
VERSION: May 2022

EdWorkingPaper No. 22-577

Documenting Their Decisions:

How Undocumented Students Enroll and 

Persist in College

The absence of federal support leaves undocumented students reliant on state policies to financially support 

their postsecondary education. We descriptively examine the postsecondary trajectories of tens of thousands 

of undocumented students newly eligible for California’s state aid program, using detailed application data to 

compare them to similar peers. In this context, undocumented students who apply and are eligible for the 

program use grant aid to attend college at rates similar to their peers. Undocumented students remain more 

likely to enroll in a community college at the expense of attending a broad access four-year college and have 

higher exit rates from two-year colleges. Yet undocumented students are equally likely to attend the more 

selective University of California system, and across four-year public colleges have persistence rates similar to 

their peers, showing that those who do attend four-year colleges perform well.

Suggested citation: Gurantz, Oded, and Ann Obadan. (2022). Documenting Their Decisions: How Undocumented Students Enroll 

and Persist in College. (EdWorkingPaper: 22-577). Retrieved from Annenberg Institute at Brown University: 

https://doi.org/10.26300/jzfp-3t20

Oded Gurantz

University of Missouri

Ann Obadan

University of Missouri



1 
 

 

Documenting Their Decisions: 

How Undocumented Students Enroll and Persist in College 

May 2022 

 

Conditionally Accepted, Educational Researcher 

 
Oded Gurantz, Truman School of Public Affairs, University of Missouri 
216A Middlebush Hall, Columbia MO 65203, gurantzo@missouri.edu  

(Corresponding author) 
 

Ann Obadan, Truman School of Public Affairs, University of Missouri 
216A Middlebush Hall, Columbia MO 65203, aooc7k@mail.missouri.edu 

 
 
 

Abstract: The absence of federal support leaves undocumented students 
reliant on state policies to financially support their postsecondary education. 
We descriptively examine the postsecondary trajectories of tens of 
thousands of undocumented students newly eligible for California’s state 
aid program, using detailed application data to compare them to similar 
peers. In this context, undocumented students who apply and are eligible 
for the program use grant aid to attend college at rates similar to their peers. 
Undocumented students remain more likely to enroll in a community 
college at the expense of attending a broad access four-year college and 
have higher exit rates from two-year colleges. Yet undocumented students 
are equally likely to attend the more selective University of California 
system, and across four-year public colleges have persistence rates similar 
to their peers, showing that those who do attend four-year colleges perform 
well.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Undocumented students have a legal right to a K-12 education but have not been afforded 

equal access to pursue a postsecondary degree (Plyler v. Doe, 1982). Roughly 100,000 

undocumented-immigrants graduate from high school each year, yet only 5 to 10% enroll in 

college (Richards & Bohorquez, 2016; Zong & Batalova, 2019). Although many factors can 

inhibit college attendance, one barrier is clear: an inability to access financial aid (Abrego, 

2006; Contreras, 2009; Gonzales, 2010). For example, providing undocumented students In-

State Resident Tuition (ISRT) increases enrollment, persistence, and degree completion 

(Conger & Turner, 2017; Darolia & Potochnick, 2015; Flores, 2010; Kaushal, 2008).  

This project quantitatively studies the postsecondary enrollment patterns of California’s 

undocumented students that became eligible for its state aid program. In 2013-14, California 

became one of the first states to offer state aid to undocumented students via the Cal Grant, 

a generous program that fully subsidizes four-year college tuition and provides cash 

subsidies for community college attendance. Undocumented students apply by completing 

the California Dream Act Application (CDAA), which is substantively similar to the FAFSA 

and we use rich individual-level data on all aid applicants to track students’ postsecondary 

pathways.  

This paper observes undocumented students in a period when the social environment was 

becoming relatively more supportive, as observed by increased access to financial aid, 

reductions in some legal barriers (e.g., increased ability to work through DACA), and more 

sympathetic presidential rhetoric. We are then asking: “In the context of a relatively more 

welcoming environment, how different are the postsecondary pathways of undocumented 

students relative to their peers?”, keeping in mind that these students still face financial and 
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other barriers to enrollment (e.g., prohibited from the federal Pell Grant; a social climate that 

varies geographically in its support for undocumented students). We see our results – which 

control for many key background characteristics – as an accounting of the remaining 

differences between undocumented students and other residents in a setting where significant 

financial barriers – though clearly not all – have been removed. We believe these results 

provide important insights into where additional policy initiatives may need to occur to 

support undocumented students.1  

We investigate two questions: 

1. How do the college-going preferences, attendance, persistence, and completion 

patterns of state-aid eligible undocumented high school students differ from their 

peers?  

2. Do we observe evidence of “mismatch”, wherein state-aid eligible undocumented 

students who attend more selective institutions have worse academic outcomes than 

their peers? 

We find that undocumented students who are eligible for the Cal Grant award are more likely 

to enroll than their peers. Even though all Cal Grant students have their tuition fully covered, 

undocumented students are more likely to enroll in community colleges over four-year 

colleges, and those that attend community college are also more likely to drop out. Increased 

community college enrollment comes at the expense of enrolling in a less “selective” four-

 
1 We do not identify causal impacts for two reasons. One, we cannot observe undocumented students prior to 
the program’s initiation and ineligible students near the eligibility thresholds rarely apply, precluding 
difference-in-difference or regression discontinuity analysis. Two, state aid was part of California’s multi-year 
process that provided undocumented students access to community college tuition waivers (Ngo & Astudillo, 
2019), a state-run loan program, driver’s licenses, and other policies that would confound estimates.  
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year California State University (CSU), as undocumented students enroll in the more 

“selective” University of California (UC) system at similar rates. Differences in enrollment 

patterns are likely driven by application choices rather than differences in acceptance rates, 

as undocumented students are more likely to list fewer colleges on their aid applications and 

predominately focus on community colleges. Yet we find little evidence of “mismatch” in 

four-year colleges, as undocumented students who attend the CSU or UC systems persist at 

similar or better rates than their peers and – though this next point is subject to a number of 

caveats – are equally likely to earn a degree.  

These new data improve on previous work in a number of ways. It is the first quantitative 

study that uses state-level data on undocumented students who apply for state aid, rather than 

previous studies that observe earlier resident tuition policies, smaller samples from a few 

colleges, or use nationally representative data that can only proxy for undocumented status 

(Bozick, Miller, & Kaneshiro, 2016; Darolia & Potochnick, 2015). We track undocumented 

students beginning in high school, whereas previous studies often observe students who have 

enrolled in college (Conger & Chellman, 2013; Ngo & Astudillo, 2019). Understanding 

differences in how undocumented students make the high school to college transition is 

important for understanding potential “mismatch” within this community, which is known 

to impact degree attainment (Belasco & Trivette, 2015; Black, Cortes, & Lincove, 2015).  

More work is needed to understand the enrollment decisions of undocumented students, as 

those who attend four-year colleges in our study persist similar to their peers, in contrast to 

the challenges observed in the two-year environment. Although prior studies have shown 

lower levels of four-year enrollment for undocumented students, we show significant 

variation in the types of four-year colleges attended, which has not been previously observed 
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and has implications for postsecondary and labor market success (Bleemer, 2021). These 

findings suggest that the educational context plays a huge role in undocumented student 

success. In the high school context, more efforts can be made to support undocumented 

students to consider a wider set of potential colleges, as some who attend community college 

may benefit from choosing a four-year college instead. Yet these results reinforce the 

importance of the college context as well, as the persistence of undocumented students is 

strongly determined by the sector of attendance. These results raise questions about how best 

to ensure that the broader social conditions are in place to maximize the postsecondary 

success of undocumented students.  

II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Among the barriers to college enrollment and success of undocumented students, cost is 

consistently rated as a key concern (Abrego, 2006; Contreras, 2009; Gonzales, 2010, 2015; 

Pérez, 2010). At the core of Perna’s model of college choice is the human capital theory that 

students will be motivated to invest in their own education if the perceived benefit outweigh 

the cost (Becker, 2009; Contreras, 2009; Hossler et al., 1989, 1999; Perna, 2006). Financial 

aid can promote educational attainment by relieving short-term credit constraints, alleviating 

behavioral barriers, or reducing other costs that often prevent students from earning a degree 

(Nguyen, Kramer, & Evans, 2019). In addition, aid may alter the type of college a student 

selects, with prior research showing that enrolling in more “selective” colleges, that are 

nominally more expensive and have higher per pupil resources, increases graduation rates 

(Deming & Walters, 2017; Zimmerman, 2014). 

Undocumented students have fewer financial aid options than their peers, and these short-

term costs could negatively impact long-run educational attainment (Abrego, 2006, 2008; 
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Conger & Turner, 2017; Contreras, 2009; Gonzales, 2010). States have been at the forefront 

of alleviating these financial challenges, given mostly unsuccessful legislation for federal 

immigration reform, with about twenty states currently offering in-state resident tuition 

(ISRT) and at least eleven states offering state financial aid to undocumented students (Morse 

& Mendoza, 2015). ISRT and other financial aid  policies have positive effects on 

enrollment, primarily by increasing community college participation rates (Amuedo-

Dorantes & Sparber, 2014; Kaushal, 2008; Ngo & Astudillo, 2019). Yet even with this 

support undocumented students often have to work more hours and reduce their course loads, 

and cite being dissatisfied with their potential post-graduation employment options as a key 

reason for leaving (Terriquez, 2015). Although Deferred Action for Childhood Arrival 

(DACA) is one federal initiative that could theoretically open doors to higher education by 

securing the possibility of future employment, preliminary evidence is that it may have 

decreased higher education participation as individuals were more likely to pursue newly 

available legal employment (Amuedo-Dorantes & Antman, 2017; Hsin & Ortega, 2018). 

However, financial aid might not be sufficient to equalize postsecondary outcomes between 

undocumented students and their peers if non-financial barriers to post-secondary education 

are higher for undocumented students. Perna’s (2006) model of college access and choice 

notes layers that must be considered in students’ post-secondary decisions: individual 

habitus; school and community context; the higher education context, and; the broader, 

social, economic, and policy context. The first layer of individual habitus reflects the 

influence of students’ background characteristics on their post-secondary decisions. One key 

finding is that undocumented students who attend college are, on average, more academically 

prepared than their peers (Hsin & Reed, 2020). This is due in part to differences in the college 
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choice process, as undocumented students may “undermatch” (i.e., their academic 

credentials would allow them to attend a college that is more selective than the one in which 

they enroll), as they rely on social and family networks with less access to information, time, 

and money that can propel students into more selective colleges (Abrego, 2006, 2011). 

Postsecondary decisions are also influenced by the choices of older siblings and peer 

networks, which can reinforce enrollment in more geographically proximate colleges 

(Altmejd et al., 2021; Perez & McDonough, 2008).  

Perna also identifies the community, high school, and postsecondary context as a key vehicle 

to support undocumented students’ needs (Perna, 2006). School personnel can influence 

post-secondary choices via personal connections, mentorship, or providing technical 

knowledge of postsecondary processes needed to successfully apply and enroll (Gonzales, 

2010; Nienhusser, 2013; Pérez, 2010; P. A. Perez & McDonough, 2008; Suárez-Orozco et 

al., 2015; Sulkowski, 2017). School counselors can provide counseling tailored to 

undocumented students and their parents, which can create a supportive setting by helping 

students identify colleges that have embraced undocumented students, and instilling 

advocacy skills to boost parents’ confidence in taking a proactive role in their child’s 

postsecondary education (Chen, Budianto, & Wong, 2010; Groce & Johnson, 2021; 

Morrison & Bryan, 2014; W. Perez, 2010; Roth, 2017). At the same time, the higher 

education context can influence undocumented students’ college choices and persistence 

through the institutions’ climate, which can affect student perceptions of institutional 

prejudice or social belonginess within the institution (Cabrera et al., 1999; Locks et al., 

2008). College campuses are not always perceived as welcoming places for undocumented 

students, and undocumented students frequently also encounter faculty, administration and 
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staff who are misinformed about state and national policies that might impact their 

immigration status (Bjorklund, 2018; Gonzales, 2008; Muñoz, 2016; Muñoz & Maldonado, 

2012; Terriquez, 2015). Even though many undocumented students are more likely to 

consider two year colleges, which have flexible admission and enrollment policies that better 

fit undocumented students need to work and support their family, they still find difficulties 

within this system as there are differences in the level of conformity, ease, and understanding 

with respect to serving the undocumented population (Benitez & DeAro, 2004; Nienhusser 

& Espino, 2017; Terriquez, 2015) 

The social, economic, and policy context in which undocumented students experienced 

college choice and enrollment also plays a role in their college decisions (Perna, 2006). 

Putting undocumented students on more equal footing, by offering state aid that fully covers 

four-year college tuition, provides an important context for examining undocumented 

student enrollment. Although our data do not allow us to explicitly test the causal role of 

policy climates, undocumented students at the time of this study were considering college in 

a period when the social environment was becoming relatively more supportive, including a 

slightly more welcoming state environment (e.g., new policies made undocumented 

individuals eligible to access driver’s license or practice law, for example), along with 

reductions in some federal legal barriers (e.g., DACA) and more sympathetic presidential 

rhetoric.  

III. California Policy Background and the Dream Act  

California has roughly one-quarter of undocumented high school graduates, at about 27,000 

undocumented seniors annually (Zong & Batalova, 2019). At any one point, the UC, CSU, 

and community college systems enroll approximately 4,000, 9,500, and between 50,000 and 
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70,000 students, respectively (Zaidee, 2019). California began providing in-state resident 

tuition to in 2002 but, following DACA in 2012, passed its own Dream Act to allow 

undocumented students to apply for the Cal Grant in 2013-14. (Undocumented Cal Grant 

applicants are likely DACA-eligible given similar age and residency requirements). The 

Dream Act also allows undocumented students to use the California College Promise Grant 

(formerly “BOGS fee waiver”), which waives community college tuition for low-income 

students. Simultaneously, California passed other initiatives, such as access to driver’s 

licenses, which lower barriers undocumented students face in the transition to work and 

college.  

The Cal Grant is a need- and merit-based program administered by the California Student 

Aid Commission (CSAC). Low- and middle-income students must have a high school GPA 

of at least 2.0 or 3.0, respectively. Income status varies by year, family size, and dependency 

status. As illustration, a dependent student in a family of four in 2013-14 was low- or middle-

income if their application reported average gross income below $43,700 and $83,100, 

respectively. In practice, essentially all undocumented applicants fall into the low-income 

designation.  

The Cal Grant offers two financial benefits. One is full tuition and fees at in-state public 

four-year colleges (CSU or UC). Annual tuition rose during the Great Recession to $5,472 

and $11,160, respectively, in 2013-14, but did not rise over the time period studied in this 

paper. Students can receive an annual tuition subsidy of $9,084 to attend private, non-profit 

colleges. The Cal Grant does not cover community college tuition, as this is available via the 

California College Promise Grant that became available to undocumented students at the 

same time; we cannot observe Promise Grant receipt. The second benefit is an alternative 
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“subsistence award” of approximately $1,500 cash award per year, which students are 

encouraged to use for books or other expenses. This award is enough to roughly cover full-

time community college enrollment.  

Cal Grant applicants must complete the FAFSA and a one-page GPA verification form 

(Appendix Figure A1) by March 2. Undocumented students complete the CDAA rather than 

the FAFSA, though it asks similar questions (Appendix Figure A2). 

IV. DATA  

Cal Grant applicants 

Our data include all FAFSA and CDAA applications for 2013-14 through 2015-16 (i.e., 2013 

through 2015 cohorts) that were Cal Grant eligible (i.e., met GPA and income requirements).  

We consider any student who completes the state CDAA application to be undocumented, 

whereas students who submit the FAFSA are considered to be legal residents; although it is 

possible that this proxy for undocumented status may contain some error, it is likely to be 

quite low, particularly as we focus on students who have been income- and GPA-verified as 

Cal Grant eligible. This annually identifies over 6,000 undocumented and 125,000 legal 

residents. We identify high school characteristics by matching the school listed on the GPA 

verification form to records from the Common Core of Data.  

To measure postsecondary preferences and intentions, we rely on two sources of data 

provided by students on their financial aid form. The first is a list of up to ten colleges to 

which students are sending their financial information, which we aggregate into four sectors: 

in-state community college (CC, or “two-year college” enrollment), California State 

University (CSU), University of California (UC), and private, non-profit colleges (e.g., a 
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student might list 3 CCs, 2 CSUs, and no other colleges).2 The second measure is the type of 

degree they intend to earn (“What college degree or certificate will you be working on when 

you begin the school year?”). Although there are a number of options on this question, we 

aggregate values into bachelor’s, associate’s, or other, with the first two values constituting 

most of the responses.  

We measure postsecondary attendance based on CSAC’s financial payment data made on 

behalf of students to these institutions. We classify enrollment into the same four sectors 

(CC, CSU, UC, in-state private). A student is considered to have enrolled if they receive any 

state aid payment made to that postsecondary sector during the academic year.3 These data 

are highly accurate as they are tracked through SSN or a unique CDAA ID, but there are 

limitations: (1) students may enroll in college but have no payment if they attend out of state, 

a for-profit college, less than half-time, or if they enroll but drop out quickly before the 

payment transfers; (2) students may enroll in college but place the award on hold (usually to 

support later transfer from a two-year to a four-year college), and; (3) the award expires after 

four years and cannot identify whether a student earned a degree. 

In additional analysis, we matched applicants to the National Student Clearinghouse (NSC), 

which identifies enrollment and degree completion from most colleges. Ultimately, we had 

concerns regarding the accuracy of the NSC match, though the results are broadly similar to 

data from Cal Grant payments; we discuss these results briefly in the text and in Appendix 

B.  

 
2 Students can also list out of state colleges but no undocumented students do so. 
3 In the limited number of cases where a student receives payments in multiple sectors in the same year, we 
consider enrollment to be in sector receiving the most state aid. 
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Table 1 provides descriptive statistics for the full sample, disaggregated by FAFSA and 

CDAA (undocumented) students. Average income for CDAA students ($21,400) is lower 

than that of FAFSA students ($36,200). Only 10% of undocumented students identify having 

a parent with a college degree, compared to 36% of their peers, though the GPA and gender 

composition are similar for both groups. Undocumented applicants are more likely to live in 

cities (52% vs 42%) and attend schools with higher proportion of free and reduced lunch 

students (66% versus 56%) and Hispanic students (69% versus 54%). Appendix Table 1 

provides the same descriptive characteristics but disaggregated by cohort years, to examine 

trends over time. 

V. METHODOLOGY 

We compare differences in postsecondary patterns between CDAA and FAFSA students 

using multivariate regression analysis based on rich application data. Our model is: 

𝑌௜௦௧ = 𝛽଴+ 𝛽ଵ𝑈𝑛𝑑𝑜𝑐𝑢𝑚𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑒𝑑௜௦௧ + 𝑋௜௧ + 𝜋௦ + 𝜃௧ + 𝜀௜௦௧ (1) 

𝑌௜௦௧ are the outcomes of interest (e.g., sector of initial enrollment) for student i in high school 

s in year t. Our focus is a dummy variable for undocumented students that identifies 

differences in postsecondary outcomes after controlling for individual-level covariates (𝑋௜௧; 

GPA, income, age, family size, and dummies for gender, college-educated parents, 

dependency status) and including high school (𝜋௦) and cohort fixed effects (𝜃௧). The 

inclusion of school fixed effects eliminates many potential confounders, such as the stable 

elements of the composition of the neighborhood, teacher quality, peers and their college-
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going preferences, teacher quality, school-level supports, and geographic distance to 

college.4 

We also examine heterogeneous effects by running regressions similar to equation (1) but 

for subsets of students (e.g., high versus low GPA; urban versus rural; early versus later 

cohorts). We also examine how the pool of undocumented applicants change as the program 

rolled out, by estimating the following equation over the first three years, using the first 

cohort as the baseline value: 

𝑋௜௦௧ = 𝛽଴+ 𝛽ଵ𝑈𝑛𝑑𝑜𝑐𝑢𝑚𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑒𝑑 ∗ (𝑦𝑒𝑎𝑟 = 2014)௜௦௧ + 𝛽ଶ𝑈𝑛𝑑𝑜𝑐𝑢𝑚𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑒𝑑 ∗

(𝑦𝑒𝑎𝑟 = 2015)௜௦௧ + 𝜃௧ + 𝑈𝑛𝑑𝑜𝑐𝑢𝑚𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑒𝑑௜௦௧ +  𝜀௜௦௧ (2) 

Equation (2) tests for differences in applicant characteristics across cohorts, without 

additional controls.  

VI. RESULTS 

VI.A. Postsecondary Intentions 

Undocumented students who apply for aid have a more constrained postsecondary focus than 

their peers, as they consider fewer institutions, are more likely to focus on community 

colleges over four-year colleges, and report stronger interest in pursuing an associate degree 

than FAFSA-submitting students (Table 2). Raw differences show that undocumented 

students list 3.9 colleges on average, relative to 4.2 colleges for FAFSA students, but after 

adjusting for background differences this gap expands slightly such that undocumented 

 
4 We find no meaningful differences in regression results when we omit high school fixed effects and substitute 
school-level covariates (school size, urbanicity dummies, percent free and reduced-price lunch, percent ethnic 
composition).  



14 
 

students list 0.5 fewer colleges than similar peers. These differences are driven by the fact 

that undocumented students are 11 percentage points (pp) more likely to list only one college 

on their financial aid form; they are 8pp less likely to list between 4 to 10 colleges, even 

though 41% of their peers do so (Appendix Table 2).  

Regression models show that the types of colleges listed are also substantially different, as 

undocumented students are 10pp more likely to list only two-year colleges, 5pp less likely 

to list only 4-year colleges, and 2pp less likely to list a mix of two-year and four-year 

colleges. Distance plays a role but does not appear to be the primary determinant. 

Undocumented students are actually more likely to send their information to both the closest 

community colleges and other community colleges that are farther away; they are slightly 

less likely to list the closest CSU or UC (2 to 3pp) or farther CSU or UC colleges (3 to 4pp) 

(Appendix Table 2).  

Although undocumented students are equally likely to aspire to a bachelor’s degree, they are 

8pp more likely to report that they will be pursuing an associate’s degree, and less likely to 

be undecided about the degree program they intend to pursue. Although we cannot be certain 

why this is the case, it may be that undecided students prefer to keep their options open and 

so are more likely to attend a four-year college; alternately, it may be that undocumented 

students intending to enroll in college are more certain about their choices, or less 

comfortable stating uncertainty on key government forms.  

VI.B.  College Enrollment 

Shifting to actual enrollment, as proxied by state aid payments, undocumented students are 

10pp more likely to attend two-year colleges (baseline for FAFSA students is 17%) (Table 
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3). This difference comes mostly from a 5pp lower likelihood of enrolling in the CSU system 

(baseline of 21%), along with a 2pp lower likelihood of non-profit college enrollment 

(baseline of 5%). Yet undocumented students are almost equally likely to attend the 

University of California (UC) system, even though these colleges have higher admission 

standards and financial costs and are (potentially) farther from home.5  

Summing their postsecondary choices, undocumented students are two percentage points 

more likely to use the Cal Grant (last row of Table 3). Thus the overall enrollment decisions 

of undocumented students are not much different than their peers in the context of generous 

state support, in sharp contrast to enrollment gaps typically observed in prior studies (Darolia 

& Potochnick, 2015). State payment data cannot observe out-of-state enrollment, but NSC 

data on FAFSA students show that only 2% enroll out of state (FAFSA-submitting Cal Grant 

applicants are generally lower-income and less likely to choose this option). Removing 

students who list an out-of-state school leaves results unchanged (Appendix Table 3).  

VI.C.  College Persistence 

Postsecondary research has been concerned with academic “mismatch” – generally, when 

students with weak academic credentials attends an academically rigorous college outside 

their capabilities – though most studies find that attending a more selective institution 

increases graduation rates (e.g., Bleemer (2020)). We do not find that potential “mismatch” 

appears to drive persistence rates in college. First, and in line with prior research, we find 

that undocumented students who attend community colleges are actually more academically 

prepared than their peers (Hsin & Reed, 2020). Appendix Figure 1 presents box plots 

 
5 Results are not driven by UC “selectivity”, as undocumented students are equally likely to attend UC Berkeley and UCLA, 
as just one example. 
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showing median, 25th, and 75th percentile high school GPAs for students attending each of 

the four postsecondary sectors. Median GPA of community college students is 2.81 and 2.71 

for undocumented students and their peers, respectively; in contrast, undocumented students 

in four-year colleges have marginally lower GPAs than their peers, though these differences 

are even smaller in magnitude (e.g., median GPA at the UC is 3.64 for undocumented 

students and 3.69 for their peers).  

Even though the differences in GPA would favor relatively higher undocumented student 

success in two-year colleges and lower success in four-year colleges, we find that the 

opposite pattern holds (Table 3). Undocumented students in four-year colleges have 

persistence rates in the four-year sector that are similar or even stronger than their peers; this 

may be surprising in light of the additional financial and social challenges undocumented 

students may face in these environments. Undocumented students are similarly likely to 

attend a UC the first year and to be enrolled in year four, thus showing equal persistence 

rates to their peers. Although undocumented students are almost 5pp less likely to attend a 

CSU, they are only 3pp less likely to be in a CSU after four years, so actually less likely to 

drop out over time. Figure 1 illustrate these persistence patterns by plotting the raw 

attendance values for CSU enrollment (there are minimal differences between raw values 

and covariate-adjusted results for these estimates; Appendix Figure 2 shows similar results 

for UC enrollment).   

Although community colleges exit rates are high for all students, they are worse for 

undocumented students. In the year after applying for the award, just over 17% and 30% of 

FAFSA and CDAA students use a Cal Grant at a community college, respectively, but after 

four years their enrollment rates are equal at roughly 3-4% (Figure 2). Table 3 confirms these 
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high exit rates, with undocumented students 10pp more likely to attend a community college 

in year one but equally likely to be enrolled in year four. These gaps are not explained by 

differential movement patterns, as undocumented students exhibit relatively similar patterns 

of delayed enrollment and transfer, which have little explanatory power due to low baseline 

rates (Appendix Table 4).  

Although 85% of California’s public high school students who attend college do so in the 

public sector (Kurlaender et al., 2018), observing just Cal Grant receipt cannot capture all 

enrollment, or any degree attainment. In supplementary analysis, we estimate enrollment and 

degree completion effects using NSC data but encounter a problem as undocumented 

students were less likely to match even when controlling for accurate enrollment observed 

through Cal Grant receipt. Appendix B provides an in-depth discussion of these details. 

Nonetheless, NSC data show a generally similar pattern of attendance results reported above. 

Undocumented students appear less likely to earn a bachelor’s degree and equally likely to 

earn an associate degree as their peers, but these differences are simply reflections of initial 

enrollment and persistence differences. For example, fewer undocumented students enroll in 

the CSU so fewer earn a bachelor’s degree from that sector, whereas equal numbers enroll 

in the UC and so are equally likely to earn a degree from that sector.  

VI.D. Heterogeneity by student characteristics 

To better understand program rollout, we first examine difference in student characteristics 

and outcomes across the first three cohorts of the program, before turning to other types of 

potentially heterogeneous effects. Appendix Table 5 shows that across many characteristics, 

such as sex, family size, or high school urbanicity, undocumented applicants did not 

significantly differ between earlier and later cohorts (these results rely on equation (2) 
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described above). We do see some meaningful differences over time, particularly between 

the first and the later two cohorts, as undocumented applicants have lower GPA and income 

and are less likely to have college-educated parents. This provides some evidence of 

“positive selection” into the Cal Grant program in the first year, as in the later cohorts the 

program began to draw in students who are typically less advantaged in the college selection 

and enrollment process. These new applicants also listed more community colleges and 

CSUs, though there was no change in listing a UC. Given limitations in our data we cannot 

differentiate whether these new applicants arose due to the Cal Grant becoming more known 

or trusted, whether state aid increased motivation to graduate as with DACA (e.g., Kuka, 

Shenhav, and Shih (2020)), or some other factor. 

Table 4 provides heterogenous differences in enrollment outcomes by student characteristics, 

first focusing on differences by initial cohort. We find that later cohorts were even more 

likely to attend community college, though in all cases the fourth-year enrollment is equal to 

their peers. In all three cohorts, we find evidence that CSU or UC enrollees had stronger or 

similar persistence to their peers, though the table provides some evidence that later cohorts 

were slightly more successful in the UC system. Altogether, these cross-cohort results 

suggest that later cohorts were not swayed to enroll in four-year colleges, even as knowledge 

of the Cal Grant program became more widely spread.   

Table 4 then examines whether postsecondary trajectories vary by background 

characteristics such as GPA, sex, high school urbanicity, or high school rates of free- and 

reduced-price lunch. We find the largest shifts into community colleges and away from CSUs 

in the middle of the GPA distribution (a GPA between 2.5 and 3.5). We find relatively small 

differences across other background characteristics, with all results pointing to a persistent 
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difference in postsecondary enrollment patterns that favors community colleges over the 

CSU system, along with correspondingly high exit rates from the community college.   

VI.E. Representativeness of Cal Grant applicants 

As we lack precise information on the size of the undocumented population, we are unable 

to answer key questions, such as what percent of eligible students applies for the program. 

One concern could be that our comparisons are drawing from different parts of the population 

distributions of CDAA and FAFSA students if, for example, the majority of FAFSA-

submitting students apply for aid but only higher-performing undocumented students take 

this step.  

We examine this issue using public data on Cal Grant application patterns, with Appendix 

Figure 3 showing annual eligible Cal Grant applications from 2013 through 2019.6 CDAA 

applications grow over time, rising 22% from roughly 6,200 in 2013 to 7,600 in 2019, but 

this increase is mirrored among FAFSA-submitting students, where applications rose 27% 

over the same period. Growth comes almost entirely from students interested in community 

college, for both CDAA and FAFSA students; these public data, over a longer time frame 

than our microdata, mirrors the increasing community college focus seen in our regression 

results in Appendix Table 5. This pushes against the hypothesis of significant information 

frictions when the program started that might depress applications, especially as we observe 

no change in CSU or UC applications in the first few years. Migration patterns show that the 

undocumented population has declined over the last decade – both nationally and in 

 
6 Data from https://www.csac.ca.gov/reports. CSAC assigns each student a postsecondary “segment” based on 
the first college listed on the CDAA/FAFSA. 
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California – so population changes are unlikely to be driving increases in applications.7 This 

suggests that the program is reaching most students who are independently interested in four-

year colleges, though efforts to increase interest in four-year colleges could potentially 

change future application rates. 

Although this paper relies on comparisons based only on students who applied for the 

program, we think these results are likely to be fairly representative. From above, we see 

relatively little change in applications over the first seven years of the program, a substantial 

period of time for information to spread to the wider community. Given an estimate of 27,000 

annual high school graduates in California (Zong & Batalova, 2019), approximately one-

quarter of undocumented graduates are offered a Cal Grant, compared to one-third of the full 

California population.8 Clearly these are very rough estimates as to the true size of 

California's undocumented population, and the true application rate could easily span from 

20% to 40%.  

At a minimum, these numbers suggest that application rates are not wildly divergent between 

groups, though there are reasons for thinking that undocumented applicant rates should be 

higher than their peers. First, given the almost 7,000 undocumented applicants per year, we 

cannot plausibly be drawing only from the very top of the undocumented student distribution; 

unfortunately, we are unlikely to improve this comparison given the inherent imprecision in 

 
7 Although it is challenging to construct precise statistics on undocumented immigrants, undocumented students 
are estimated to have declined from 12.3 million to 11.0 million nationally from 2007 to 2018, mostly due to a 
decline in undocumented Mexican immigrants, and that California’s undocumented population shrunk by over 
20% from 2010 to 2019, with even larger drops among school age children (Capps, Gelatt, Soto, & Hook, 2020; 
Warren, 2021). In addition, AB540 requires that undocumented students have three years of California 
residence prior for eligibility, so the award would not have endogenously shifted cross-state enrollment over 
the time period studied.   
8 About 429,000 students graduated high school in 2015-16 and 148,000 new Entitlement grants were offered 
for 2016-17 (see https://dq.cde.ca.gov/dataquest/ and https://www.csac.ca.gov/reports).  
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estimating undocumented graduates. But one concern is that lower-income families should 

be more heavily represented in the Cal Grant data, and so we might expect significantly 

higher numbers for undocumented students, were all eligible students to apply. Nonetheless, 

our results do not appear driven by a very select subset of the population and may understate 

student preferences for community college enrollment over the four-year sector.  

VII. DISCUSSION 

We study the educational trajectories of California’s undocumented state aid applicants as 

they leave high school, in the period from the mid to late 2010s when they were financially 

supported by both state aid and in-state resident tuition. We find little difference in overall 

take-up rate of the grant program between undocumented students and residents who applied 

and were deemed eligible for the award. Although a descriptive finding, prior research finds 

large gaps in enrollment rates between undocumented students and their peers and offering 

substantial state aid appears to minimize these gaps. One reason may be the “free college” 

structure of the Cal Grant program, as this messaging has been successful in many contexts 

(Dynarski, Libassi, Michelmore, & Owen, 2021; Rosinger, Meyer, & Wang, 2021). This new 

program was folded into the already well-known Cal Grant, in a state with a relatively more 

supportive environment for undocumented students. States adopting similar programs may 

be less successful if the program is entirely new or if students have justified hesitancy to 

sharing confidential data with state agencies. Programs with eligibility requirements often 

require administrative hurdles that can dissuade families from applying, but in our data, we 

find that undocumented graduates have similar GPAs to their peers and almost all come from 

families whose income is substantially below the eligibility thresholds, suggesting most 

applicants easily meet requirements. We do find some evidence that the program expanded 
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over time to draw in more students with lower average GPAs and from lower-income 

neighborhoods, though whether this is due to administrative burdens or better diffusion of 

information is not known. Taking this into account, states might try offering aid with minimal 

application burdens to increase take-up, at least in the first years of the program, to help 

families develop trust in the process.   

Undocumented students enroll in two-year colleges over the broad access four-year CSU 

system, though are equally likely to attend the more selective UC system. Differences in the 

colleges listed on the FAFSA suggest that enrollment gaps may arise from application 

patterns rather than acceptance rates. As just one example, undocumented students are less 

likely to list a UC on their FAFSA application but equally likely to attend, suggesting 

differences are arising from student choices rather than college decisions. Although lower 

CSU enrollment may arise if undocumented students lack access to the types of coursework 

or admissions tests needed for four-year access (e.g., Umansky (2016)), equal rates of UC 

enrollment complicates this theory and requires more attention.  

If driven by student choices, what aspects of the CSU are less appealing to undocumented 

students: distance from home, the social climate, more flexible work opportunities offered 

by community college degree programs, or counseling the students receive from their high 

school or other undocumented students who may have attended CSU? Clearly, some of these 

questions would be better resolved through qualitative research. Prior qualitative research 

has already highlighted some key issues that affect college choice and persistence, such as 

unremedied financial responsibilities beyond just tuition, as well as the role of high school 

counseling (Murillo, 2021; Raza et al., 2019). Another possibility is that undocumented 

students may be uncertain about the returns to four-year college degrees, particularly for 
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students at the margin of community college and CSU attendance. For example, the types of 

degree programs offered by community colleges may offer more appealing employment 

opportunities, relative to a degree from a broad access college that lacks the prestige of a UC. 

One clear finding is that four-year enrollment rates do not substantially increase over time. 

This pushes against a theory common to administrative programs, that eligible students might 

be initially unaware of program benefits but become more knowledgeable or trusting over 

time. Starting in a four-year college rather than a community college leads to better long-

term outcomes, all things equal, and supports the idea of encouraging undocumented students 

to enroll in the CSU (Goodman, Hurwitz, & Smith, 2017; Long & Kurlaender, 2009). Yet 

without knowing why undocumented students are hesitant to attend, efforts to advocate for 

CSU enrollment might backfire.  

Nonetheless, our results push against a “mismatch” story, as undocumented students’ 

persistence rates are much stronger in the four-year system. Overall, this paper gives further 

confirmation of the importance of the high school, college, and policy contexts in promoting 

student success. State policy choices appear to minimize often large gaps in college 

enrollment for undocumented students, but college completion rates are strongly driven by 

the college environment where they choose to study. Ultimately, high schools are a key place 

to help resolve these differences, as efforts to reach undocumented students must begin 

earlier in the application process to help them choose the postsecondary environment that 

will maximize their chances of success. Alternately, colleges or states can step in and engage 

in more targeted policies that simplify and provide clarity to admissions processes, which 

have been shown to increase enrollment (Dynarski et al., 2021; Odle & Delaney, 2022). A 

smaller point, but these results also highlight the importance of better microdata, as we 
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provide a more complicated narrative of differences in CSU and UC college enrollment, 

rather than one that simply examines the choice between two-year versus four-year colleges.   

As the Cal Grant essentially provides free college tuition across sectors, an additional 

question is what other social and psychological barriers affect undocumented students’ 

college success, particularly in community colleges (Suárez-Orozco, Yoshikawa, Teranishi, 

& Suárez-Orozco, 2011). We observe very large exit rates for undocumented students in the 

first year of college, as is true of their peers, which is obviously a key moment for 

intervention. Any hands-off process that assumes new college students need time to figure 

out their “fit” is clearly going to be unsuccessful. Colleges have engaged in many types of 

interventions to help incoming students succeed, such as summer bridge programs, but their 

effectiveness is up for debate, and it is not clear how well the structures would also help 

undocumented students. Clearly, much more work here is needed.  

Our most promising result is that undocumented students attending four-year colleges 

perform well, but we need to continue exploring additional channels that are holding these 

students back from reaching their potential. This is even more relevant now, as hard-fought 

gains in rights may be eroded by changes in federal policies or public sentiment that often 

refuses to acknowledge the positive impacts of immigrants on society.  
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Mean Standard Deviation Mean Standard Deviation
Demographics
High School GPA 3.11 (0.54) 3.00 (0.53)
Family Income (in 10,000s) 3.62 (3.45) 2.14 (1.65)
Family Size 4.09 (1.55) 4.75 (1.77)
Female 0.60 (0.49) 0.60 (0.49)
Age 18.59 (0.78) 18.79 (0.87)
Parent Education (College Degree) 0.36 (0.48) 0.10 (0.30)
Dependent 0.96 (0.19) 0.98 (0.14)
High School Characteristics
School Size 1992.20 (896.92) 1835.41 (916.52)
Located in City 0.42 (0.49) 0.52 (0.50)
Located in Town 0.05 (0.22) 0.05 (0.22)
Located in Suburb 0.42 (0.49) 0.36 (0.48)
Located in Rural 0.05 (0.22) 0.04 (0.20)
Free Reduced Lunch Students 0.56 (0.25) 0.66 (0.22)
% of school population that is Black 0.07 (0.09) 0.06 (0.08)
% of school population that Asian 0.13 (0.16) 0.08 (0.11)
% of school population that is Hispanic 0.54 (0.27) 0.69 (0.24)
% of Whites in school 0.23 (0.22) 0.13 (0.17)
N

FAFSA Students CDAA / Undocumented Students

Notes: The sample includes students who submitted either the FAFSA or California Dream Act Application 
(i.e., undocumented) that were Cal Grant eligible (i.e., met GPA and income requirements) entering college in 
2013-14 through 2015-16. High school identifiers and GPA come from Cal Grant GPA Verification forms and 
are matched to National Center of Education Statistics’ Common Core of Data (CCD). 

Table 1. Summary Statistics, FAFSA and CDAA applicants

379,501 19,078



29 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Baseline rate for 
FAFSA students

Unadjusted model
High school fixed effect 

model

College Listings
Average Number of Colleges 4.19 -0.253** -0.494**

(0.021) (0.020)
Only Two-Year Colleges 23.2% 0.147** 0.095**

(0.002) (0.003)
Only Four-Year Colleges 51.3% -0.119** -0.054**

(0.003) (0.003)
Both Two- and Four-Year Colleges 19.2% 0.025** -0.017**

(0.002) (0.003)
Degree Aspirations
Bachelor’s Degree 64.4% -0.011+ -0.010

(0.006) (0.006)
Associate Degree 20.2% 0.067** 0.082**

(0.005) (0.005)
Undecided 12.6% -0.047** -0.063**

(0.004) (0.005)
Controls X
High school FE X
N 398579 398452

Table 2. Differences Between FAFSA and CDAA (Undocumented) Students in College Listings and 
Degree Aspirations on Financial Aid Applications

Notes: +p<.10. *p<.05. **p<0.01. Results show differences in college listings and degree aspirations on the 
Cal Grant application between FAFSA and CDAA (undocumented) students in the 2013 through 2015 
cohorts. Student-level controls include GPA, income, age, family size, sex, having college educated parents, 
dependency status, and application year. Data on degree aspiration is only available for the 2013 cohort 
(n=126,738); the three outcomes shown represent 97% of observed student responses.
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First year Second year Third year Fourth year

California Community College (CCC) 0.097** 0.054** 0.019** 0.002+
(0.003) (0.002) (0.002) (0.001)

Baseline Rate for FAFSA Students 17.4% 11.0% 6.9% 2.8%

California State University (CSU) -0.047** -0.033** -0.025** -0.025**
(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003)

Baseline Rate for FAFSA students 21.2% 17.0% 15.8% 15.9%

University of California (UC) -0.002 -0.001 -0.001 -0.004+
(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002)

Baseline Rate for FAFSA students 12.5% 11.1% 11.1% 11.0%

Non-Profit Private Colleges -0.020** -0.018** -0.016** -0.016**
(0.002) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Baseline Rate for FAFSA students 4.6% 3.9% 3.7% 3.5%

Used Cal Grant 0.023** 0.000 -0.025** -0.044**
(0.004) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003)

Baseline Rate for FAFSA students 56.3% 43.3.% 37.7% 33.4%

Table 3.   Differences Between FAFSA and CDAA (Undocumented) Students Enrollment & 
Persistence Patterns

Notes: +p<.10. *p<.05. **p<0.01, N = 398,452. Results show differences in the enrollment and 
persistent patterns of undocumented students in the 2013 through 2015 cohorts when comparing 
CDAA to FAFSA students and controlling for background characteristics and high school fixed effects. 
Student-level controls include GPA, income, age, family size, and dummies for sex, having college 
educated parents, dependency status, and application year. For-profit colleges are not shown because 
very few profit institutions are eligible institutions for receipt of the Cal Grant award.
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Community 
College

California State 
University

University of 
California

Community 
College

California State 
University

University of 
California

Sample Size

Cohorts (2013-2015)
2013 0.073** -0.034** -0.008+ -0.004 -0.024** -0.019** 126,540

(0.005) (0.006) (0.004) (0.003) (0.005) (0.004)
2014 0.106** -0.053** -0.004 0.007** -0.022** -0.006+ 134,737

(0.005) (0.005) (0.004) (0.002) (0.005) (0.004)
2015 0.108** -0.050** 0.005 0.002 -0.028** 0.011** 136,792

(0.005) (0.005) (0.004) (0.002) (0.005) (0.004)
Gender
Females 0.114** -0.053** -0.002 0.005** -0.028** -0.004 237,540

(0.004) (0.004) (0.003) (0.002) (0.004) (0.003)
Males 0.073** -0.037** -0.002 -0.001 -0.020** -0.004 160,689

(0.004) (0.005) (0.004) (0.002) (0.004) (0.003)
High School Urbanicity
City/Suburb 0.094** -0.044** -0.003 0.002+ -0.025** -0.006* 335,543 

(0.003) (0.003) (0.002) (0.001) (0.003) (0.002)
Town/Rural 0.122** -0.082** 0.004 0.002 -0.038** 0.002 41,549

(0.010) (0.010) (0.007) (0.005) (0.009) (0.006)
Socio Economic Status
High FRPL 0.096** -0.054** -0.006* 0.002 -0.029** -0.007** 250,105

(0.003) (0.004) (0.003) (0.002) (0.003) (0.002)
Low FRPL 0.101** -0.017** 0.017** 0.001 -0.008 0.009* 148,347

(0.005) (0.006) (0.005) (0.002) (0.005) (0.005)
High School GPA
< = 2.5 0.061** -0.017** -0.000 -0.006 -0.003 -0.001 68,176

(0.008) (0.004) (0.000) (0.003) (0.003) (0.001)
 >2.5 < = 3.0 0.120** -0.072** 0.001 0.005+ -0.035** 0.001 93,581

(0.006) (0.006) (0.002) (0.003) (0.005) (0.002)
 >3.0 <= 3.5 0.114** -0.071** 0.011* 0.005* -0.044** 0.009* 131,954

(0.004) (0.006) (0.004) (0.002) (0.006) (0.004)
>3.5 0.075** -0.006 -0.013+ 0.002 -0.004 -0.018* 104,064

(0.004) (0.006) (0.008) (0.002) (0.006) (0.007 )

Table 4.   Differences Between FAFSA and CDAA (Undocumented) Students Enrollment & Persistence Patterns, Heterogeneous Effects
First year Fourth year

Notes: +p<.10. *p<.05. **p<0.01. Results show differences in the enrollment and persistent pattern of CDAA (undocumented) students in different 
post-secondary education sectors relative to their peers coontrolling for backround characteristics and high school fixed effects by various 
heterogenous characteristics in the 2013 through 2015 cohorts. High Free Reduced-Price Lunch (FRPL) represent students attending schools that 
larger than 50% of the population are FRPL and low FRPL are those students in schools with less than or 50% as FRPL. Student-level controls 
include GPA, income, age, family size, and dummies for sex, having college educated parents, dependency status, and application year. For-profit 
colleges are not shown because very few profit institutions are eligible to be receiving institutions of the Cal Grant award.
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Figure 1: Unadjusted differences in Cal Grant usage at the California State University 
system for FAFSA and CDAA (undocumented) students 
 

 
Notes. Figure 1 shows the unadjusted differences in Cal Grant payment rates of FAFSA and 
CDAA (undocumented) students in the California State University system for four academic 
years after being approved for the Cal Grant award. Results based on the 2013-14 through 
2015-16 cohorts.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



33 
 

Figure 2: Unadjusted differences in Cal Grant usage at the California community 
college system for FAFSA and CDAA (undocumented) students 

 
Notes. Figure 2 shows the unadjusted differences in Cal Grant payment rates of FAFSA and 
CDAA (undocumented) students in the California Community College system for four 
academic years after being approved for the Cal Grant award. Results based on the 2013-14 
through 2015-16 cohorts.  
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2013 2014 2015 2013 2014 2015
Mean/(SD) Mean/(SD) Mean/(SD) Mean/(SD) Mean/(SD) Mean/(SD)

Demographics
High School GPA 3.04 2.98 2.98 3.06 3.14 3.14

(0.53) (0.53) (0.53) (0.54) (0.53) (0.53)
Family Income (in 10,000s) 2.01 2.17 2.23 2.96 3.90 3.96

(1.56) (1.65) (1.71) (2.35) (3.77) (3.86)
Family size 4.73 4.74 4.78 4.11 4.10 4.08

(1.49) (1.74) (2.02) (1.58) (1.53) (1.53)
Female 0.61 0.60 0.60 0.60 0.60 0.59

(0.49) (0.49) (0.49) (0.49) (0.49) (0.49)
Age 18.84 18.77 18.75 18.58 18.58 18.59

(0.89) (0.87) (0.86) (0.77) (0.78) (0.79)
Parent Education (College Degree) 0.11 0.10 0.10 0.32 0.38 0.37

(0.32) (0.30) (0.29) (0.47) (0.48) (0.48)
Dependent 0.99 0.98 0.97 0.96 0.96 0.96

(0.11) (0.15) (0.16) (0.19) (0.19) (0.19)
High School Characteristics
School Size 1861.51 1820.56 1826.46 1997.06 1994.00 1985.89

(896.65) (922.98) (927.36) (887.06) (900.40) (902.62)
Located in City 0.52 0.52 0.53 0.42 0.42 0.42

(0.50) (0.50) (0.50) (0.49) (0.49) (0.49)
Located in Town 0.05 0.06 0.05 0.05 0.05 0.05

(0.22) (0.23) (0.22) (0.22) (0.22) (0.22)
Located in Suburb 0.36 0.36 0.36 0.42 0.42 0.42

(0.48) (0.48) (0.48) (0.49) (0.49) (0.49)
Located in Rural 0.04 0.04 0.04 0.05 0.05 0.05

(0.19) (0.20) (0.20) (0.22) (0.22) (0.22)
Free Reduced Lunch Students 0.67 0.66 0.66 0.57 0.55 0.55

(0.22) (0.21) (0.22) (0.24) (0.25) (0.25)
% of Blacks 0.06 0.06 0.06 0.07 0.07 0.07

(0.08) (0.08) (0.08) (0.09) (0.09) (0.09)
% of Asians 0.09 0.08 0.08 0.13 0.13 0.13

(0.12) (0.11) (0.11) (0.16) (0.16) (0.16)
% of Hispanics 0.70 0.69 0.69 0.55 0.53 0.54

(0.24) (0.23) (0.23) (0.27) (0.27) (0.27)
% of Whites 0.13 0.14 0.14 0.22 0.23 0.23

(0.17) (0.17) (0.16) (0.21) (0.22) (0.22)
N 5981 6419 6678 120757 128483 130261

Appendix Table 1.  Summary Statistics for FAFSA and CDAA applicants, by Application Cohort
CDAA/Undocumented Students FAFSA Students

Notes: The sample includes students who submitted either the FAFSA or California Dream Act Application (i.e., undocumented) 
that were Cal Grant eligible (i.e., met GPA and income requirements) entering college in 2013-14 through 2015-16. High school 
identifiers and GPA come from Cal Grant GPA Verification forms and are matched to National Center of Education Statistics' 
Common Core of Data (CCD).
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Baseline rate of FAFSA 
students

Unadjusted model High school fixed effect 
model

Number of College Listed
Zero colleges 2.4% -0.023** -0.012**

(0.001) (0.001)
One college 22.3% 0.098** 0.111**

(0.003) (0.003)
Two to four colleges 34.3% -0.016** -0.015**

(0.004) (0.004)
Four to ten colleges 41.0% -0.059** -0.084**

(0.004) (0.003)

Colleges Listed by Distance
Closest CCC 32.0% 0.079** 0.033**

(0.004) (0.003)
Closest CSU 36.7% 0.014** -0.030**

(0.004) (0.004)
Closest UC 21.7% -0.029** -0.016**

(0.003) (0.003)
Listed not closest CCC 12.8% 0.065** 0.027**

(0.003) (0.002)
Listed not closest CSU 23.0% -0.051** -0.044**

(0.003) (0.003)
Listed not closest UC 14.7% -0.048** -0.034**

(0.003) (0.003)
Notes: +p<.10. *p<.05. **p<0.01. Results show differences in number of and distance to colleges listed on the Cal 
Grant application between FAFSA and CDAA (undocumented) students in the 2013 through 2015 cohorts. Fixed 
effect model includes high school fixed effects and student-level controls (GPA, income, age, family size, sex, having 
college educated parents, dependency status, and application year). CCC-Community College, CSU-California 
State University and UC- University of California.

Appendix Table 2. Differences in Number of Colleges and Distance of College Listed on Financial Aid 
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First year Second year Third year Fourth year
California Community College (CCC) 0.097** 0.054** 0.019** 0.002+

(0.003) (0.002) (0.002) (0.001)
Baseline Rate for FAFSA Students 17.4% 11.0% 6.9% 2.8%

California State University (CSU) -0.047** -0.033** -0.025** -0.025**
(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003)

Baseline Rate for FAFSA students 21.2% 17.0% 15.8% 16.0%

University of California (UC) -0.002 -0.001 -0.001 -0.004+
(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002)

Baseline Rate for FAFSA students 12.5% 11.1% 11.1% 11.0%

Non-Profit Private Colleges -0.020** -0.018** -0.016** -0.016**
(0.002) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Baseline Rate for FAFSA students 4.6% 3.9% 3.7% 3.5%

Used Cal Grant 0.023** -0.000 -0.025** -0.044**
(0.004) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003)

Baseline Rate for FAFSA students 56.3% 43.3% 37.7% 33.4%

Appendix Table 3.  Differences Between FAFSA and CDAA (Undocumented) Students Enrollment & 
Persistence Patterns, Excluding Students Who List an Out-of-state College on their Financial Aid Application

Notes: +p<.10. *p<.05. **p<0.01, N= 397,440. Results show differences in the enrollment and persistent pattern of 
CDAA (undocumented) students in the 2013 through 2015 cohorts when comparing CDAA to FAFSA students and 
controlling for background characteristics and high school fixed effects. Students that list an out of state colleges on their 
aid application (3% of students in data) are excluded from this analysis. Student-level controls include GPA, income, age, 
family size, and dummies for sex, having college educated parents, dependency status, and application year. For-profit 
colleges are not shown because very few profit institutions are eligible to be receiving institutions of the Cal Grant award. 
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Delayed Enrollment
2 year to 4 year 4 year to 2 year

Undocumented Student, (unadjusted differences) -0.006** 0.018** 0.002**
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Undocumented Student, (HS fixed effects) -0.004** 0.018** 0.000
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Baseline Rate for FAFSA students 3.9% 2.4% 0.5%

Appendix Table 4. Differences Between FAFSA and CDAA (Undocumented) Students Delayed Enrollment 
and Transfer Patterns 

College Transfers

Notes: +p<.10. *p<.05. **p<0.01. Results shows differences in delayed enrollment (i.e., waiting a year before 
using the Cal Grant), “upward” transfer from a two-year to a four-year college and “downward” transfer from a 
four-year to a two-year college of CDAA (undocumented) students in the 2013 through 2015 cohorts when 
comparing them to FAFSA students and controlling for background characteristics. Student-level controls 
include GPA, income, age, family size, and dummies for sex, having college educated parents, dependency 
status, and application year. Sample sizes for the unadjusted and adjusted models are 398,579 and 398,452.
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Coefficient (SE) Coefficient (SE) Sample Size
Demographics
Female -0.011 (0.009) -0.009 (0.009) 398579
High School GPA -0.144** (0.010) -0.150** (0.010) 398579
Income (in ten thousand) -0.769** (0.064) -0.785** (0.063) 395238
Age -0.075** (0.014) -0.102** (0.014) 398579
Parent attended College -0.069** (0.009) -0.070** (0.009) 398579
Family size 0.026 (0.029) 0.080** (0.028) 398579
Dependent -0.012** (0.003) -0.012** (0.003) 398579
High school characteristics
High School Size (in 100s) -37.893* (16.758) -23.878 (16.611) 376722
Located in city 0.005 (0.009) 0.008 (0.009) 398579
Located in town 0.006 (0.004) 0.006 (0.004) 398579
Located in suburban 0.002 (0.009) -0.006 (0.009) 398579
Located in rural 0.003 (0.004) 0.006 (0.004) 398579
% of FRPL Students 0.017** (0.005) 0.019** (0.005) 374954
% of Black Students -0.000 (0.002) -0.000 (0.002) 376673
% of Asian students -0.006* (0.003) -0.003 (0.003) 376673
% of Hispanic students 0.015** (0.005) 0.013* (0.005) 376673
% of White students -0.009* (0.004) -0.010* (0.004) 376673
College Listings
Number of CCCs listed 0.188** (0.022) 0.169** (0.022) 398579
Number of CSUs listed 0.122** (0.032) 0.166** (0.031) 398579
Number of UCs listed -0.030 (0.034) 0.024 (0.034) 398579
Total number of colleges listed 0.263** (0.053) 0.368** (0.052) 398579
Number of out-of-state colleges -0.000 (0.001) -0.003** (0.001) 398579
Listed only 2-year colleges 0.066** (0.008) 0.063** (0.008) 398579
Listed only 4-year colleges -0.050** (0.009) -0.049** (0.009) 398579
Listed only CSUs -0.020** (0.007) -0.025** (0.007) 398579
Listed only UCs -0.030** (0.005) -0.033** (0.005) 398579
Degree intentions listed
Associate Degree -0.067** (0.004) -0.067** (0.004) 398579
Bachelor’s Degree 0.011* (0.005) 0.011* (0.005) 398579
Notes: +p<.10. *p<.05. **p<0.01. Results show changes in undocumented students characteristics in 
2014 and 2015, relative to a baseline of the 2013 cohorts, while controlling for changes in documented 
student population (see equation (2) in the text). 

Undocumented * 2014 Undocumented *2015
Appendix Table 5. Differences in Background Characteristics of Undocumented Student Cohorts
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Appendix Figure 1. Differences in Types of College Attended by High School GPA for 
FAFSA and CDAA (Undocumented) Students 

 

Notes. Appendix Figure 1 shows the differences in types of college attended across the high 
school GPA distribution for FAFSA and CDAA (Undocumented) students in the University 
of California system (California Community Colleges (CCC), California State University 
(CSU), Non-Profit Private Colleges (PR) and University of California (UC)) for the 2013-
14 through 2015-16 cohorts. 
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Appendix Figure 2: Unadjusted differences in Cal Grant usage at the University of 
California system for FAFSA and CDAA (undocumented) students 

 
Notes. Appendix Figure 2 shows the unadjusted differences in Cal Grant payment rates of 
FAFSA and CDAA (undocumented) students in the University of California system for four 
academic years after being approved for the Cal Grant award. Results based on the 2013-14 
through 2015-16 cohorts.  
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Appendix Figure 3: Total Cal Grants offered to CDAA (undocumented) students by 
postsecondary sector 

Notes. Appendix Figure 3 shows the annual number of total eligible Cal Grant applicants 
from 2013 through 2019. Postsecondary sector is identified by the first college listed on the 
CDAA. Data available at https://www.csac.ca.gov/reports.  
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Appendix A: California Dream Act Application 

Students apply to the Cal Grant by completing the Free Application for Federal Student 
Aid (FAFSA) and a one-page GPA verification form (Appendix Figure A1), submitted 
by the administration of the high school they attend. Undocumented students were first 
eligible to apply for the Cal Grant for enrollment in 2013-14. California requires 
undocumented student to apply through the California Dream Act Application (CDAA) 
which is substantively similar to the FAFSA, providing many details such as student 
gender, family income, and a list of colleges they are interested in attending (Appendix 
Figure A2).  

Appendix Figure A1. California Dream Act Application GPA Verification Form 
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Appendix Figure A2. California Dream Act Application 
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Appendix B. Description of National Student Clearinghouse matching process 

To address the issue of degree attainment, we match CSAC data to postsecondary 

enrollment data from the National Student Clearinghouse (NSC), which tracks about 

98% of all U.S. students (Dynarski, Hemelt, & Hyman, 2015). We were unable to 

match the entire sample due to cost considerations, and so all comparisons are made in 

relation to a smaller matched control group. In order to focus on graduation rates, our 

CDAA sample consists of the first two years of undocumented applicants to 

California’s state aid program (2013-14 and 2014-15). We then use coarsened exact 

matching such that every CDAA (undocumented) student in these two cohorts 

(n=11,850) is matched to two similar FAFSA students (n=23,700). We match on the 

following exact values: application year (2013 or 2014); gender; whether their high 

school was listed as geographically city, suburb, or town/rural (3 values); GPA in five 

equally spaced groups (e.g., 2.00 to 2.39, 2.40 to 2.79, up to 3.60 to 4.00); quartiles of 

income based on the full population; age as of September 1st of the application year 

(18, 19, or 20); county of residence, and; whether they had a last name that 

corresponded most highly to being Hispanic, Asian, or “other”. We define this proxy 

for ethnicity by matching each student’s last name to the Census Bureau’s publicly 

available “2010 Frequently Occurring Surnames” data. We then assign ethnic 

“probabilities” to each individual if their last name is such that greater than 50% of 

people with that last name are in one ethnicity group (e.g., if your last name is Garcia, 

the Census finds that 92% of these individuals are of Hispanic of Latino origin, whereas 

a last name of Nguyen the Census finds that 97% are non-Hispanic Asian or Native 

Hawaiian and other Pacific Islander). Roughly 88% of our observed undocumented 
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student surnames identify them as highly likely (>50%) to be Hispanic, with about 4% 

of the remaining surnames traditionally Asian and 8% undetermined. 

This final sample contain 35,550 observations and was matched in February 2020, so 

we can reliably track students through the end of 2018-2019 (i.e., six and five years, 

respectively). NSC matching presents interpretation issues if (1) there are inaccuracies 

in the matching process – which is based on name and birthdate – that lead to incorrect 

enrollment outcomes or (2) there are discrepancies in the likelihood of data being 

matched correctly between undocumented students and their matched peers. 

Ultimately, we find both of these issues occur – that many students we know are 

enrolled based on CSAC payment data do not appear as enrolled in the NSC data, and 

this match rate varies by student such that undocumented students are even less likely 

to appear in the NSC data (either due to their names and birthdates being less likely to 

be matched, or if undocumented student data is not provided to the NSC). 

This paragraph quantifies this issue. First, we find that – as one example – most 

students who show up enrolled in the NSC data also receive a Cal Grant payment at 

that college; this follows as Cal Grant payments are only made by CSAC based on 

verified enrollment that is tracked accurately through student SSN. Specifically, 

students who NSC says are enrolled in a private non-profit, UC, or CSU show up as 

receiving a Cal Grant payment 91%, 97%, and 85% of the time. Importantly, these 

statistics do not vary by undocumented status, suggesting that if an individual is 

observed in the NSC data, that is likely an accurate statement of their enrollment. The 

one exception are community college students, where only 53% of NSC enrollees 

receive a Cal Grant payment. This follows from the structure of the Cal Grant for two 
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reasons: (1) many community college attendees choose to put their award on hold for 

later transfer purposes or (2) some students initially enroll in a community college but 

do not receive a payment as they either quickly dropped out or were enrolled in too few 

units to be eligible (i.e., less than half-time) (this last fact comes from a non-public 

internal analysis done by the authors on behalf of CSAC).  

The problem is that we do not find this situation in reverse – there are many students 

who receive a Cal Grant award but do not show up as enrolled in NSC data. One reason 

is that CSAC payment data follows students SSN, whereas NSC data: (1) requires a 

match on name and birthdate, which can lead to errors, and (2) NSC students have the 

option to “FERPA block” their records, thus leaving them unobserved. Among students 

receiving a Cal Grant at a private non-profit, UC, CSU, or community college, only 

42%, 41%, 41%, and 35% show up as enrolled in the NSC data, respectively. 

Even more troubling, these statistics vary significantly by undocumented status. For 

example, among FAFSA-submitting students we find that 41% and 46% appear at a 

CC or CSU in the NSC data, but among CDAA-submitting students these values are 

25% and 28%. Thus, the match rate to NSC data for undocumented students appears 

much lower than for the FAFSA students. We then cannot simplistically rely on NSC 

data for our outcomes as they would misleadingly suggest that undocumented students 

are less likely to enroll, when in fact there is likely some error in either classification 

rates or – more likely – appearance in the NSC data.  

Nonetheless, we do take one approach, which is to present NSC-based results that 

conditions on students appearing in an institution based on both NSC and Cal Grant 

payment data. To be clear, this match rate is different between our two groups and 
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could lead to biased estimates of enrollment or degree completion rates and relies on a 

strong assumption that the observed enrollment differences in the CSAC payment 

records and NSC post-secondary enrollment records are conditionally random, after 

restricting to only those students who show up as enrolled in both a public college in 

the CSAC payment and NSC datasets. Nevertheless, we take this approach as we find 

that after forcing this condition, our observed Cal Grant payments in this subsample 

are only slightly different than what is observed in the full sample, and all the results 

for enrollment and persistence patterns point in the same direction even if the 

magnitude of the estimates vary (Appendix Table B1).  

We find that undocumented students are less likely to earn a bachelor’s degree and 

equally likely to earn an associate degree as their peers, and these differences in degree 

completion are reflected by earlier differences in enrollment and persistence patterns. 

First, undocumented students were equally likely to earn an associate degree 

(Appendix Table B2, column 1), which reflects the earlier results that their high exit 

rates from community colleges led to equal attendance rates after four years. 

Undocumented students were also 1.9 percentage points more likely to earn a 

bachelor’s degree from UC (Appendix Table B2, column 4) and 5.9 percentage points 

less likely to earn a bachelor’s degree from a CSU (Appendix Table B2, column 3), 

which again aligns with differences in initial enrollment rates followed by equivalent 

persistence rates. There is some variation in exact point estimates based on the required 

conditioning of the linked NSC sample, so we encourage the reader not to focus 

specifically on the magnitude of these estimates as much as the general pattern that 

initial enrollment outcomes predict later differences in degree completion.  
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First year Second year Third year Fourth year First year Second year Third year Fourth year
Any College 0.000 -0.019** -0.031** -0.055** 0.000 -0.027* -0.039** -0.070**

(.) (0.007) (0.009) (0.010) (.) (0.011) (0.012) (0.012)
Baseline Rate for FAFSA students 100% 91.6% 84.6% 78.6% 100% 74.0% 61.1% 52.9%

California Community College (CCC) 0.064** 0.033** 0.009 0.011 0.084** 0.025* 0.001 -0.004
(0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.011) (0.010) (0.010) (0.008) (0.006)

Baseline Rate for FAFSA students 45.3% 43.4% 36.8% 27.6% 34.9% 20.7% 12.1% 5.0%

California State University (CSU) -0.138** -0.108** -0.091** -0.095** -0.113** -0.085** -0.068** -0.076**
(0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012)

Baseline Rate for FAFSA students 45.0% 37.3% 35.1% 36.2% 43.9% 34.8% 31.1% 30.2%

University of California (UC) 0.027** 0.034** 0.032** 0.022* 0.030** 0.035** 0.030** 0.012
(0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009)

Baseline rate for FAFSA students 20.9% 19.0% 18.5% 18.5% 21.0% 18.2% 17.4% 16.9%
Notes: +p<.10. *p<.05. **p<0.01, N=8,108. This sample includes all undocumented students in the first two years of the Cal grant program (2013/14 and 2014/15 
cohort), with each undocumented student matched to two similar FAFSA submitting students as described in the paper, linked to the National Student Clearing House 
records through the end of 2018-19. Inconsistencies in the matching between FAFSA/CDAA data and NSC records leads us to condition our analysis on a subsample of 
students who appear to be enrolled in the first year of both records, as described in the paper.  Results are covariate adjusted. Student-level controls include GPA, income, 
age, family size, and dummies for sex, having college educated parents, dependency status, and application year. School-level controls include percent free and reduced-
price lunch, Black, Asian, and Hispanic in a school, school size, and dummies for school urbanicity. For-profit colleges are not included in the analysis because very few 
profit institutions are eligible to be receiving institutions of the Cal Grant award.

NSC data Cal Grant Payment data
Appendix Table B1.  Undocumented Students’ Enrollment & Persistence Patterns, National Student Clearinghouse (NSC) data and Cal Grant payment data
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Associate Degree
Any Two-Year College Any Four-year College California State University University of California

Undocumented Student, unadjusted differences 0.004 -0.070** -0.082** 0.018+
(0.009) (0.013) (0.011) (0.010)

Undocumented Student, covariate adjusted results 0.003 -0.065** -0.077** 0.017+
(0.009) (0.011) (0.011) (0.009)

Baseline Rate for FAFSA students 13.7% 48.9% 30.0% 17.6%
Notes: +p<.10. *p<.05. **p<0.01, N=8,108. The sample includes all undocumented students in the first two years of the Cal grant program (2013-14 and 
2014-15 cohort), with each undocumented student matched to two similar FAFSA submitting students as described in the paper and linked to National Student 
Clearinghouse records through the end of 2018-19. Inconsistencies in the matching between FAFSA/CDAA data and NSC records leads us to condition our 
analysis on a subsample of students who appear be enrolled in the first year of both records, as described in the paper. Student-level controls include GPA, 
income, age, family size, and dummies for sex, having college educated parents, dependency status, and application year. School-level controls include percent 
free and reduced-price lunch, Black, Asian, and Hispanic in a school, school size, and dummies for school urbanicity. For-profit colleges are not included in the 
analysis because very few profit institutions are eligible to be receiving institutions of the Cal Grant award.

Bachelor's Degree
Appendix Table B2. Undocumented Students’ Postsecondary Degree Attainment, National Student Clearinghouse data




