
 

THE ISSUE: August 2013 marks the one-year anniversary of the implemen-
tation of the Obama administration’s Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals 
(DACA) program, which took effect on August 15, 2012. The DACA initiative 
offers a two-year reprieve from deportation as well as work authorization for 
eligible unauthorized immigrants who entered the United States before the 
age of 16; meet length of residence, education, and other requirements; and 
were under the age of 31 as of June 15, 2012. 

Eligibility for DACA is tied to human capital, as applicants must be enrolled 
in school or have earned at least a high school diploma or its equivalent. This 
issue brief examines eligibility, particularly from an educational attainment 
perspective, as well as the variety of barriers to re-enrolling in education or 
training and qualifying for DACA faced by some members of the unauthorized 
youth population.

I. Introduction
The Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) initiative announced by the Obama 
administration on June 15, 2012 and implemented on August 15, 2012 grants eligible immi-
grant youth work authorization and temporary relief from deportation. DACA youth can 
also obtain driver’s licenses in almost all states, and in some they pay in-state tuition rates 
in public colleges and universities. According to the latest Migration Policy Institute (MPI) 
estimates, up to 1.9 million unauthorized youth are potentially eligible for DACA (see Appen-
dix for methodology). 

DACA is based on the executive branch’s authority to administer immigration laws and 
represents an exercise of prosecutorial discretion to defer deportation of individuals in the 
country illegally who are deemed to be low enforcement priorities. 

Under the guidelines unveiled by US Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS), unau-
thorized youth are eligible for DACA if they:

 � are between the ages of 15 and 30 (as of June 15, 2012);
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 � came to the United States before the 
age of 16;

 � were physically present in the 
United States on June 15, 2012;

 � have lived in the United States con-
tinuously for at least five years (i.e., 
since June 15, 2007);

 � are currently in school,1 have gradu-
ated from high school or earned a 
General Equivalency Diploma (GED), 
or are honorably discharged veter-
ans of the US armed forces or Coast 
Guard; and

 � have not been convicted of a felony, 
significant misdemeanor, or three 
or more misdemeanors; and do not 
otherwise pose a threat to public 
safety or national security.

DACA is granted for a two-year period, and 
can be renewed for an additional two years. 
Individuals can also apply for DACA once they 
are in the custody of immigration authorities, 
as a defense against their deportation. 

The one-year anniversary of the DACA poli-
cy’s implementation offers a timely moment 
to review the characteristics of youth who 
have applied for relief, reflect on the policy’s 
success in reaching the target population, 
and consider barriers that may prevent some 
unauthorized youth from taking advantage of 
this initiative. 

This review is also timely as Congress consid-
ers legislation that would provide opportuni-
ties for some unauthorized immigrants to 
adjust their legal status. The Border Security, 
Economic Opportunity, and Immigration 
Modernization Act passed by the Senate in 
June 2013 includes an expedited route to 
lawful permanent resident (LPR) status and 
citizenship for those who were brought to the 
United States at a young age, through legisla-
tion known as the Development, Relief, and 
Education for Alien Minors (DREAM) Act. The 
House may also introduce legislation provid-

ing a path to LPR status and citizenship for 
the DREAM population, which has character-
istics similar to the youth who are eligible for 
DACA. 

This issue brief draws on two data sources 
to assess the number and key characteristics 
of the DACA population: (1) published USCIS 
information on DACA applicants and (2) 
MPI’s estimates of the DACA-eligible popula-
tion. These estimates are drawn from the 
Census Bureau’s 2011 American Community 
Survey (ACS) — the most recent large nation-
ally representative survey — with immigra-
tion status assigned based on responses to 
another national survey: the 2008 Survey of 
Income and Program Participation (SIPP). 
Unauthorized immigrants are differentiated 
from legal immigrants based on answers to 
a SIPP question about whether noncitizens 
have a green card (i.e., have LPR status). 
Using self-reported data about LPR status 
allows us to generate a new, more refined 
portrait of the DACA population than has 
been available in the past.2 

We start by enumerating unauthorized youth 
who are or may in the future be eligible for 
the DACA initiative. We distinguish among 
three groups: 1) currently eligible youth who 
meet the age, age-at-arrival, and education 
requirements; 2) youth who meet the age 
and age-at-arrival requirements, but appear, 
based on analysis of the ACS data, not to 
meet the education requirements; and 3) 
children under 15 who will be eligible in the 
future provided that they meet the educa-
tion requirements.3 Next, we compare the 
top states of residence and origin countries 
of DACA applicants to those of the currently 
eligible population. We then describe addi-
tional sociodemographic and economic 
characteristics of the currently eligible popu-
lation. Finally, we present brief profiles of the 
two groups who currently cannot apply for 
DACA because they do not meet the educa-
tion requirements or are too young, and we 
highlight the barriers these groups might face 
in meeting DACA’s eligibility requirements. 
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II. The Potentially Eligible DACA 
Population 

We estimate that there are 1.9 million unauthor-
ized immigrants living in the United States who 
are under the age of 31, arrived in the United 
States before June 2007, and were under age 16 
at arrival.4 Within this population, we estimate 
that approximately 57 percent (1.09 million) 
currently meet DACA’s age and educational 
eligibility criteria (i.e., are ages 15 to 30 and are 
either enrolled in school or have at least a high 
school diploma or its equivalent) (see Figure 1).

Twenty-two percent (423,000) of the potentially 
eligible population meets the age requirements 

but appear not to meet the education criteria 
because they do not have a high school degree 
or equivalent and are not enrolled in school. 
Unauthorized youth in this group may become 
eligible if they enroll in an education, literacy, 
or career training program leading to a GED 
or placement in postsecondary education, job 
training, or employment. Some number of these 
youth may have enrolled in such a program since 
the data used in our estimates were collected in 
2011, and the definitions of school enrollment 
may differ between the DACA requirements and 
the self-reported data in the ACS.

Twenty-one percent (392,000) are children 
under age 15 who could become eligible once 
they reach age 15, if they stay in school or obtain 
a high school degree or equivalent.5 

Figure 1. Unauthorized Population Potentially Eligible for DACA

Currently Eligible Youth 
(ages 15-30)

(57%)
Youth (ages 15-30) Who 
Do Not Meet Education 

Criteria
(22%)

Children Eligible in the 
Future 

(under age 15)
(21%)

Notes: Percentages shown are based on an estimated total of 1,904,000 unauthorized immigrant youth who arrived in the 
United States before June 2007, were under the age of 16 at arrival, and are under the age of 31. Currently eligible youth meet 
both age and education criteria (i.e., they are ages 15 to 30 and are either enrolled in school or have at least a high school diplo-
ma or its equivalent). Youth who do not meet education criteria are those ages 15 to 30 who do not have a high school diploma 
or equivalent and are not enrolled in school. Children eligible in the future meet the age-at-arrival requirements but are not yet 
15 years old, and will age into eligibility provided they stay in school.
Source: MPI analysis of data from 2011 American Community Survey (ACS) and the 2008 Survey of Income and Program 
Participation (SIPP) by James Bachmeier and Jennifer Van Hook of The Pennsylvania State University, Population Research 
Institute (PRI). See Appendix for more information about the data.
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III. Comparing DACA Applicants 
and the Currently Eligible 
Population

USCIS reported that it accepted for processing 
more than half a million (537,662) complete 
DACA applications between August 2012 and 
June 30, 2013.6 Nearly 75 percent (400,562) 
were approved, and 1 percent (5,383) denied, 
with the remainder awaiting a decision.7 
Based on the current approval rate, it can be 
anticipated that the vast majority of pending 
applications will be approved, although the 
approval rate may fall somewhat as the casel-
oad could include applications that have been 
pending for some time because they are more 
difficult to adjudicate. 

Our estimates of the currently eligible popu-
lation represent one frame of reference for 
considering the scope of DACA uptake and 
how the characteristics of applicants compare 
to those of the larger eligible population. USCIS 
publishes information on applicants’ states of 
residence and their predominant countries of 
origin, allowing for comparison to the current-
ly eligible population. 

Based on MPI and USCIS data, we estimate that 
the application rate is 49 percent nationwide 
(see Table 1). The application rates in Table 1 
are based on the ratio of applications accepted 
for processing to the currently eligible popula-
tion (ages 15 to 30). A second way to calculate 
the application rate would be to compare the 
number of applications accepted for process-
ing to the population of potential beneficiaries 
ages 15 to 30 — including those who do not 
yet meet education requirements but could 
meet these requirements if they enroll in an 
adult education, literacy, or training program. 
Taking this approach, the nationwide applica-
tion rate is 36 percent.

There are several reasons why youth might not 
have applied for DACA. Those who do not have 
a high school diploma may face difficulties 
accessing adult education and other qualify-
ing education programs. Among those who 

have the requisite education, some youth may 
have difficulty paying application or legal fees 
or documenting their presence in the United 
States, while others may have concerns about 
criminal offenses and other factors that could 
disqualify them. Additionally, youth may 
fear that revealing their own or their family 
members’ unauthorized status could lead to 
deportation. Since DACA allows youth to apply 
defensively after being taken into immigration 
custody, some may choose to wait until this 
happens. Finally, some youth may be wait-
ing to see if immigration reform legislation is 
enacted and offers them a more secure path to 
legal status. 

A. State of Residence 

The traditional immigrant-destination states 
— chiefly California, Texas, New York, and 
Florida — are home to the largest numbers 
of potential DACA beneficiaries, as well as the 
largest numbers of applicants. Together, Cali-
fornia and Texas account for 44 percent of all 
currently eligible youth, and 45 percent of all 
applications accepted for processing. Because 
these states account for such large shares of 
applicants and eligible youth, the application 
rates in California and Texas drive the national 
rate (see Table 1). 

Application rates in New York (34 percent) 
and Florida (35 percent) — the other top 
states of residence of currently eligible youth 
— are substantially lower than the national 
rate. At the same time, application rates in 
North Carolina (74 percent), Georgia (63 
percent), and Illinois (60 percent) are higher 
than the national rate. Potential explanations 
for state variation in application rates could 
include: differences in immigrant youths’ 
workforce participation and the relative 
importance of obtaining work authorization, 
public transportation options and the relative 
urgency of obtaining a driver’s license, the 
climate of reception for immigrants, and avail-
ability and cost of legal assistance to navigate 
the application process.
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Table 1. Top Ten States of Residence of Currently Eligible DACA Youth and DACA Applica-
tions Accepted for Processing

State of Residence
Currently 
Eligible  

Population

Share of All 
Currently 

Eligible Youth 
(%)

Applications 
Accepted for 
Processing

Application 
Rate  
(%)

Total 1,089,000 100 538,000 49 

California 311,000 29 153,000 49

Texas 165,000 15 88,000 54
New York 86,000 8 29,000 34

Florida 65,000 6 23,000 35

Illinois 49,000 4 30,000 60

Arizona 33,000 3 19,000 58

Georgia 28,000 3 18,000 63

New Jersey 36,000 3 16,000 43
North Carolina 26,000 2 19,000 74
Washington 25,000 2 11,000 45

Notes: Currently eligible youth meet both age and education criteria (i.e., they are ages 15 to 30 and are either enrolled in 
school or have at least a high school diploma or its equivalent); this group does not include those potential beneficiaries who 
may become eligible by enrolling in an adult education, literacy, or training program. The data do not account for youth who 
have enrolled in such a program since the ACS data were collected in 2011. Application rate refers to the ratio of applications 
accepted for processing to the currently eligible population. We limit our analysis to the ten states with the largest currently 
eligible populations because sample sizes for other states are too small to generate reliable estimates. 
Source: US Citizenship and Immigration Service (USCIS), “Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals” data for August 2012 
– June 30, 2013, www.uscis.gov/USCIS/Resources/Reports%20and%20Studies/Immigration%20Forms%20Data/All%20
Form%20Types/DACA/daca-13-7-12.pdf; MPI analysis of Bachmeier and Van Hook data from 2011 ACS and 2008 SIPP.

Using the alternative application rate (includ-
ing potential beneficiaries ages 15 to 30 who 
do not currently appear to meet education 
criteria in the denominator), state variation 
follows a similar pattern, with rates lower for 
New York and Florida (26 percent each), and 
higher for North Carolina (50 percent).

B.  Country of Origin

There are also variations in DACA applica-
tion rates among national-origin groups: 
59 percent (or 637,000) of the 1.09 million 
currently eligible youth are Mexican (see 
Table 2). Mexicans also have the highest DACA 

application rate, with nearly two-thirds of 
those eligible (64 percent) having applied as 
of June 30, 2013. Youth from Honduras also 
have an above-average application rate (58 
percent), while those from El Salvador and 
Guatemala have application rates closer to 
the rate for all origin groups (45 percent and 
47 percent respectively). Together, individu-
als from Mexico, El Salvador, Guatemala, and 
Honduras account for 68 percent of the 
currently eligible population, but 85 percent 
of those who have already applied.

DACA-eligible youth from other origin coun-
tries have much lower application rates. 
Youth from the Philippines and the Dominican 
Republican appear to have particularly low 

http://www.uscis.gov/USCIS/Resources/Reports%20and%20Studies/Immigration%20Forms%20Data/All%20Form%20Types/DACA/daca-13-7-12.pdf
http://www.uscis.gov/USCIS/Resources/Reports%20and%20Studies/Immigration%20Forms%20Data/All%20Form%20Types/DACA/daca-13-7-12.pdf
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application rates: 16 percent and 14 percent, 
respectively. Chinese youth are notably absent: 
although China ranks ninth among the countries 
of origin of the currently eligible population, it 
was not among the top 20 for DACA applicants 
in the program’s first year.8 

As shown in Table 1, states with greater ethnic 
diversity and a lower concentration of Mexican 
and Central American immigrants — including

New York and Florida — have lower application 
rates.

When using the alternative application rate 
that also encompasses the cohort that does not 
currently appear to meet the education require-
ments, a similar pattern applies: Mexico and the 
Central American countries have above-average 
application rates, while Philippines and the 
Dominican Republic have relatively low rates. 

Table 2. Top Eight Countries of Origin of Currently Eligible DACA Youth and DACA Applications 
Accepted for Processing

Origin Country
Currently 
Eligible  

Population

Share of All 
Currently  

Eligible Youth  
(%)

Applications 
Accepted for 
Processing

Application 
Rate  
(%)

Total 1,089,000 100 538,000 49 

Mexico 637,000 59 409,000 64

El Salvador 47,000 4 21,000 45

Guatemala 29,000 3 13,000 47

Honduras 24,000 2 14,000 58

Korea 22,000 2 7,000 33

Philippines 22,000 2 4,000 16 

Colombia 19,000 2 5,000 28 

Dominican Republic 17,000 2 2,000 14 

Notes: Currently eligible youth meet both age and education criteria (i.e., they are ages 15 to 30 and are either enrolled in school 
or have at least a high school diploma or its equivalent); this group does not include those potential beneficiaries who may become 
eligible by enrolling in an adult education, literacy, or training program. Application rate refers to the ratio of applications accepted 
for processing to the currently eligible population. The data do not account for youth who have enrolled in such a program since 
the ACS data were collected in 2011. We limit our analysis to the eight countries for which USCIS released application data and for 
which we have sufficient sample sizes to generate reliable estimates. 
Source: USCIS, “Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals,” 2012-2013 data; and MPI analysis of Bachmeier and Van Hook data from 
2011 ACS and 2008 SIPP. 

IV. Additional Characteristics of 
the Currently Eligible  
Population

While USCIS does not publish data on additional 
characteristics of DACA applicants, MPI’s esti-
mates provide a more detailed profile of the 

 
currently eligible population, allowing greater 
insight into the barriers that different groups of 
unauthorized youth face as they apply or consid-
er applying for DACA. 
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A.  Educational Attainment

Of the 1.09 million currently eligible youth, 
we estimate that 266,000 (or 24 percent) are 
enrolled in K-12 education — in the high school 
grades, in most cases (see Table 3). An addi-
tional 482,000 (44 percent) have earned a high 
school diploma or its equivalent, but have not 
obtained a college degree and are not currently 
enrolled in college. About 10 percent have 
completed an associate degree or higher, and an 
additional 22 percent are enrolled in college.

Under the comprehensive immigration reform 
legislation passed by the Senate in June 2013, 
unauthorized youth who came to the United 
States before age 16 would need to complete 
at least two years of postsecondary education 
or serve in the military in order to be eligible 
to receive LPR status through the DREAM Act. 
Thus, a significant share of the DACA population 
would need further education in order to qualify 
for the DREAM pathway in the Senate legisla-
tion.

Table 3. School Enrollment and Educational Attainment of Currently Eligible DACA Youth

Educational Attainment Currently Eligible 
Population

Share 
(%)

Total 1,089,000 100 

Currently enrolled in grades K-12 266,000 24

High school diploma/GED as terminal degree 482,000 44

Currently enrolled in college (no degree) 240,000 22

Associate degree 40,000 4
Bachelor’s degree 53,000 5

Advanced degree 8,000 1

Notes: Currently eligible youth meet both age and education criteria (i.e., they are ages 15 to 30 and are either enrolled in 
school or have at least a high school diploma or its equivalent); this group does not include those potential beneficiaries who 
may become eligible by enrolling in an adult education, literacy, or training program. The data do not account for youth who have 
enrolled in such a program since the ACS data were collected in 2011. 
Source: MPI analysis of Bachmeier and Van Hook data from 2011 ACS and 2008 SIPP.

B. English Proficiency

Most currently eligible youth have strong 
English language skills, reflecting their long-
term residence and schooling in the United 
States. We estimate that 60 percent are bilingual, 
speaking English very well and also speaking 

 
another home language, and 9 percent speak 
only English (see Figure 2). The remaining 31 
percent are Limited English Proficient (LEP, or 
speak English less than very well), including 10 
percent who reported speaking English not well 
or not at all.
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Figure 2. English Proficiency of Currently Eligible DACA Youth

Speaks Only English
9%

Bilingual
60%

Limited English 
Proficient

31%

Notes: Currently eligible youth meet both age and education criteria; this group does not include those potential beneficiaries 
who may become eligible by enrolling in an adult education, literacy, or training program. The data do not account for youth who 
have enrolled in such a program since the ACS data were collected in 2011. The bilingual population includes those who report 
speaking English very well and who also speak another language at home. The Limited English Proficient (LEP) population 
includes those who speak a language other than English at home and who speak English less than very well. 
Source: MPI analysis of Bachmeier and Van Hook data from 2011 ACS and 2008 SIPP.

C. Poverty Status

We estimate that more than one-third (35 
percent) of currently eligible DACA youth lives in 
families with incomes below 100 percent of the 
federal poverty level (FPL), and two-thirds (66 
percent) live in families with incomes below 200 
percent of FPL (see Figure 3).9 Poverty can 

 
serve as both a barrier and a motivating factor in 
terms of the decision to apply for DACA. Indi-
viduals living in poverty have much to gain from 
the program, as approval for DACA would allow 
them to obtain lawful employment. The $465 
application fee, however, may be an obstacle for 
the lowest-income individuals.
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Figure 3. Family Income as a Share of the Federal Poverty Level (FPL) for Currently Eligible 
DACA Youth

Under 100% FPL
(35%)

100-199% FPL
(31%)

200% FPL and over
(34%)

Notes: Currently eligible youth meet both age and education criteria; this group does not include those potential beneficiaries who 
may become eligible by enrolling in an adult education, literacy, or training program. The data do not account for youth who have 
enrolled in such a program since the ACS data were collected in 2011.
Source: MPI analysis of Bachmeier and Van Hook data from 2011 ACS and 2008 SIPP.

D. Age, Gender, Labor Force Participation, 
and Parental Status

A large majority (68 percent) of the 1.09 million 
currently eligible population is 18 to 26 years 
old — the prime age for either entering the 
workforce or attending college. Males outnum-
ber females among this cohort, comprising 
55 percent of those who meet DACA’s age and 
education requirements.

In many cases, DACA-eligible youth already 
contribute to household income through paid 
work. A majority (55 percent) of those currently 
eligible are in the labor force. Parents with 
children living in the home comprise 11 percent 
of DACA-eligible youth.

V. Characteristics of Youth Who 
Currently Do Not Appear to 
Meet Education Criteria

As mentioned earlier, there are approximately 
423,000 individuals who are ages 15-30 and 
meet DACA’s age at arrival and length of resi-
dency criteria, but do not appear to meet the 
program's education requirements because 
they do not have a high school diploma or its 
equivalent and are not enrolled in school. These 
young adults could apply for DACA if they return 
to high school (for those who are still in the 
appropriate age range), or enroll in a qualifying 
adult education or career training program lead-
ing to a GED or high school diploma, or leading 
to placement in postsecondary education, job 
training, or employment.10 
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MPI’s estimates suggest that this popula-
tion faces several barriers to meeting DACA’s 
requirements. In addition to lower educa-
tional attainment, these youth have lower 
English proficiency and lower incomes than 
their currently eligible peers. Such youth are 
also more likely to have work and parenting 
responsibilities that may affect their ability to 
enroll and stay in education or training.

In terms of their educational attainment, 58 
percent have completed some high school 
but lack a diploma, while 42 percent have not 
completed any high school grades. Over two-
thirds (69 percent) are LEP, compared to 31 
percent of the currently eligible population. 
These findings suggest a substantial need for 
adult education, English as a Second Language 
(ESL) courses, and training programs that are 
linked to career pathways or higher education. 

Forty-two percent of those who do not appear 
to meet DACA’s education criteria based 
on analysis of the ACS data live in families 
with incomes below 100 percent of FPL, and 
three-quarters (77 percent) live in families 
with incomes below 200 percent of FPL. The 
cost of tuition and fees for education and 
training programs is likely to be a particularly 
significant factor in these individuals’ ability 
to further their education. In some states, 
publicly funded adult education programs are 
free or low-cost and are open to all residents 
regardless of immigration status; in other 
states, however, unauthorized immigrants 
must pay higher tuition rates or are barred 
altogether from enrolling in these programs.11

Youth who appear not to meet DACA’s educa-
tion requirements have a relatively high rate 
of workforce participation: 71 percent are 
in the labor force, compared to 55 percent 
of currently eligible youth. This group faces 
the challenge of finding classes that do not 
conflict with work schedules, as giving up 
work hours to pursue education may not be 
an option for those in low-income families. 
This population is also predominately male 
(64 percent); many of these young men may 
have migrated to the United States at a young 
age to enter the workforce and serve as bread-
winners for their families.

Finally, youth who currently do not appear 
to meet the education criteria are also more 
likely to be parents than their peers who 
have the required education. Thirty-one 
percent are parents with children living in the 
same household, compared to 11 percent of 
currently eligible youth. Access to affordable 
and reliable child care will play an important 
role in their ability to pursue education and 
apply for DACA. The educational success of 
this group holds critical implications for their 
children — the vast majority of whom are 
US citizens — as parents’ educational attain-
ment is a strong predictor of children’s future 
outcomes.12

VI. Characteristics of Children 
Eligible in the Future

Finally, there are 392,000 children under age 
15 who meet DACA’s length of residence crite-
ria and could be eligible for relief in the future, 
as the program currently has no expiration 
date for initial applications. Almost half (49 
percent) of this younger population is ages 12 
to 14, meaning they could soon age into DACA 
eligibility. Most of these children are currently 
in school in the United States, as public educa-
tion is free and compulsory in all states until 
at least age 16. However, these children will 
need to remain in school — and eventually 
complete at least a high school diploma — in 
order to achieve DACA eligibility. 

Some children in this group face unique barri-
ers to high school completion. Twenty-seven 
percent have limited English proficiency. 
While many of these students will transi-
tion to full English proficiency by the late 
elementary grades, some will likely remain 
in English language learner (ELL) programs 
at the high school level. In nearly all states, 
ELL graduation rates substantially lag rates 
for all students. The majority of future DACA 
beneficiaries are Hispanic — and Hispanic 
graduation rates also remain below those of 
non-Hispanic whites.13
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Finally, most children in the future-eligible 
group live in low-income families. Over half 
(57 percent) have family incomes below FPL, 
and 84 percent have family incomes below 
200 percent of FPL. A wide body of research 
demonstrates a negative relationship between 
poverty and academic success across all levels 
of education.14 Access to social services and 
financial support, along with effective instruc-
tional programs to help ELLs master English, 
are likely to play a critical role in helping this 
young population stay in school and qualify for 
DACA in the future.

VI. Conclusion
In sum, one year into its implementation, the 
DACA program has reached about half of the 
unauthorized immigrant youth we estimate 
are now eligible to enroll. As mentioned 
earlier, this brief’s primary focus is on the 
unauthorized youth population that currently 
meets DACA’s age, age-at-arrival, and educa-
tion requirements. This group’s application 
rate, through June 30, 2013, is 49 percent. For 
the broader group of potential beneficiaries 
ages 15 to 30 — including those who do not 
appear to meet education requirements but 
could if they enroll in an adult education, 
literacy, or training program — the application 
rate is 36 percent.

Program uptake appears especially strong 
among Mexican and Central American unau-
thorized youth, and there is substantial 
variation in take-up across the states. But we 
know little else about the characteristics of 
applicants, since USCIS has not released any 
other data on their characteristics. It may be 
that eligible youth with more formal schooling 
are more likely to apply than those who are 
less educated, or that application fees deter 
low-income youth from applying. Collecting 
data beyond what USCIS can provide may be 
necessary to answer questions about why the 
other half of the DACA-eligible population has 
not yet applied. 

Our DACA population estimates provide some 
insights into the barriers for the youth who 

do not appear to meet the program’s educa-
tion criteria. These youth have more limited 
English skills, lower incomes, a higher rate 
of workforce participation, and a greater 
likelihood of having children in the home. All 
these factors may create substantial barriers 
to participation in adult education or career 
training, preventing this group of unauthor-
ized youth from meeting the DACA require-
ments — and leaving them in unauthorized 
status absent any changes in US immigration 
policy. Expanding the availability of adult 
education, literacy, and workforce programs 
shown to be effective with such youth would 
be key to maximizing DACA participation.

There is also a substantial group of children 
who could become eligible for DACA in the 
future. These children have a high poverty 
rate, and many are English language learners 
— both of which are risk factors for dropping 
out of school. But DACA may provide motiva-
tion for unauthorized youth to graduate, if 
this incentive is effectively communicated to 
students and if school systems provide the 
necessary support these youth need to stay in 
school.

Finally, DACA’s overall impact on the postsec-
ondary choices of unauthorized youth remains 
to be seen. The program expands opportuni-
ties to work in the formal sector, where jobs 
are better-paying and where education is 
more highly rewarded than in the informal 
jobs which many unauthorized workers 
hold. DACA recipients also have been granted 
access to driver’s licenses by all states except 
Arizona and lower college tuition by some 
states, opening the door to a wider range of 
jobs and educational opportunities. For some 
youth, immediate financial needs will likely tip 
the scale in favor of leaving school to pursue 
employment, while others may find that DACA 
provides the motivation to enroll in higher 
education and complete a degree. Either way, 
DACA is likely to substantially increase the 
economic mobility of a sizeable number of 
immigrant youth: more than 400,000 on the 
program’s first anniversary.
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Appendix: Data and Methodology
In August 2012, the Migration Policy Institute (MPI) released a profile of the total population that 
could be eligible to take advantage of DACA.15 We found that overall about 1.76 million unauthor-
ized youth could potentially benefit from the DACA initiative. The analysis was based on US Census 
Bureau pooled 2006-08 Current Population Survey (CPS) data with assignments of legal status to 
noncitizens by Jeffrey S. Passel of the Pew Hispanic Center, and updated with the pooled 2008-10 
CPS data. Our current analysis indicates that about 1.9 million youth could apply for DACA, if not 
immediately then as they meet education and other criteria. 

It is important to stress that our current analysis relies on a new methodology of assigning legal 
status to noncitizens. This methodology, developed by James Bachmeier and Jennifer Van Hook of 
The Pennsylvania State University, uses answers about respondents’ lawful permanent residency 
status (otherwise known as a green card) in the Census Bureau’s national 2008 Survey of Income 
and Program Participation (SIPP) and carries them forward to produce estimates from the 2011 
American Community Survey (ACS), the Census Bureau’s most recent population survey of about 
3.5 million households. Thus, the differences in the overall numbers and characteristics of the 
potential DACA beneficiary population in two MPI fact sheets could be attributed not only to the 
trends in unauthorized immigrant flows in the last few years but also to differences in methodolo-
gies, years of analysis (2008-10 versus 2011), and datasets (CPS versus ACS) used in producing 
the estimates. The newer methodology has advantages in that it relies on self-reported legal status 
based on the SIPP data and that it uses the ACS’ relatively large sample to generate more reliable 
estimates for small populations.

For a more detailed explanation of our SIPP-ACS based methodology, see Randy Capps, James D. 
Bachmeier, Michael Fix, and Jennifer Van Hook, A Demographic, Socioeconomic, and Health Care 
Profile of Unauthorized Immigrants in the United States, Appendix (Washington, DC: Migration 
Policy Institute, 2013), www.migrationpolicy.org/pubs/CIRbrief-Profile-Unauthorized.pdf.

http://www.migrationpolicy.org/pubs/CIRbrief-Profile-Unauthorized.pdf
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