-year and twoyear colleges at rates of 54% and 19% respectively.10 This sharply contrasts with the 63%
of White students who graduate from four-year colleges and the 25% who graduate from
two-year colleges.11 The idea that these two phenomena—lack of access to health care
and lower-than-average graduation rates—are correlated poses the question of whether
guaranteeing health coverage to Latino college students, especially those who are
undocumented, could improve college graduation rates.
The need for the Latino community to have access to preventative health care and mental
health resources has amplified with the COVID-19 pandemic. According to data from
the Centers for Disease Control (CDC), the Latino community is 2.8 times more likely
than White, non-Hispanic people to contract COVID-19 and 4.6 times more likely to be
hospitalized.12 Access to health care is critical for Latinos and should be immediately
provided to undocumented college students who lack it.

Our Ask
We request that Congress extend eligibility of the Affordable Care Act to DACA recipients
attending college. An estimated 216,000 college students are DACA-eligible;13 the average
monthly cost of health insurance for a 21-year-old is $200,14 totaling $2,400 per year.
The cost of health insurance coverage for all DACA-eligible college students adds up to
approximately $519 million, significantly lower than the $6.2 billion that the DACA-eligible
population contributes to the national economy.15
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Impact
In 2019, about 28.9 million people continued to lack health insurance coverage.16 Uninsured
individuals have cited that the main reason for not seeking health coverage is the high cost
of health insurance. Undocumented immigrants continue to be part of this group, as they
are ineligible to apply for Medicaid or marketplace health coverage under the current ACA.
Undocumented students pursuing post-secondary education are assets who will play
significant roles in the future of this country. However, they face hardship when attempting
to access quality health care, amid financial insecurity that cannot be ameliorated due to
ineligibility for federal financial aid or certain scholarships.
A simple wellness visit can have a dramatic impact on long-term health, preventing many
chronic diseases.17 Students should be able to focus on their academic progress without
the worry of not being able to afford the cost of a simple checkup. Health care is a
human right and should not be defined by an individual’s immigration status.
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• Luz Velazquez is a first-generation, low-income college student from Queens, NY and a
proud daughter of Paraguayan immigrant parents. She is currently a graduating senior
at Binghamton University pursuing a Bachelor of Arts in Psychology with minors in
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Luz serves as the Student Director of Programming and Diversity Initiatives for the
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Scholar, NASPA Undergraduate Fellow, and Líderes Avanzando Fellow inform her
desire to work in the field of public policy advocating for the immigrant and Latinx
community through education equity and migrant justice.

SUMMARY
American colleges and universities are facing a crisis of college retention and completion
rates for working-class Latino students. Nationwide, 70% of Latino college students identify
as either first-generation or low-income (FGLI).1 Among FGLI undergraduates, more than
4 in 10 fail to complete a four-year degree program on-time—the completion rate drops
drastically to just 6% among FGLI community college students. For undocumented college
students, about half of whom identify as Latinx, the figure rises to just 6.6%.2
The COVID-19 pandemic further aggravates these figures for FGLI Latino students.
According to a survey done by the National Student Clearinghouse Research Center,
40% of Latinos currently at four-year universities and 44% of current Latino community
college students surveyed said the pandemic was likely or very likely to impact their ability
to complete their respective degrees.3 Additionally, decades-long gains made in college
enrollment for Latinos evaporated when nationwide fall 2020 college enrollment figures
dropped by nearly 5.5%.4
These alarming figures are a call for policymakers to address a crisis of degree completion
among Latino FGLI students—especially among undocumented undergraduates that fall
into this category. The federal TRIO program’s Student Support Services (SSS) is one step
in inspiring scholars to complete their respective degrees. SSS provides comprehensive
support to FGLI students through dedicated professional mentorship, counseling services,
and grant assistance to improve college retention rates. In this memo, we call for a budget
increase of $1.2 billion allocated for TRIO programs and amending the Higher Education
Act (HEA) to allow undocumented students access to federal education funds.

BACKGROUND
TRIO SSS consists of eight federal programs assisting low-income or underrepresented
minorities to finish high school, enroll in post-secondary education, and attain a degree.
Established by the Higher Education Act in 1965, the host of programs was allocated
nearly $1 billion in fiscal year (FY) 2018, and in FY 2019, SSS received more than
$500 million.5 Also in FY 2019, the average cost per participant in the program was
approximately $1,667, and the average award granted to applicants was approximately
$316,000.6 Further, SSS has consistently serviced over 200,000 students since FY 2010.7
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The principal mission of the TRIO SSS program is to provide:
• opportunities for academic development through regular programming
• assistance on college requirements and motivate students toward the successful
completion of their post-secondary education
• grant aid to current SSS participants who are receiving Federal Pell Grants
Combined, these services work to construct a more inclusive college campus for FGLI
college students and “help students make the transition from one level of higher education
to the next.”8

THE ASK
• Congress should increase investment in federal TRIO programs by $1.2 billion to increase
college retention rates amongst FGLI students.
• Congress should also amend Title IV of the Higher Education Act of 1965 to allow
Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) recipients, Temporary Protected Status
(TPS) holders, and other undocumented students to be eligible for federal TRIO funds
and services.

THE NEED
• Attaining a post-secondary degree has long been the golden ticket for social and
economic mobility in the United States. However, there is an urgency to address the
socioeconomic and racial disparities in retention rates. For cohorts entering 4-year public
institutions in 2011, only about 54% of Latino students finished their degrees within six
years, compared to 63% of White students.9 Moreover, FGLI college students complete
their degrees at half the rate of their non-FGLI peers.10 With its core mission being to
correct these disparities, SSS is an essential path forward to bolster student achievement.
• TRIO SSS has demonstrated a significant positive effect on FGLI student retention and
success. Students enrolled in TRIO SSS programs are more likely to remain enrolled
in higher education, obtain more college credits, and earn higher GPAs compared to
similarly qualified students who were not enrolled in the program.11 The Pell Institute
(2009) found that SSS students were 12% more likely to be retained in the second
year and 23% more likely to be retained in the third year12—again demonstrating the
effectiveness of SSS programs.

THE IMPACT
Expanding the reach of Student Support Services to more students at community colleges
and universities is key to fostering a new generation of Americans equipped to meet our
nation’s growing challenges. Inspiring and supporting students who are the first in their
families to step foot on a college campus fulfills the promise of economic and social
mobility for millions of working-class students. The hundreds of thousands of students
already benefiting from SSS have provided their stories and data, revealing a renewed
confidence in their academic potential and feelings of belonging.13 We call for a dramatic
increase in SSS funding to meet the striking racial and economic inequities associated with
degree attainment. Additionally, the inclusion of undocumented students further unlocks
the academic and economic potential necessary for our communities to thrive.
A lack of action on the issue of degree attainment has severe ramifications for our postCOVID economic rebuilding efforts. Students from Latinx working families have put their
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education on hold to serve our community as essential workers. Many more feel the social
and economic factors induced by the pandemic make them unlikely to finish their degree.
Without active mentorship and financial support, we face an entire class of FGLI Latinx
students failing to be adequately equipped to attain well-paying jobs. Student Support
Services and their accompanying resources can catch these students before they are
completely out of reach. As Congress considers economic relief plans, we ask that they
allot additional funding for SSS programs to ensure that low-income students are receiving
the support they need, including expanding the TRIO program funding, to complete their
higher education.
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Background
Undocumented students in the United States struggle to pay higher education costs,
which prevents them from accessing higher-paying jobs. Federal financial aid such as
loans, scholarships, grants, or work-study funding is inaccessible to undocumented
students. Forty percent of 18- to 24-year-old undocumented students do not graduate
due to cost constraints, increasing the likelihood that they will experience poverty.1 Further,
undocumented students already experience poverty at twice the rate of students with
U.S.-born parents.2 Access to federal assistance such as loans, grants, and scholarships
will help undocumented students alleviate some cost constraints. Reducing some of
the financial stress associated with pursuing higher education may help undocumented
students graduate at the same rate as their U.S.-born peers and prepare them to make
beneficial social and economic contributions in the United States.

Our Ask
• Amend the Higher Education Act (HEA) to authorize Deferred Action for Childhood
Arrivals (DACA) recipients, Temporary Protected Status (TPS) holders, and other
undocumented students to be eligible for federal student aid provided through the HEA.
• Ensure state-funded college-readiness programs such as TRIO are inclusive and
supportive of all undocumented students. Programs like TRIO work to provide firstgeneration, low-income, and economically disadvantaged students the opportunity to
prepare for achieving higher education by providing a constant support system that
follows them from middle school through college.

The Need
COVID-19 has brought to light the disparities faced by undocumented students, TPS, and
DACA recipients in the United States. On February 4, 2020, the public charge rule went
into effect, stating that “aliens are inadmissible to the United States if they are unable
to care for themselves without becoming public charges.”3 An undocumented students
inability to access healthcare assistance due to the public charge rule has instilled fear of
being detained by ICE when seeking out medical attention. This is further exacerbated by
the need to be seen by a medical professional for testing during the pandemic. Along with
this issue, immigrant families and students across the nation disenrolled from the public
benefit programs for which they were eligible. An estimated one-in-seven (13.7%) adults
in immigrant families, and more than one in five (20.7%) adults in low-income households,
reported avoiding public benefit programs for fear of risking future green card status.4
Disenrolling from public benefit programs such as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program (SNAP) means losing access to food security, which negatively impacts the
functionality of students in a school setting.5
Undocumented students must be given federal financial assistance to reduce the number of
labor hours they must expend to help support their families and pay for tuition. One survey
showed that 57% of students who worked lost their job due to the COVID-19 pandemic.6
Further, it is likely that the students who are still employed are working in high-risk jobs. One
study revealed that 69% of undocumented workers hold “essential” or “frontline” positions.7
The number of multi-status students working in high-risk roles during the pandemic shows a
high level of commitment to both their education and their families.
As of 2019, close to 100,000 undocumented students graduate from U.S. high schools
every year.8 A 2020 report revealed that approximately 2% of college students are
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undocumented immigrants.9 By 2060, the Bureau of Labor Statistics predicts that Latinos
will comprise 30% of our workforce.10 Most jobs require a college degree for a viable
salary, so pursuing higher education is necessary for most individuals. Without a job and
a degree, undocumented students and their families may face financial insecurity and
housing instability. College affordability means investing in Latino students regardless of
citizenship status to ensure they have an equitable chance of attaining their degree.
Programs such as TRIO are an extension to education that goes beyond the classroom in
ways that seek to elevate and encourage students to pursue post-secondary education
by providing academic tutoring, assistance with college applications, and mentoring.
Ensuring and expanding state funding for such college-readiness programs also provides
a sense of community among the students within the program who face similar obstacles
and share similar anxious sentiments about their ability to succeed in higher education.

Impact
Undocumented immigrants pose a higher risk of developing depression and anxiety.11
Immigration-related stressors, including fear of deportation, social marginalization, and
employment problems, mean that undocumented students are likely struggling with
mental health issues and might be susceptible to other psychosocial disorders.12 The
inability to provide supportive spaces and resources to undocumented students prevents
them from succeeding in educational institutions and society.
In 2015, an estimated 24.5% of the undocumented population lived below the poverty
threshold.13 Financial instability coupled with limited access to higher education
makes it close to impossible to realize a future where one can live beyond paycheck
to paycheck. One 2013 study projected that by 2020, 65% of jobs would require some
type of college degree.14 Currently, undocumented, TPS, and DACA recipient students
struggle to complete college due to tuition costs. These students will be denied social
mobility and financial freedom if no action is taken. In Virginia, Senate Bill 1387, which
calls for federal financial assistance to be made available to undocumented, TPS, and
DACA recipient students, passed this 2021 legislative session. Virginia joins states such as
Connecticut and Washington, among others, who realize the urgency in providing federal
aid to undocumented, TPS, and DACA recipient students, further proving that this is an
attainable goal.
Denying access to federal financial assistance programs such as FAFSA and federal
student emergency aid like the CARES Act will continue to attack the economic stability
of undocumented scholars. The added stresses of events from earlier in 2020, the SCOTUS
decision on DACA, the current status of TPS and its recipients, the COVID-19 pandemic itself,
the threat of unemployment, and the fear of being tested for COVID-19 due to the previous
administration’s harsh immigration policies all take financial tolls on undocumented scholars
and their families.
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Who We Are
Andrew Mendoza (he/him/his) is a junior at the University of California, Berkeley. Originally
from Los Angeles, California, Andrew’s interest in pursuing a Political Science and Legal
Studies degree is emboldened by his experiences as a first-generation, low-income
community-college transfer student. Andrew elevates the voices of the underrepresented
populations he comes from and serves. He is currently president of La Unidad Latina,
Lambda Upsilon Lambda Fraternity, Inc. at UC Berkeley, and he leads UC Berkeley’s
Navigating Cal (NavCal) Program, teaching social and cultural capital to his beloved
communities. Andrew seeks to pursue a joint JD/MPP degree and has cultivated this interest
from his experiences as a Public Policy and Leadership Conference Fellow at the Harvard
Kennedy School of Government and as a legal intern for the Phillips Black Project.
Luis León Medina (he/him/his) is a junior at Yale University studying sociology and data
science. Originally from El Salvador, Luis currently resides in Houston, Texas. On campus,
he is heavily involved in the Latinx community, serving as a student consultant for the
cultural center, co-president of the Latinx pre-professional student group, and president
of Ballet Folklorico. Professionally, Luis has worked in philanthropy, non-profit, and tech,
always with the goal of amplifying the voices of underrepresented communities. Luis has a
deep passion for data-driven policy and is an UnidosUS Avanzando Líderes Fellow.

Background
Undergraduate enrollment rates for Hispanic students have increased from 1.4 million
students in 2000 to 3.4 million in 2018.1 As of 2012, Latinos are the fastest-growing
population enrolled in higher education.2 However, Latinx students face significant barriers
to college success. At four-year institutions, the Latinx graduation rate hovers around 54%,
compared to 64% for White students.3 By 2045, America-at-large will exist as a minoritymajority entity with Latinos at the helm.4 Therefore, we must take the foundational,
proactive steps to ensure that student success is more equal across ethnic and racial
lines. Many Latino students are first-generation college students from households that
often contain low-income and mixed-status families.5 For those students, education is the
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golden ticket toward socioeconomic mobility. However, there is no federal mechanism
to acquire the “equity” data needed to equalize student outcomes given the disparity in
success. The Department of Education’s federal mechanism to acquire demographic data
is the Free Application for Federal Student Aid form (FAFSA), but it only captures surfacelevel details. This means that many marginalized identities and their unique struggles
fall between the gaps of data metrics. Better acquisition and understanding of data are
instrumental to determine the needs of current students and help them succeed in higher
education. This work will impact future generations.

The Ask
Providing further avenues to understanding where existing gaps hinder Latinx student
success is necessary for bridging those gaps uniformly and at a federal level. A holistic
understanding of student experiences is important to equalize the educational outcomes
for Latinx students. Currently, we stand at the precipice of possibility. In taking action, we
have the opportunity to provide a foundational jumping-off point toward student equity.
Without action, though, we teeter dangerously close to the precipe of perpetuating
systemic wounds that time has yet to heal. Therefore:
The Department of Education should:
• Create a uniform federal standard to acquire “equity data” that will be directly used to
gauge student outcomes. Some factors may include college enrollment data, retention
rates, need of support services in the institution, the number of institutionalized ethnic/
racial support centers and clubs on campus, and average earnings following degree
attainment. The data should, at least, be disaggregated by race/ethnicity, income, and
household/student status.
Congress should:
• Require the Department of Education to improve performance standards and
accountability by having a uniform criterion with which to measure equity data and
increase public oversight, by establishing clear publicly available ways to utilize this data
moving forward.
• Disseminate and disaggregate newly acquired data from higher education through
cross-sectional metrics, including but not limited to Pell-grant eligibility, sex, and
immigration status.
• Require Title IV institutions to provide equity data on the following: enrollment
change from the previous semester by type (first-time, full-time, transfer, and
part-time), completion rates, withdrawal rates, job placement rates, alumni earnings, and
underrepresented minority (URM) status, including and not limited to student-parents,
formerly incarcerated, and disabled.

The Need
Currently, we are not able to cross-tabulate data to understand the needs of the
marginalized populations who are inevitably inhabiting the spaces of higher education. As
such, the status quo will be seen as a relic of antiquity, ill-equipped to handle the changes
of a modern world. It is time for the ongoing socioeconomic and racial disparities in higher
education to be rectified. By changing the way we acquire, curate, and subsequently use
higher education data, we can begin to bridge the equity gap that bars marginalized
student populations from full participation on campus and prepare them for the coming
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future. Furthermore, by being transparent and equity-focused in using holistic data, we
can hope to close the gaps in Latino graduation and success rates.

Impact
We must act now. The next generation of college students needs us! The hope is that this
accessibility and cross-tabulated data will not only help us achieve the next Latinx frontier,
but will also help us with serving Black, Indigenous, Asian, first-generation White, and
rural students, as well as many other populations. This data will only make us better. This
data will enable students, researchers, policy analysts, think tanks, and local and federal
politicians to understand the gaps, the successes, and the failures in higher education both
at the local and federal level. It will help us all!
The vision is for a Census-style Application Programming Interface (API) of higher
education data that anyone can easily query and search. The Massachusetts Department
of Higher Education has the Performance Measurement Reporting System, where
community colleges and state universities report data on access and affordability, student
success and completion, workforce alignment and outcomes, and fiscal stewardship. Their
mission is “to modernize data and analytics systems, improve analytic capabilities, and
place data at the center of all policy discussions in public higher education.”6 Through
this tool, anyone can understand the landscape of Massachusetts’ higher education
environment. We don’t have to imagine the potential; we already have working examples.
It is time to act now and see this data nationally.
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