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Introduction 

State colleges and universities typically charge a much lower tuition to students who have 

established residency in the state than to students who reside elsewhere. Debate has ensued over 

how to treat undocumented immigrants who arrived in the United States as children. They may 

have grown up in the state, but because they are in the United States without legal authorization, 

it is not clear whether they have met the residency requirements for in-state tuition. State 

governments define residency requirements, and thereby have the ability to determine whether 

an undocumented student who has been living in that state qualifies for in-state tuition. Ten 

states, beginning with Texas and California in 2001, have passed laws permitting undocumented 

students to enroll in public universities and colleges as state residents. In this paper, we evaluate 

the impact of such laws on the educational outcomes of undocumented immigrants.  

An evaluation of these laws is of interest for a number of reasons. First, additional states 

are considering passing similar laws. Evidence for whether these laws help intended 

beneficiaries would assist states in deciding whether to adopt them. Second, the lower 

educational attainment of Hispanic immigrants and their children relative to non-Hispanics have 

been a major domestic policy concern. Undocumented immigrants are predominantly from 

Mexico and Central America and make up a disproportionate share of less-educated Hispanics.1 

It would be useful to understand the extent to which the high price of college education is 

responsible for the poor educational outcomes of undocumented immigrants. Access to 

affordable college education may induce high school graduates to go on to college, and perhaps 

even induce children who would have dropped out of high school (because there was no hope of 

attending college) not to drop out. Might reducing the price of college education increase 

                                                 
1 Smith (2006), Table 2 reports that while average years of schooling was 12.99 for all U.S.-born in 1996, it was 
12.64 for legal immigrants, and 10.79 for illegal immigrants. For Hispanics, years of schooling was 11.52 for the 
U.S.-born, 10.12 for legal immigrants, and 6.90 for illegal immigrants.  
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educational attainment for undocumented immigrants?  

We exploit state-time variation in the passage of the laws permitting undocumented 

immigrants to pay in-state tuition to evaluate the effects of these laws. Specifically, we are not 

comparing outcomes in a particular state before and after the law is passed to determine the 

effect of the law, nor are we comparing outcomes in states that have the law to states that do not 

have the law. Instead, we are using a difference-in-differences-type identification strategy in 

which the change in outcome over time for states that passed the law earlier are compared to the 

change over time for states that passed the law later or that have not passed it; that is, the 

identifying assumption is that without the law, changes in outcome would have been the same 

between earlier passers and later/never passers.2  We explore the validity of this assumption by 

examining U.S.-born Hispanics – they are legal U.S. residents but arguably experience similar 

conditions in terms of obstacles to higher education in the state.  

We apply our identification strategy to individual-level data from the 2001-2005 

American Community Surveys supplemented by the 2000 U.S. Census. To preview the results, 

although we find some evidence suggestive of a positive effect of the laws on the college 

attendance of Mexican men, estimated effects of the laws in general are not significantly 

different from zero. We discuss various reasons for the estimated zero effects. Two important 

considerations are that little time has elapsed since the state laws were passed and that 

unchanged federal policy on financial aid and legalization for undocumented students may 

dampen the state laws’ benefits. Thus, the longer-run effects of the laws may well differ from the 

short-run effects presented in this paper.  

This paper is organized as follows. In the next section, we provide a brief background on 

                                                 
2 In other words, we will always have state-fixed effects and time-fixed effects in the estimated regressions. Details 
are provided in the Related Literature section.  
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these laws permitting undocumented students to pay in-state tuition and discuss related literature. 

Following that, we propose a theoretical and empirical framework. We then discuss the data and 

present our results.  We discuss the findings in the last section. 

 
Background 

A. Legislative Background 

The rise in the number of undocumented immigrants has been an impetus for state laws 

permitting them to pay in-state tuition at public colleges or universities. In 2004, there were an 

estimated 10.3 million undocumented immigrants in the United States, which constitute 29 

percent of the foreign-born population in the country (Passel 2005). Undocumented immigration 

has grown dramatically in recent decades, such that undocumented immigrants represent a larger 

share of recent immigrants than immigrants who have lived in the United States a long time. For 

example, in 1995, nearly half (an estimated 45 percent) of recent immigrants were 

undocumented, in contrast to 28 percent in 1980 and 5 percent in 1970 (Smith 2006, Table 4, 

which uses data from Passel). Many of the undocumented immigrants were born in Mexico and 

other countries in Latin America. In 2004, 57 percent of undocumented immigrants were born in 

Mexico and 24 percent were born in the rest of Latin America (Passel 2005).  

Among these undocumented immigrants are foreign-born children who followed their 

parents to the United States; in 2004, 14 percent of all undocumented immigrants were 

undocumented children (Passel 2005). U.S. law requires education through grade 12 to be 

provided irrespective of legal status, thus providing full access to public schools up through 

grade 12 to these undocumented children.3 Proponents of the laws permitting undocumented 

students to pay in-state tuition argue that undocumented children who grew up in the state should 

                                                 
3 As required by the Plyler v. Doe Supreme Court decision in 1982 and subsequent laws. 
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continue to have the same access to the state’s educational institutions as their legally resident 

classmates even after high school. An important premise is that the undocumented children 

should not be penalized for their parents illegally entering and/or staying in the United States; if 

their undocumented children have performed well in school, they should be rewarded with the 

same opportunity to attend college as their legally resident classmates. 

California and Texas are the two states with the most undocumented immigrants – 

California has 24 percent of the nation’s unauthorized immigrants and Texas has 14 percent – 

and were the first two states to adopt these laws permitting undocumented immigrants to pay in-

state tuition. Between 2002 and 2006, eight more states passed these laws (see Table 1), some 

with a substantial number of undocumented immigrants (e.g., New York with 7 percent of the 

total unauthorized population and Illinois with 4 percent) and others with relatively few (e.g., 

Nebraska with under 0.5 percent). Typically, out-of-state tuition is over twice the amount of in-

state tuition. In the 10 states that passed the law, the differential between in-state and out-of-state 

tuition amounted to a saving of $3,326 per year per student in 2003 (U.S. Department of 

Education, NCES 2003).  

Since the intended beneficiaries are undocumented immigrants who were brought over to 

the United States by their parents and who grew up in the state, only a limited subset of 

undocumented immigrants qualify for the in-state tuition. In general, to qualify, the prospective 

student must have: 1) attended a high school in the state for a certain number of years (typically, 

two to four years); 2) graduated from high school or completed a GED in the state; and 3) signed 

an affidavit stating that they intend to legalize their status as soon as they become eligible.  

As of August 2006, 28 states had considered legislation allowing undocumented 
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immigrants to pay in-state tuition (Krueger 2006).4 The federal government itself has been 

considering legislation that makes it easier for states to adopt such legislation, and to make it 

more worthwhile for undocumented students to take advantage of such legislation. The Dream 

Act, introduced in Congress in 2001, would provide a route to legal permanent residency status 

for undocumented students5 and remove penalties on states that allow undocumented students to 

pay in-state tuition.6 Understanding the effects of laws allowing undocumented immigrant 

students to pay in-state tuition would help states and Congress in their decision-making process. 

B. Related Literature 

We are not aware of published studies that use rigorous methods to study the effect of the 

laws permitting undocumented immigrants to pay in-state tuition on their educational outcomes, 

probably because most laws have only recently passed.7 Indeed, the 2006-07 school year is only 

the sixth school year in which the law has been in effect for the earliest implementer (Texas), and 

fewer than four school years have elapsed for six of the 10 states. There may not yet be 

measurable outcomes in terms of completing a college degree, years of educational attainment, 

and labor market outcomes. Moreover, it may take time for undocumented immigrants to find 

out about the laws or for them to adjust their behavior in K-12 to put themselves in a position for 

college. Therefore, the effects may not be immediate. 

Although there are currently no academic studies evaluating these laws, a story by Lewis 

                                                 
4 Alaska and Virginia have considered legislation explicitly preventing undocumented students from paying in-state 
tuition, and are not counted among the 28. 
5 In particular, the law pertains to undocumented immigrants who have been in the United States at least five years, 
arrived at age 15 or younger, and graduates from high school would be granted six years of legal residence. At the 
end of the six years, if the undocumented immigrant has completed a two-year degree, completed at least two years 
of a four-year degree or served at least two years in the U.S. military, he/she will be granted permanent residence.  
6 The 1996 Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act does not permit states to provide benefits 
in postsecondary education to undocumented immigrants that are not available to U.S. citizens. The Dream Act 
would remove any federal constraints on a state’s ability to define “resident” for the purpose of receiving in-state 
tuition. 
7 Since the working paper version of this chapter was issued in January 2007 by Rice University’s Baker Institute for 
Public Policy, we have become aware of Kaushal (2008), which evaluates these laws using Current Population 
Survey data. 
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(2005) in the Boston Globe attempts to examine the enrollment effects. In Texas, enrollment of 

undocumented students increased from 1,500 in Fall 20018 to 8,000 in Fall 2006. In California’s 

University of California system – the state’s most selective tier of higher education institutions – 

357 undocumented students were enrolled in the 2004-05 school year, which is the third school 

year with the law. Data were also provided for the University of New Mexico system, University 

of Utah system, University of Washington system, and all public institutions in Kansas, which 

revealed few undocumented students. The story’s conclusion is revealed in the title: “In-state 

tuition is not a draw for many immigrants.”  

Our study is also interested in the effect of the laws on college enrollment, but we will 

examine enrollment in all higher education institutions rather than restricting the focus to state 

flagship systems (as undocumented immigrants for various reasons may be unlikely to attend a 

flagship institution) and also control for secular changes over time in the enrollment that have 

nothing to do with the laws. Moreover, we will consider the possibility that the law might have 

dynamic effects, such as raising high school graduation rates first, because now there is the 

prospect of attending college in the future.  

There are also studies estimating the fiscal impact of these laws (Martin 2005; Institute of 

Public and International Affairs 2006). These studies examine the impact of the law on tuition 

revenue, with downward pressure coming from charging undocumented students the in-state 

tuition rate instead of the out-of-state tuition rate and an upward pressure coming from the entry 

of students who would otherwise not have attended a public college. In this study, we ignore the 

cost side and focus on the first-order question of whether the law raises educational attainment 

for undocumented students. If the law does not provide benefits to the intended beneficiaries, it 

                                                 
8 Fall 2001 is the first semester in which the law was in effect in any state; the law was passed on June 16, 2001, 
which is too late to affect the application process and decision about which institution to attend for high school 
graduates wanting to attend a competitive public institution. 
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should be eliminated because its cost – whatever the exact level is – is non-zero.9 

Besides being (among) the first to estimate the effect of these laws on the educational 

outcomes of undocumented immigrants, this study adds to the more general literature on the 

effect of college costs on educational outcomes. Although this is a large literature, few studies 

have rigorously addressed the problem of endogeneity of college cost in estimating the effect of 

college cost on educational outcomes.10 Moreover, none of the studies that do address the 

problem of endogeneity have focused on the behavior of the children of immigrants. Among 

children under age 18 in the United States, 13.5 million (or 18.7 percent) are either immigrants 

themselves or have at least one parent who is an immigrant based on 2002 data (Capps, Fix and 

Reardon-Anderson 2003). The upsurge in immigration in recent decades means that children of 

immigrants will be a growing share of the U.S. population into the foreseeable future. It is 

therefore an urgent policy problem that the children of immigrants lag behind the children of 

natives in economic and educational achievement. These concerns are especially acute for 

immigrants from Latin America. Hispanic immigrants and their descendents do not converge to 

native levels of education as quickly as non-Hispanic immigrants and their descendents (see, for 

example, Card, DiNardo and Estes 2000; Grogger and Trejo 2002; and Smith 2003). The impact 

of college costs on the children of immigrants may not necessarily be the same as the impact on 

other subpopulations, and this paper goes part of the way toward filling the gap by examining the 

                                                 
9 Technically, tuition revenue could increase overall with the law since the law could cause the enrollment of 
undocumented students to increase in a way that more than offsets the reduced revenue on a per-undocumented-
student basis. However, it seems inaccurate to characterize the costs associated with the law as negative since there 
are marginal costs associated with increased enrollment, like a decrease in school inputs (e.g., faculty, facilities) on a 
per-student basis and spending on more school inputs. 
10 Some reasons for endogeneity are as follows. For example, financial aid awarded based on need may provide 
downward bias on aid’s benefits because the estimated effect of aid will conflate the true effect of the aid and the 
effects of coming from a low-income family. Conversely, financial aid awarded based on merit may bias upwards 
the effect of aid on educational outcomes because the estimated effect also encapsulates the effect of the student 
attributes that earned him or her a merit-based award in the first place. Furthermore, comparing educational 
outcomes in states with lower and higher costs of attending public colleges and universities might be biased due to 
other differences between states that affect public tuition, such as in quality of education or returns to education. 
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impact on undocumented immigrants.  

The few studies that do treat the endogeneity of college costs convincingly are as follows. 

Kane (1994), using within-state changes in tuition at public institutions, finds that a $1,000 

decrease in tuition at public institutions raises college attendance by 3.7 percent. Dynarksi 

(2003), using a natural experiment involving the elimination of the Social Security student 

benefit program, finds that a $1,000 increase in grant aid increases the probability of attending 

college by 3.6 percentage points and the years of completed schooling by 0.16 years. Dynarksi 

(2000), using a natural experiment involving the introduction of a large-scale merit aid program 

in Georgia, finds that a $1,000 increase in aid raises the college attendance rate by 3.7-4.2 

percentage rates. Dynarski (2005) finds that the large-scale merit aid programs in Arkansas and 

Georgia increased not only college attendance but also college completion. The effect is larger 

for women than men, and especially large for Hispanic and non-white women; Dynarski 

attributes this to the fact that girls outperform boys in high school, with the female advantage 

even starker among Hispanics and non-whites.  

Although the four studies just described use distinct identification strategies, they reach a 

similar conclusion: college attendance and years of college education completed are highly 

sensitive to costs. However, studies of the Pell Grant program suggest smaller and close to zero 

effects on college attendance (Hansen 1983; Kane 1995; Seftor and Turner 2002). Arguably, the 

typical undocumented student may resemble a Pell Grant beneficiary – most of the $13 billion in 

Pell Grants given annually are to students from families with income under $40,000; perhaps we 

should not expect the laws to have any impact on educational outcomes. On the other hand, 

Dynarski (2005) did find that Hispanic and non-white women experienced the largest gains in 

college attendance and degree completion among all race/ethnicity-gender groups as a result of 
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the Arkansas and Georgia merit aid programs – these programs would have been targeting low- 

and middle-income families during the time the affected cohorts considered in Dynarski (2005) 

would have been applying to college; perhaps it is not unreasonable to expect laws permitting 

undocumented students to pay in-state tuition to improve educational outcomes. 

 

Theoretical and Empirical Framework 

A. Theoretical Considerations 

The laws allowing undocumented immigrants to pay in-state tuition effectively lower the 

price of attending college. Instead of paying the out-of-state price, undocumented immigrants 

meeting the criteria pay the in-state price, which, as we noted above, is an average annual 

savings of $3,326. In the framework of an individual deciding whether to invest in a college 

education (perhaps together with his or her parents), since the cost of college education has 

decreased, we can expect demand for education to rise. This is because the reduction in price 

causes some people who did not “value” college education at the out-of-state tuition rate to now 

buy a college education. Moreover, given that the cost of attending four-year institutions far 

exceeds the cost of attending two-year institutions, the reduction in price might also cause people 

who would have stopped with a two-year degree to pursue a four-year degree.11 These people 

would have valued college education at least as much as the out-of-state two-year college price 

but less than the out-of-state four-year college price. The average in-state price at four-year 

colleges is lower than the average out-of-state price at two-year colleges, so these associate’s 

degree holders will now enroll at the four-year institution for additional schooling, such as for a 

bachelor’s degree. 

                                                 
11 In 2003, public four-year institutions in the United States had average in-state tuition of $4,507 and out-of-state 
tuition of $11,125 (U.S. Department of Education, NCES 2003). In contrast, public two-year institutions had 
average in-state tuition of $2,217 and out-of-state tuition of $5,076 (ibid). 
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It should be pointed out that a college education may still be prohibitively expensive for 

most undocumented immigrants even after the passage of the laws. Most undocumented children 

are from low-income families. Federal financial aid, which consists of grants (Pell Grants and 

Supplemental Educational Opportunity Grants), loans (Stafford and Perkins loans), and work-

study programs, is the main source of help for students from low-income families, but it is only 

available to U.S. citizens, U.S. nationals, and “eligible non-citizens.” The latter category does not 

include undocumented immigrants, and it is comprised primarily of permanent residents. The 

reduction in price of a college education may be insufficient to draw some undocumented 

children away from the corner solution (for the poorest, the corner is no college education; for 

the less poor, the corner might be completing an associate’s degree only).  

The reason for the corner solution does not have to involve low valuation placed on a 

college education, but could just be the result of credit constraints. Relaxing credit constraints 

could lead not only to more years of college education, but also to a different composition of 

years of college education. In particular, it may cause undocumented immigrants to consume 

more education at four-year institutions. The reasons stem from the fact that attending four-year 

institutions is much more expensive than attending two-year institutions. In 2003, in the states 

that passed the law, the average out-of-state price of a year of college was $9,767 for four-year 

public institutions and $4,365 for two-year public institutions. The laws enable undocumented 

students to pay the in-state price of $3,620 for four-year public institutions and $2,099 for two-

year public institutions on average. Thus, as mentioned earlier in this subsection, some students 

who previously would have only attended two-year institutions will now continue their education 

at a four-year institution (thus, fraction of years spent at a four-year institution rises from nil to at 

least 50 percent if a BA is completed).  
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Additionally, some students may substitute completely away from two-year colleges 

toward four-year colleges (fraction of years spent at a four-year institution rises from nil to 100 

percent). These students value the higher quality of education at four-year colleges, such as 

higher quality faculty, greater course diversity, and additional student services, but due to credit 

constraints are only able to pay as much as the out-of-state tuition rate at two-year colleges. The 

average in-state price at four-year colleges is lower than the average out-of-state price at two-

year colleges, so now students can afford the higher-quality good. Thus, it is possible that even if 

we do not observe an increase in years of college education completed, there may be a change in 

composition of these college years toward higher quality; this compositional change would still 

be beneficial for the student and society. 

There might be substitution not only away from two-year institutions toward four-year 

institutions, but also away from private colleges toward public colleges. Attending a private four-

year institution is more expensive than attending a public four-year institution, but after the law, 

the relative price is even higher. In 2003, the average tuition and fees at a private four-year 

institution is 1.37 times higher than at a public four-year institution at out-of-state prices but 3.38 

times higher at in-state prices. There might exist some people who would choose a private 

college before the law who now choose a public college; though they value education at the 

private institution, they do not value it enough to pay more than triple the price.  

The laws could have dynamic effects as well. If one plans on attending college, then one 

might take a more rigorous set of classes and apply more effort in high school and perhaps even 

in earlier grade levels. On the other hand, if one does not anticipate attending college, one might 

apply less effort at school and possibly even not bother completing high school. This suggests 

that the laws may not necessarily raise college enrollment immediately among undocumented 
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students, because the first cohorts to be of college-going age while the law is in effect may have 

inadequate preparation for college and therefore not be in a position to take advantage of the law. 

For example, it might be too late for a high school junior to adjust her behavior so that she can 

have the coursework and grades to get into a competitive four-year college. By contrast, later 

cohorts would have time to make adjustments to place themselves in the position of applying for 

college in the senior year of high school. In summary, given the fact that ability to be get into 

college and perform well in college depends on past schooling investments, it could be that the 

law has no impact on cohorts who were juniors in high school or older at the time the law passed. 

Also, it could be that the law, by increasing student expectations of attending college, raises high 

school completion rates for younger cohorts. 

Besides reducing the cost of attending a public post-secondary institution, the laws may 

have other effects that in turn affect schooling decisions. One such possibility is that the laws 

change perceptions about the future return to education. The Immigration Reform and Control 

Act (IRCA) of 1986 made it illegal for employers to knowingly hire an undocumented worker, 

and penalties include fines and prison time. The laws allowing undocumented students to pay in-

state tuition make post-secondary education cheaper, but do not change the legal status of 

undocumented students. Only the federal government can make legislation dealing with 

immigration in this respect, and currently Congress is considering the Dream Act, which 

provides a mechanism through which undocumented students (as well as those who serve in the 

armed forces) can become U.S. permanent residents. With legal status, undocumented 

immigrants would be able to apply to a much wider set of jobs and would not be restricted to the 

fringe economy that is less visible to IRCA enforcers.  

This means that if undocumented immigrants want a college degree only for an increase 
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in future earnings, the laws allowing undocumented students to pay in-state tuition may have 

negligible effects on college enrollment and completion. This is because even with a college 

degree, undocumented students would still be unable to get good jobs at U.S. firms. For example, 

a Wall Street Journal article by Jordan (2005) reports on the experience of the first graduating 

class to benefit from the Texas law, summarizing: “They are educated, but unable to get work 

because of their immigration status.” On the other hand, it is possible that legislation allowing 

undocumented students to pay in-state tuition makes undocumented immigrants in that state 

more optimistic about the passage of the Dream Act.12 These more optimistic undocumented 

immigrants will have higher expectations of their return to education – since they believe they 

will gain legal status and therefore get better jobs – relative to undocumented immigrants in 

other states. There is good empirical evidence that legalization raises a worker’s wages, and 

much of the wage gain comes from increases in returns to human capital (Kossoudji and Cobb-

Clark 2002).13 Since undocumented immigrants in states with the laws have higher expectations 

for legalization, their educational outcomes should improve relative to undocumented 

immigrants in other states. This legalization-based story might increase enrollment even in 

educational institutions whose prices for undocumented students are not affected by the laws, 

such as private colleges.  

To summarize this subsection on theoretical considerations, the laws allowing 

undocumented immigrants to pay in-state tuition should increase (or eventually increase) college 

                                                 
12 Alternatively, undocumented immigrants in states with the law may be more aware of the Dream Act itself 
(because information about it is found in the same place that information about the laws is provided), whereas those 
in other states do not know about the Dream Act. In this case, the former has higher expectations that legal status 
will be granted in the future than the latter.  
13 This study uses individual-level panel data to deal with the problem faced by other studies of the effect of legal 
status on wages that individual characteristics differ between legal and illegal immigrants. The variation in legal 
status is driven by IRCA, which provided amnesty to undocumented immigrants arriving to the U.S. before January 
1, 1982. The authors deal with secular changes in wages over time by using a comparison group not experiencing 
any change in legal status. 
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enrollment. Additionally, they may change the composition of post-secondary education (two-

year/four-year, public/private). The primary stories for these effects are the reduction in the price 

of college and the increase in expectations about the return to education for undocumented 

immigrants in states with these laws. 

B. Empirical Framework 

We wish to estimate the effect of the laws permitting undocumented immigrants to pay 

in-state tuition on the educational outcomes of undocumented immigrants. Our main 

identification strategy relies on the state-time variation in adopting the law. The law has been in 

effect since the Fall of 2001 semester in Texas, and the latest date of implementation is the Fall 

of 2006 in Nebraska, the 10th (and most recent) state to pass such a law. On the other hand, there 

are numerous states that have never had the law, although some are considering it. We can use 

states that passed the law later or never as controls for secular changes over time in outcomes for 

states that passed it earlier. To fix ideas, consider estimating the following regression model 

using repeated cross sections on young adults who are likely to be undocumented immigrants: 

 

(1) yist = α + β INSTATEst + δs + γt + xist'ρ + εist  

 

For individual i born in state s observed at time t, yist is the outcome (e.g., college attendance), 

INSTATEst is a binary variable indicating whether state s has a law permitting undocumented 

immigrants to pay in-state tuition at time t, δs is state fixed effects, γt is time fixed effects, and xist 

is a vector of exogenous explanatory variables (e.g., age and sex of individual, time-varying state 

attributes). 

This is a difference-in-differences-type identification strategy. In order to interpret the 
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OLS estimate of β in Equation 1 as the effect of the laws, we must assume that without the laws, 

the outcomes would have changed over time by same amount in the states that passed the laws 

earlier and the other states (this is known as the parallel trend assumption). It is not possible to 

directly test this identifying assumption; however, there are ways we might try to assess its 

validity. In this study, we will use legal residents to assess the validity of the parallel trend 

assumption. The simple intuition is that the law does not impact legal residents – both before and 

after the law is passed, legal residents can pay in-state tuition when attending an in-state public 

college or university.  However, legal residents are impacted by other changes over time (e.g., 

economic conditions, tuition, attitudes toward education) that the affected group (undocumented 

immigrants) also experiences. Thus, we can estimate Equation 1 using a sample of legal residents 

and test if the estimate of β is zero. This estimate of β using legal residents is essentially an 

estimate of the differential trend, i.e., it is the difference in outcome that would exist between 

states that passed the laws earlier and other states even if there were no such laws at all. If this 

estimated differential trend is zero, then we have increased confidence that the parallel trend 

assumption holds. If it is not zero, we can still recover an estimate of the effect of the laws on 

undocumented immigrants by subtracting this differential trend away from the estimated β using 

a sample of undocumented immigrants. More formally, estimate using a pooled sample of 

undocumented immigrants and legal residents: 

 

(2) yistj = αj + κ INSTATEst ×I(j=1) + λ INSTATEst + δsj + γtj + xist,j'ρj  + εistj  

 

for individual i born in state s observed at time t where j=1 for an undocumented immigrant (i.e., 

the affected group, whose opportunities are changed by the laws) and j=0 for legal residents (i.e., 
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the comparison group, whose opportunities are unchanged). I(·) is the indicator function. Since 

all the parameters are allowed to vary by j, λ of Equation 2 is equal to the estimated β from 

Equation 1 when using the comparison group individuals and κ of Equation 2 is the difference 

between the estimated β from Equation 1 when using the affected group individuals and λ. In 

other words, the estimated effect of the laws on undocumented immigrants is given by κ, which 

is the estimated β using a sample of undocumented immigrants adjusted for the differential trend 

provided by the legal residents.  

For κ to be a convincing estimate of the effect of the laws permitting undocumented 

immigrants to pay in-state tuition, we must find a comparison group that adequately captures the 

differential trends in educational outcomes between states that passed the laws earlier and the 

other states. The comparison group we use is U.S.-born Hispanics. Since they are native-born 

American citizens, the laws do not change anything for them. At the same time, given the history 

of U.S. immigration and the relative recentness of immigration inflows from Latin America, a 

majority of U.S.-born children who are Hispanic are of the second generation (i.e., have at least 

one foreign-born parent). Thus, we can think about U.S.-born Hispanics as a group filled 

predominantly with children of immigrants. We might believe that U.S.-born children of 

immigrants and undocumented children living in a particular state experience many similar 

things, such as changes over time in the state’s educational policies, economic conditions, 

population changes, and attitudes toward foreign-looking or foreign-sounding people. At the 

extreme, imagine a nuclear family containing undocumented parents, some undocumented 

children, and some U.S.-born children – then we might believe that all siblings experience 

similar things except that the undocumented siblings would benefit from the new laws.14 So it 

                                                 
14 In our empirical analysis, we will not be able to use within family variation in legal status to identify the effect of 
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seems that U.S.-born Hispanics could provide a credible estimate of differential trends in 

educational outcomes. 

 
Data 

To implement our identification strategy, we require a data set that is large enough to 

provide enough observations on a narrow subpopulation, foreign-born young adults who are 

likely to be undocumented. First, we focus on young adults because they are the primary 

candidates for attending college – although more and more people are taking college courses 

later in their lives, for the most part, college students come straight from high school or within a 

few years of leaving high school. For this paper, we will focus on individuals aged 18–24 with a 

high school degree when examining measures of college attendance. When we examine dropping 

out of high school as an outcome, we will examine people aged 16–17.  

Second, although ideally we would like the affected group to be restricted to 

undocumented immigrants, the reality is that there are no nationally representative individual-

level data sets that indicate whether someone is an undocumented immigrant; obviously, legal 

status is sensitive information and difficult to elicit. In this study, we will define the affected 

group, which is known to contain much more undocumented immigrants than any of the 

comparison groups, as follows. The affected group contains Hispanic individuals who are 

foreign-born and not U.S. citizens, and arrived to the U.S. after 1981 and by age 14 (excluding 

Puerto Ricans).15 Our inability to separate the legal from undocumented immigrants does not 

                                                                                                                                                             
the laws. This is because there are no large data sets connecting adult siblings in the United States; for example, in 
the Census, we know family connections among individuals only if they reside in the same household. In this paper, 
we rely on a cross section of young adults, and use the U.S.-born Hispanics as a comparison group for the foreign-
born children of immigrants, but the intuition of the within-family approach applies.  
15 A few clarifications: First, IRCA enabled immigrants who arrived in the United States by January 1, 1982, to 
become legal residents. It makes sense to ignore immigrants arriving in 1981 and earlier when seeking a group of 
people with high likelihood of being undocumented. Second, age at arrival to the United States is calculated as 
[current age - (survey year-year of immigration to the United States)]. Since the laws require attending high school 
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invalidate our identification strategy, but it does reduce its power. Since there are legal residents 

mixed in with undocumented immigrants in this affected group, any detectable effect of the law 

on undocumented immigrants will be averaged over everyone in the affected group, which 

makes it harder to detect a statistically significant effect. 

To implement our identification strategy, we use individual-level data from the American 

Community Survey (ACS). The ACS is modeled after the Census of Population and Housing 

long questionnaire, and it is an annual survey begun in 2000 to provide reliable intercensal data. 

We use the 2001-2005 ACS, and merge in the 2000 1 percent Census public use microdata 

sample (PUMS) files to get more “before” data.16 The 2005 ACS is the largest ACS sample to 

date – it is a 1-in-100 national random sample of the population – and older ACS samples are 

only one-half to one-third of that size. 

We define the state law variable, INSTATEst, as follows. Table 1 shows the first semester 

the law would have taken effect in each state passing the law. When a law takes effect in the fall 

semester of a particular year, we code INSTATEst =1 beginning the following year. For example, 

although the law took effect in fall 2001 for Texas, INSTATE =0 up through the 2001 survey year 

and INSTATE =1 beginning in 2002. California, the only state for which the policy did not begin 

in the fall (it began in spring 2002), has INSTATEst =1 beginning 2002.  

Because these laws were passed so recently and the latest ACS we use is from 2005, 

there will be few post-law years of data.17 In fact, the most recent passer, Nebraska, will not have 

any years of post-law data since fall 2006 is the first semester the law came into effect. This will 

                                                                                                                                                             
in the state for a certain number of years, it makes sense not to include immigrants who arrived at a later age – they 
simply would not meet the state qualifications for in-state tuition. Third, people born in Puerto Rico are U.S. 
citizens, so Puerto Ricans are not affected by the laws.  
16 We downloaded the data from the IPUMS website in October 2006 (Ruggles et al. 2004).  
17 The 2006 ACS has become available since the working paper version of this chapter was issued in January 2007, 
and adding these data to the analysis does not meaningfully change the results we report here. 
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reduce the power, since there are few state-time cells where the law is effective. In the future, 

with more years of post-law data, we will be able to measure a wider range of outcomes (e.g., 

ultimate educational attainment, labor market outcomes) and be able to use more flexible 

functional forms that allow treatment effects to vary by state and years of exposure. For this 

paper, we will focus on attendance-related outcomes and a single average treatment effect. 

Table 2 shows descriptive statistics for the ACS/Census sample for the educational 

outcomes we will be analyzing below. In the affected group (i.e., Hispanic non-U.S.-citizen 

immigrants), 32 percent of 18-24 year-olds with a high school degree are currently attending 

college, and 11 percent of 16-17 year-olds have dropped out of high school. Educational 

outcomes are worse for men than women, and for Mexicans than Hispanics overall (Mexicans 

make up about 60 percent of the affected group). Additionally, the affected group is doing worse 

than the U.S.-born comparison group (i.e., U.S.-born Hispanics: Columns 7-12), which is in turn 

doing worse than U.S.-born non-Hispanic whites.18 Finally, the affected group has a lower 

propensity to attend private colleges than either the U.S.-born comparison group or the U.S.-born 

non-Hispanic whites.  

Of course the identification strategies described by Equations 1 and 2 do not involve just 

taking differences between groups to obtain effects of the law, and instead rely on differences in 

the evolution of educational outcomes over time following the passage of the law between states 

with the law and states without the law. Thus, it is useful to graph educational attainment 

measures by year for states with the law and states without the law. These graphs of the raw data 

are useful for discerning pre-existing trends in the measures and see trend breaks, if any, starting 

                                                 
18 We will not use U.S.-born non-Hispanic whites in our regression analysis below. We present their descriptive 
statistics here only to provide a reference point. 
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from the passage of the laws.19 Panel A of Figure 1 shows the graph of college attendance among 

18-24 year-olds with a high school degree for the affected group. The survey years 2000 and 

2001 are both “before” years for every state. Then in 2002, the law comes into effect in Texas 

and California.  

It would be incorrect to attribute all differences between 2001 and 2002 in Texas and 

California to the laws permitting undocumented students to pay in-state tuition, however, since 

there appear to be secular changes over time (as indicated by the college attendance in states 

without the law yet in 2002 – the later-law states and never-law states on the graph –

experiencing changes between 2001 and 2002). In Equation 1, we use states that passed the laws 

later or never passed the law to control for secular time changes. This may not be wholly 

satisfactory since Panel A of Figure 1 suggests that prior to any state implementing the law, the 

trend in college attendance does not appear similar between the earlier-law states and other 

states. It is therefore useful to use a comparison group of people whose opportunities are not 

impacted by the laws to correct for the differential trend, which is what Equation 2 does. Our 

comparison group for obtaining the differential trend will be U.S.-born Hispanics; Panel B of 

Figure 1 graphs college attendance among 18-24 year-olds with a high school degree for this 

group.  

On a separate note, we can obtain consistent estimates of the parameters in Equations 1 

and 2 via ordinary least squares (OLS) only if all the right-hand side variables are exogenous. 

Thus, it is important to consider whether INSTATEst can plausibly be viewed as exogenous. Our 

reading of the circumstances surrounding the passage of these laws is that the laws were passed 

out of fairness considerations – it was believed that children who grew up in the state and 

                                                 
19 Unfortunately, given that the ACS in 2001-2004 are only one-third to one-half of a percent of the U.S. population, 
and that some states have little immigration, some state-year cells will have few observations for the affected group, 
leading to a noisy series. It is preferable to pool data to gain efficiency, as we do in the regression analysis below. 
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performed well in K-12 deserved to have the same opportunity to attend college as their legally 

resident classmates, and should not punished for the fact that their parents entered and stayed in 

the United States illegally. These laws were not a response to perceptions that educational 

outcomes for undocumented students were getting worse or better. Thus, it seems reasonable to 

consider the dummy for having the law as exogenous to educational outcomes. However, it could 

be a concern that states that passed these laws are also passing other laws to help undocumented 

immigrants or improving their attitudes about undocumented immigrants over time. More 

specifically, although state fixed effects allow states to differ in how they treat undocumented 

immigrants, there remains room for bias caused by time-varying state attributes (e.g., other 

policies, changes in unmeasured state attributes over time). Using U.S.-born Hispanics as a 

comparison group helps mitigate bias associated with state-specific changes in policies and 

attitudes toward immigrants since many of them are children of immigrants.20  

 
Results 

A. Effect on College Attendance 

First, we examine the effect of the laws on the probability of attending college among 

people who are currently aged 18-24 and possess a high school degree. Using ACS/Census data, 

we are able to distinguish between college attendance in public and private institutions.21 In 

Table 3, we present the results of estimating Equation 1 using individuals in the affected group.  

The general result is that there are no statistically significant effects at conventional 

                                                 
20 Moreover, we considered several alternative comparison groups: (1) Asian immigrants; (2) non-Hispanic and non-
Asian immigrants; and (3) Hispanic immigrants who are naturalized U.S. citizens. These groups, as immigrants 
themselves, might better control for state-specific changes in policies and attitudes toward immigrants. Since the 
results using these alternative comparison groups are qualitatively similar to those using the U.S.-born Hispanic 
comparison group, we do not report them. 
21 Unfortunately, the ACS/Census data do not distinguish between four-year and two-year institutions. Future 
analysis using data from the Current Population Survey can examine whether the laws impacted attendance at four-
year and two-year institutions differently. 



 23 

levels of significance (e.g., 5 percent or better). In Panel A, when a sample pooling men and 

women is used, we detect no effect for either Hispanics overall or Mexicans only, although it can 

be said that the point estimates for 22-24 year-olds tend to be positive and of greater magnitude 

than for the 18-21 year-olds. In Panel B, restricting focus to men, we notice larger positive point 

estimates for 22-24 year-olds compared to the pooled sample, which lead to more positive point 

estimates for men overall that are sometimes significant at the 10 percent level of significance. 

The positive effects come largely from the increased probability of attending public colleges – 

the point estimates for attending private colleges is close to zero. These findings are consistent 

with the laws having an impact since the laws would operate through attendance at state 

institutions (the laws do not change prices for anyone at private institutions).  

In Panel C, restricting the focus to women, most of the point estimates are actually 

negative. The only significant effects for women are for the private college attendance of 

Mexican women aged 22-24 – and they are positive! The results for Mexican women are 

puzzling, since we would not have expected negative effects of the laws on public college 

attendance but positive effects on private college attendance. To summarize the findings of Table 

3, there is a suggestion of a benefit of the laws on older Mexican men, although differential 

trends appear to be an important issue that must be considered before drawing conclusions. 

To explore the problem of differential trends, we estimate Equation 1 for the U.S.-born 

comparison group. Since the laws do not change anything for the U.S.-born comparison group, 

the estimated β can be thought of as an estimate of the differential trend prevailing between 

states with the law and states without the law. The results are displayed in Table 4, and are 

generally statistically insignificant, which is evidence in support of the parallel trend assumption. 

Interestingly, in Panel B, the point estimates for public college attendance of men are generally 
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negative, which means that without the law, Mexicans’ college attendance would have fallen in 

states with the law relative to states without the law; this means the corrected estimates will 

reveal an even larger benefit of the laws on Mexican men than is suggested in Table 3 (which 

shows uncorrected estimated).  

In Table 5, we present estimates of the effect of the laws on the affected group that are 

adjusted for differential trends. Specifically, we subtract Table 4 estimates (which are estimates 

of the differential trends using the U.S.-born comparison group) from the Table 3 estimates.22 

For example, in Table 3, Panel B, the coefficient is 0.0603 for Hispanic men aged 18-24 in the 

affected group. In Table 4, Panel B, the coefficient is -0.0206 for Hispanic men aged 18-24 in the 

comparison group. In Table 5, Panel B, the coefficient is 0.0809 [=.0603-(-.0206)] for Hispanic 

men aged 18-24. The estimated effect of the laws on males in the affected group, adjusted for 

differential effects using U.S-born Hispanic males, is 8.09 percent. That is, the laws raised 

college attendance 8.09 percent among Hispanic men aged 18-24 who are foreign-born and not 

U.S. citizens. 

Because the Table 4 results were typically around zero, and for males of opposite sign, all 

the effects found in Table 3 are carried through to Table 5. In particular, the overall small and 

near-zero effects found for the pooled sample of men and women mask positive effects for men 

and negative effects for women. The positive effect for men derives from the significantly higher 

likelihood that older (aged 22-24) Mexican men are attending public colleges. Puzzlingly, older 

Mexican women, though no more likely to attend public colleges (if one takes the point estimates 

literally, they are actually less likely), are more likely to attend private colleges. 

To summarize the results of Tables 3-5, we find some evidence suggestive of a positive 

                                                 
22 In practice, we obtain the effects shown in Table 5 by estimating Equation 2 by OLS. Estimating in regression 
form makes it easier to get the standard errors associated with the effects. 
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effect of the laws on the college attendance of Mexican men, but in general estimated effects of 

the laws are not significantly different from zero. In an earlier section, we provide some reasons 

for the insignificant results. Here, we discuss the effect on Mexican men in more detail.  

The point estimate of the effect on the college attendance of Mexican men is large – in 

Table 5, the effect of the laws on the probability that Mexican men aged 22-24 who are foreign-

born and not U.S. citizens are currently attending college is 15 percent, which is more than half 

of the mean college attendance rate for Mexican men – although quite imprecise (the 95 percent 

confidence interval is 0.6 percent to 29.7 percent).23 In contrast, the point estimates of the effect 

on Mexican women and younger Mexican men are not only insignificant but also much less than 

15 percent. Why should the effect be larger for men than women, and larger for older men (aged 

22-24) than younger men (aged 18-21)?  

At first blush, it is surprising that men alone benefit since females tend to do better than 

males in K-12, which puts females in a better position to apply successfully to college and 

succeed in college. Dynarski (2005) found that Hispanic and nonwhite women experienced the 

largest gains in college attendance and degree completion among all race/ethnicity-sex groups as 

a result of the Arkansas and Georgia merit aid programs. Why would we find the opposite here? 

First, it is important to point out that these laws allowing undocumented students to pay in-state 

tuition do not provide merit-based benefits. The law does not only benefit undocumented 

immigrants with good grades who are eligible to pay in-state tuition rates; all undocumented 

immigrants who attended high school and received a high school degree in that state can benefit.  

                                                 
23 So far, we have estimated the effect of the law on the affected group. Of course the affected group contains both 
undocumented immigrants and legal immigrants. To get the effect of the law on the undocumented immigrants, we 
would have to divide the estimated effect on the affected group by the fraction of the affected group that is 
undocumented. We do not know the exact fraction, but based on the fact that 52 percent of the stock of Mexican 
immigrants is undocumented and that new immigrant inflows from Mexico are increasingly illegal over time, then 
we would guess that fraction is in excess of 50 percent. This means that to obtain an upper bound on the effect of 
treatment on the undocumented immigrants, we can multiply the reported estimated effects on the affected group by 
two (the reciprocal of .5 is 2). 
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Second, although it is true that women, including Mexican women in the affected group, 

are more likely to obtain a high school degree, the fact is that our analysis is conditional on 

having a high school degree. Only people with high school degrees are eligible to benefit from 

the law, hence we have focused on them in our analysis of high school attendance. It is possible 

that males who graduate from high school have different underlying ability than females who 

graduate from high school, since the former drop out of high school at much higher rates. If we 

assumed that men and women each had the same ability distribution and that people of lower 

ability are more likely to drop out, then the higher high school dropout rate for males would 

suggest that the smaller pool of male high school graduates have higher average ability. It is 

plausible that the law impacts people of higher ability more, which leads to a larger estimated 

benefit of the laws for men than women. If we had not conditioned on having a high school 

degree, then results by sex would likely be different than what we found here.24 

It may also be surprising that older Mexican males benefit more than younger Mexican 

males (also, the point estimates for the effect of the laws on public college attendance are higher 

for older Hispanic females than for younger Hispanic females, although none of these point 

estimates are significant). Why should the effect of the laws differ by age? Seftor and Turner 

(2002, 349) estimate that availability of federal financial aid increases the college enrollment of 

older students: “The behavioral effects for the traditional college-aged students associated with 

changes in the availability of Pell funding are modest, but the responsiveness among older 

students is marked.” The main reason offered for the differential effects by age is that older 

students may face greater credit constraints than younger students. Older students may be less 

able to get funding from parents, as they are less likely to be living with the parents – and from 

banks, as they are attending community colleges instead of traditional four-year colleges. In the 

                                                 
24 Future analysis will model the differential selectivity of men and women into the sample. 
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case of undocumented immigrants, while greater credit constraints may well be present for older 

youths, we believe there is another important reason for the greater effects on older youths.25 

Undocumented immigrants may wish to take advantage of the law, but they have a competing 

desire to conceal the undocumented status of their family. Given the United States’ unstable 

attitudes toward immigrants, undocumented immigrants face a constant threat of deportation and 

may be reluctant to have an official government record (e.g., student record at a public college) 

that indicates undocumented status and contains family information. Compared to the 18-21 

year-olds, 22-24 year-olds are more likely to be living on their own. People who live on their 

own cannot easily be linked to their family. Hence, older Mexicans are more likely than younger 

Mexicans to take advantage of laws permitting undocumented immigrants to pay in-state tuition. 

B. Effect on Dropping Out of High School 

It could be that the law, by increasing student expectations of attending college, raises 

high school completion for younger cohorts. In this subsection, we examine the effect of the laws 

on the dropping out of high school among people who are currently aged 16-17. We define 

dropping out of high school as not having a high school degree and not currently attending 

school. Note that many people who will eventually drop out have not yet done so by age 17, thus 

by focusing on 16-17 year-olds we are capturing early dropout behavior. 

Table 6 shows the estimated effects of the tuition laws on dropping out of high school. 

The general conclusion from this table is that neither the unadjusted estimates (obtained by 

estimating Equation 1 using the affected group) nor the adjusted estimates (which were obtained 

                                                 
25 It is possible to imagine older students being less, not more, credit constrained. Older youths would have worked 
and saved money for longer, which enables them to attend college if they wished (so when the passage of the laws 
presents the opportunity to attend college, older people can respond quickly whereas younger people must wait and 
save). Older students being less credit constrained may be the more likely situation for undocumented immigrants 
since they come from very poor families that cannot spare enough money for college even if the parents were 
supportive of college. 
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by estimating Equation 2 using the affected group combined with the U.S.-born Hispanic 

comparison group) suggest any significant effects of the laws on dropout behavior. However, it 

is true that the point estimates are generally negative, consistent with a decline in dropping out as 

a consequence of the laws. If indeed high school dropout rates are declining in response to the 

laws, we might expect an increase in college attendance in the future as these 16-17 year-olds 

come of age and wish to attend college. 

 
Conclusion 

The staggered adoption of state laws permitting undocumented students to pay in-state 

tuition provides a natural experiment for evaluating the effects of such laws. We found some 

evidence suggestive of a positive effect of the laws on the public college attendance of older 

Mexican men. For younger, female, and non-Mexican members of the affected group, however, 

the effects of the laws on college attendance were typically not significantly different from zero. 

Additionally, there were no significant effects of the laws on high school dropout behavior 

among 16-17 year olds. Thus, our main finding is that estimated effects tend not to be 

significant. At this point, we do not wish to put too much emphasis on the significant effects for 

older Mexican men. On the one hand, they are sensitive to the specific comparison group used to 

correct for differential trends in college attendance. On the other hand, given the sheer number of 

regressions we have estimated, it is to be expected that a small handful of these regressions will 

show significant effects. In future work, we will further scrutinize the positive effect on the 

college attendance of older Mexican men. 

The most obvious interpretation of this finding – of no significant effects – is that the 

laws truly do not affect the educational outcomes of undocumented students. This could be for a 

number of reasons. First, although the laws made attending college cheaper, the in-state tuition 
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rates may still be prohibitively expensive for undocumented students. Undocumented students do 

not qualify for federal financial aid, the chief source of financial aid for college students. Second, 

the laws do not change the legal status of undocumented immigrants, and due to IRCA employer 

sanctions, undocumented immigrants will continue be unable to access good jobs even with a 

college degree. These first two reasons suggest that without corresponding changes in the federal 

government’s treatment of undocumented students (e.g., setting qualifications for federal 

financial aid or creating a legalization process) it may be unreasonable to expect significant 

increases in educational attainment due to these laws.  

A third reason that there might truly be no effect is that too little time has elapsed since 

the laws were passed. The most recent data we were able to obtain are from 2005, but the earliest 

any state implemented the law was fall 2001 – at the time of this writing, a maximum of five 

years and a median of three years have elapsed since the adoption of the laws. Because of the 

newness of the law, perhaps undocumented immigrants may not even be aware of its existence. 

Or, perhaps they are aware, but have not accumulated the credentials (e.g., a high school degree, 

rigorous high school classes) to place themselves in a position to take advantage of the law. This 

third reason suggests that the short-run effect of the law may well differ from the longer-run 

effect. As information spreads about these laws, the estimated effect might change.26 Also, 

younger cohorts would have had time to accumulate the right credentials to attend college, and 

the estimated effect on them could well differ from the effect on people who made schooling 

choices not expecting to attend college but then are unexpectedly given the opportunity to do so.  

Another interpretation of the finding is that the laws do affect the educational outcomes 

                                                 
26 Education policymakers should undertake actions to spread the word about these laws to undocumented students, 
guidance counselors in junior high and high schools serving undocumented students, and leaders in communities 
with undocumented students. This would remove the possibility that the estimated results relate to a failure to 
provide information about the law to the intended beneficiaries, and it would improve our confidence that the 
estimated results truly relate to the impact of the law itself. 
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of undocumented students, but our statistical tests lack the power to detect these effects. There 

were so few observations exposed to the law – given the recent passage of these laws, only a few 

state-time cells are “treated” to the law – that we have sufficient power only to detect relatively 

large effects on educational outcomes. The inability to distinguish undocumented immigrants 

from other non-citizen immigrants exacerbates the problem, since it means that among the 

observations coded as exposed to the law, only a subset would actually have experienced a 

change in opportunities (e.g., legal immigrants lumped into the treated group would not have 

experienced any change in opportunities). Thus, we cannot rule out that modest short-run effects 

existed, but statistically we cannot distinguish that from a zero effect. We have, however, ruled 

out large short-run effects.27  

In the future, it will be useful to assess the longer-run effects of the laws permitting 

undocumented students to pay in-state tuition. There is good reason to believe the longer-run 

effects differ from the short-run effects. Using the same empirical methodology used in this 

paper, we would be able to look at outcomes related to college persistence (e.g., completion of an 

associate’s or bachelor’s degree) after more time passes.28 Additionally, with more data, we 

would be able to test whether effects vary by state; it is conceivable that states differ in how 

effectively they have advertised the law, which may have implications for the estimated effect on 

undocumented immigrants.  

                                                 
27 Given the standard errors, an effect in excess of 6 percent to 10 percent (depending on the subsample) would be 
detectable as a significant effect. For older Mexican men, we did detect a large short-run effect on college 
attendance—the point estimate was 15 percent according to Table 5. For all other groups and outcomes, we can rule 
out effects larger than 6 percent to 10 percent.  
28 Dynarski (2005) reports: “In the 2000 Census, just 57 percent of those age 22 to 34 with any college experience 
had completed an associate’s or bachelor’s degree. Thirteen percent had not completed even a year” (p. 1). The 
Hoxby (2004) edited volume emphasizes the distinction between college attendance and college persistence. This 
paper has focused on college attendance, and given the low proportion of Hispanic immigrants who have attempted 
college, access to college may be a major problem for this subpopulation, and it is of policy interest to raise college 
attendance.  
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Notes: The sample consists of individuals from the 2000 Census 1% PUMS files and the 2001-2005 American Community 

Survey who are currently age 18-24 and Hispanic (excluding Puerto Ricans) with additional restrictions as follows.

In Panel A, people are foreign-born and not U.S. citizens, and arrived to the U.S. after 1981 and by age 14.  In Panel B, 

people are U.S.-born.  Means are weighted by IPUMS weights.  The laws would have become effective in the 2002 

survey year for Texas and California.  The laws would have become effective after 2002 for the "Later-law states", 

UT, NY, WA, OK, IL, KS, NM and NE.  The states that do not have the law as of August 2006 are in the "Never-law 

states" category.

Figure 1.  College Attendance Among 18-24 Year Olds, 2000-2005

Panel A. Hispanic Non-U.S.-Citizen Immigrants (Affected Group)

Panel B. U.S.-Born Hispanics (Comparison Group)
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State Name of law Date law was passed First semester law was effective

Texas H.B. 1403 May 2001 Fall 2001

California A.B. 540 April 2001 Spring 2002

Utah H.B. 331 March 2002 Fall 2002

New York S.B. 7784 August 2002 Fall 2002

Washington H.B. 1079 May 2003 Fall 2003

Oklahoma S.B. 596 May 2003 Fall 2003

Illinois H.B. 60 May 2003 Fall 2003

Kansas H.B. 2145 May 2004 Fall 2004

New Mexico S.B. 582 April 2005 Fall 2005

Nebraska L.B. 239 April 2006 Fall 2006

Source: Education Commission of the States (2006).

Table 1.  State Laws Allowing Undocumented Students to Pay In-State Tuition



U.S.-born

non-Hispanic

total men women total men women total men women total men women whites

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) (13)

currently attending 0.3205 0.2866 0.3547 0.2822 0.2484 0.3172 0.3975 0.3635 0.4290 0.3777 0.3430 0.4096 0.4233

college/university (0.4667) (0.4522) (0.4785) (0.4501) (0.4322) (0.4655) (0.4894) (0.4810) (0.4949) (0.4848) (0.4747) (0.4918) (0.4941)

currently attending 0.2837 0.2479 0.3197 0.2603 0.2213 0.3006 0.3392 0.3089 0.3672 0.3320 0.2996 0.3619 0.3339

public college/university (0.4508) (0.4319) (0.4664) (0.4389) (0.4152) (0.4586) (0.4734) (0.4620) (0.4820) (0.4710) (0.4581) (0.4806) (0.4716)

currently attending 0.0368 0.0387 0.0350 0.0219 0.0271 0.0166 0.0584 0.0546 0.0618 0.0456 0.0434 0.0477 0.0895

private college/university (0.1884) (0.1929) (0.1837) (0.1464) (0.1624) (0.1276) (0.2344) (0.2272) (0.2408) (0.2087) (0.2038) (0.2131) (0.2854)

currently attending 0.3691 0.3286 0.4096 0.3264 0.2900 0.3633 0.4638 0.4226 0.5011 0.4379 0.4015 0.4710 0.5301

college/university (0.4826) (0.4698) (0.4919) (0.4690) (0.4539) (0.4811) (0.4987) (0.4940) (0.5000) (0.4961) (0.4902) (0.4992) (0.4991)

currently attending 0.3276 0.2857 0.3696 0.3032 0.2620 0.3448 0.3967 0.3606 0.4294 0.3855 0.3513 0.4165 0.4211

public college/university (0.4694) (0.4518) (0.4828) (0.4597) (0.4399) (0.4754) (0.4892) (0.4802) (0.4950) (0.4867) (0.4774) (0.4930) (0.4937)

currently attending 0.0414 0.0429 0.0400 0.0233 0.0280 0.0185 0.0671 0.0620 0.0717 0.0524 0.0502 0.0545 0.1090

private college/university (0.1993) (0.2027) (0.1959) (0.1508) (0.1649) (0.1348) (0.2502) (0.2412) (0.2579) (0.2229) (0.2183) (0.2270) (0.3116)

currently attending 0.2398 0.2176 0.2625 0.2072 0.1797 0.2366 0.3133 0.2901 0.3353 0.3027 0.2716 0.3319 0.3069

college/university (0.4271) (0.4128) (0.4402) (0.4054) (0.3842) (0.4252) (0.4638) (0.4538) (0.4721) (0.4594) (0.4448) (0.4709) (0.4612)

currently attending 0.2107 0.1859 0.2359 0.1875 0.1540 0.2235 0.2660 0.2447 0.2863 0.2655 0.2364 0.2929 0.2387

public college/university (0.4079) (0.3891) (0.4247) (0.3905) (0.3612) (0.4168) (0.4419) (0.4299) (0.4520) (0.4416) (0.4249) (0.4551) (0.4263)

currently attending 0.0292 0.0317 0.0266 0.0196 0.0257 0.0131 0.0473 0.0454 0.0490 0.0372 0.0351 0.0391 0.0682

private college/university (0.1684) (0.1754) (0.1610) (0.1388) (0.1583) (0.1139) (0.2122) (0.2082) (0.2159) (0.1892) (0.1842) (0.1937) (0.2521)

dropped out of high school 0.1125 0.1273 0.0962 0.1330 0.1507 0.1132 0.0495 0.0451 0.0541 0.0533 0.0478 0.0592 0.0530

(0.3160) (0.3334) (0.2949) (0.3396) (0.3578) (0.3170) (0.2169) (0.2075) (0.2262) (0.2247) (0.2134) (0.2360) (0.2241)

Notes: The sample consists of individuals from the 2000 Census 1% PUMS files and the 2001-2005 American Community Survey with additional restrictions as follows.  In Columns 1-6, 

people are foreign-born and not U.S. citizens, arrived to the U.S. after 1981 and by age 14 and Hispanic (excluding Puerto Ricans).  In Columns 7-12, people are U.S.-born and Hispanic 

(excluding Puerto Ricans).  In Column 13, people are U.S.-born, white and non-Hispanic.  Observations with allocated age, birthplace, year of immigration, school attendance were dropped.  

Currently attending college variables are constructed based on the IPUMS variables school attendance (school), grade attending (gradeatt) and school type (schtype), with observations 

with allocated values for school and schtype dropped.  Dropped out of high school variable is constructed based on the IPUMS variables educational attainment (educ99) and 

school attendance (school), with observations with allocated values for educ99 and school dropped.  A person is coded as a high school dropout if he/she has completed fewer than 

12 years of schooling and is not currently attending school.

A.  Individuals aged 18-24 with high school degree

B.  Individuals aged 18-21 with high school degree

C.  Individuals aged 22-24 with high school degree

D.  Individuals aged 16-17

Table 2.  Descriptive Statistics

Non-U.S.-Citizen Immigrants Non-U.S.-Citizen Immigrants U.S.-born Hispanics

Hispanic Mexican

U.S.-born Mexicans



attending attending attending attending

attending public private attending public private

college college college college college college

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

age 18-24 0.0199 0.0047 0.0152 0.0120 -0.0042 0.0162

(0.0329) (0.0334) (0.0110) (0.0448) (0.0439) (0.0097)

age 18-21 0.0122 -0.0090 0.0212 -0.0067 -0.0143 0.0076

(0.0299) (0.0357) (0.0134) (0.0512) (0.0520) (0.0126)

age 22-24 0.0374 0.0360 0.0015 0.0354 0.0022 0.0332 *

(0.0557) (0.0430) (0.0163) (0.0655) (0.0551) (0.0183)

age 18-24 0.0603 * 0.0387 0.0216 0.0648 * 0.0469 0.0179

(0.0344) (0.0356) (0.0134) (0.0347) (0.0294) (0.0140)

age 18-21 0.0324 0.0064 0.0259 -0.0187 -0.0234 0.0047

(0.0528) (0.0516) (0.0195) (0.0455) (0.0451) (0.0219)

age 22-24 0.0623 0.0560 0.0063 0.1177 0.1094 * 0.0083

(0.0783) (0.0661) (0.0216) (0.0746) (0.0635) (0.0254)

age 18-24 -0.0208 -0.0305 0.0096 -0.0306 -0.0568 0.0262 **

(0.0452) (0.0449) (0.0178) (0.0896) (0.0864) (0.0122)

age 18-21 -0.0305 -0.0463 0.0158 -0.0284 -0.0496 0.0211

(0.0507) (0.0506) (0.0217) (0.1076) (0.1038) (0.0184)

age 22-24 0.0201 0.0236 -0.0035 -0.0316 -0.0783 0.0467 ***

(0.0502) (0.0490) (0.0139) (0.0838) (0.0787) (0.0120)

Notes: The sample consists of individuals from the 2000 Census 1% PUMS files and the 2001-2005 American Community Survey 

who are currently age 18-24, foreign-born and not U.S. citizens, arrived to the U.S. after 1981 and by age 14, Hispanic 

and have a high school degree.  Each cell is from a separate regression that is weighted by IPUMS weights and contains 

dummies for the survey year, state of residence, age, age at arrival, race and sex; Columns 1-3 additionally control for 

Hispanic origin dummies (Mexican, Cuban and Other).  Robust standard errors from clustering by state of residence are 

shown in parentheses.  Asterisks denote significance levels (*=.10, **=.05, ***=.01).  For Hispanic immigrants analysis

in Columns 1-3, there are 7152 observations (3652 women and 3500 men).  For Mexican immigrants analysis in Columns 

4-6, there are 4643 observations (2340 women and 2303 men).

A. Men and Women

B. Men Only

B. Women Only

Table 3.  Effect of State Laws on College Attendance of Non-U.S.-Citizen Immigrants

Hispanic immigrants Mexican immigrants



attending attending attending attending

attending public private attending public private

college college college college college college

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

age 18-24 -0.0166 -0.0184 0.0018 -0.0061 -0.0107 0.0046

(0.0149) (0.0170) (0.0075) (0.0197) (0.0217) (0.0072)

age 18-21 -0.0094 -0.0125 0.0031 -0.0016 -0.0118 0.0102

(0.0147) (0.0182) (0.0092) (0.0213) (0.0261) (0.0101)

age 22-24 -0.0261 -0.0248 -0.0013 -0.0143 -0.0104 -0.0038

(0.0199) (0.0190) (0.0093) (0.0246) (0.0214) (0.0097)

age 18-24 -0.0206 -0.0280 0.0074 -0.0298 -0.0433 * 0.0135

(0.0168) (0.0214) (0.0104) (0.0199) (0.0240) (0.0110)

age 18-21 -0.0263 -0.0275 0.0013 -0.0342 -0.0494 0.0152

(0.0239) (0.0253) (0.0140) (0.0321) (0.0332) (0.0163)

age 22-24 -0.0206 -0.0323 0.0117 -0.0337 * -0.0433 ** 0.0096

(0.0191) (0.0236) (0.0150) (0.0182) (0.0205) (0.0109)

age 18-24 -0.0138 -0.0088 -0.0050 0.0120 0.0164 -0.0043

(0.0234) (0.0208) (0.0085) (0.0322) (0.0288) (0.0103)

age 18-21 0.0062 0.0019 0.0044 0.0278 0.0218 0.0060

(0.0269) (0.0242) (0.0125) (0.0377) (0.0363) (0.0110)

age 22-24 -0.0370 -0.0204 -0.0166 * -0.0080 0.0111 -0.0191

(0.0292) (0.0246) (0.0089) (0.0353) (0.0292) (0.0155)

Notes: The sample consists of individuals from the 2000 Census 1% PUMS files and the 2001-2005 American Community Survey 

who are currently age 18-24, U.S.-born, Hispanic (excluding Puerto Ricans) and have a high school degree.  Each cell is 

from a separate regression that is weighted by IPUMS weights and contains dummies for the survey year, state of 

residence, age, age at arrival, race and sex; Columns 1-3 additionally control for Hispanic origin dummies (Mexican, Cuban 

and Other).  Robust standard errors from clustering by state of residence are shown in parentheses.  Asterisks denote 

significance levels (*=.10, **=.05, ***=.01).  For Hispanic immigrants analysis in Columns 1-3, there are 41418 observations 

(22107 women and 19311 men).  For Mexican immigrants analysis in Columns 4-6, there are 29648 observations (15726 

women and 13922 men).

A. Men and Women

B. Men Only

B. Women Only

Table 4.  Effect of State Laws on College Attendance of U.S.-Born Comparison Group

U.S.-born Hispanics U.S.-born Mexicans



attending attending attending attending

attending public private attending public private

college college college college college college

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

age 18-24 0.0365 0.0231 0.0134 0.0181 0.0065 0.0116

(0.0371) (0.0335) (0.0111) (0.0524) (0.0503) (0.0127)

age 18-21 0.0216 0.0035 0.0181 -0.0051 -0.0025 -0.0026

(0.0358) (0.0403) (0.0142) (0.0592) (0.0633) (0.0169)

age 22-24 0.0636 0.0608 0.0028 0.0497 0.0126 0.0371 *

(0.0612) (0.0468) (0.0207) (0.0686) (0.0546) (0.0219)

age 18-24 0.0809 ** 0.0667 ** 0.0142 0.0946 ** 0.0902 *** 0.0043

(0.0316) (0.0308) (0.0171) (0.0379) (0.0338) (0.0196)

age 18-21 0.0586 0.0340 0.0247 0.0155 0.0260 -0.0105

(0.0541) (0.0554) (0.0275) (0.0654) (0.0654) (0.0313)

age 22-24 0.0830 0.0883 -0.0053 0.1514 ** 0.1527 *** -0.0013

(0.0830) (0.0693) (0.0303) (0.0725) (0.0545) (0.0327)

age 18-24 -0.0071 -0.0217 0.0146 -0.0426 -0.0731 0.0305

(0.0590) (0.0533) (0.0185) (0.1091) (0.1005) (0.0191)

age 18-21 -0.0367 -0.0482 0.0114 -0.0562 -0.0714 0.0152

(0.0678) (0.0624) (0.0212) (0.1294) (0.1224) (0.0231)

age 22-24 0.0571 0.0440 0.0131 -0.0236 -0.0894 0.0658 ***

(0.0582) (0.0536) (0.0161) (0.0940) (0.0835) (0.0204)

Notes: This table reports the difference between the effect on non-U.S.-citizen immigrants reported in Table 3 and the effect 

on the U.S.-born comparison group reported in Table 4 for a given outcome, age and Hispanic/Mexican group.  In practice, 

these adjusted effects were obtained from regressions pooling the affected (immigrant) and comparison (U.S.-born) 

groups and allowing all coefficients to differ between the two groups; the reported coefficient is the coefficient for the 

interaction between being in the affected group and the "INSTATE" variable.

A. Men and Women

B. Men Only

B. Women Only

Table 5.  Effect of State Laws on College Attendance of Non-U.S.-Citizen Immigrants,

Hispanic immigrants Mexican immigrants

Adjusted for Differential Trend using the U.S.-Born Comparison Group



(1) (2)

Unadjusted -0.0162 -0.0008

effect (0.0244) (0.0305)

Adjusted -0.0145 -0.0022

effect (0.0237) (0.0310)

Unadjusted -0.0253 0.0068

effect (0.0221) (0.0319)

Adjusted -0.0267 0.0008

effect (0.0239) (0.0406)

Unadjusted -0.0220 -0.0255

effect (0.0481) (0.0606)

Adjusted -0.0157 -0.0186

effect (0.0461) (0.0612)

Notes: The sample consists of individuals from the 2000 Census 1% PUMS files and the 2001-2005 American Community Survey 

who are currently age 16-17 with additional restrictions as follows.  The affected group is Hispanic, 

foreign-born and not U.S. citizens, and arrived to the U.S. after 1981 and by age 14 (Column 2 is restricted to Mexicans).

The comparison group is born in the U.S. and Hispanic (excluding Puerto Ricans; only Mexicans are used for comparison in 

Column 2).  The "unadjusted effect" is the coefficient for "INSTATE" from Equation 1 estimated using data on the affected 

group.  The "adjusted effect" is the coefficient for interaction between being in the affected group and "INSTATE"

from Equation 2 using data on the affected group and comparison group.  Robust standard errors from clustering by 

state of residence are shown in parentheses.  Asterisks denote significance levels (*=.10, **=.05, ***=.01).  

A. Men and Women

B. Men Only

B. Women Only

Table 6.  Effect of State Laws on Dropping Out of High School for 16-17 Year Olds

Hispanics Mexicans


