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Undocumented students* in colleges and universities face an array of challenges unique
to their immigration status including a high risk of COVID-19 exposure, economic insecurity,
lack of access to financial aid, volatile immigration policies, and discriminatory policies
and practices at various campus levels. Each year, 27,000 undocumented high school
seniors graduate from California schools, but less than 10% pursue higher education.1 At
the postsecondary level, there are up to 70,000 undocumented students in the California
Community Colleges, approximately 9,500 in the California State University (CSU), and about
4,000 at the University of California.
Making campuses more welcoming to undocumented students can encourage more to enroll
in and graduate from the CSU. For faculty, staff, and administrators at the CSU, some key
steps in creating a more welcoming and successful experience for undocumented students
include: being more aware of their challenges and experiences (especially during the COVID-19
pandemic), becoming more informed about campus and community services for these
students, and creating a campus-wide approach for supporting these students. This memo
summarizes existing literature about the challenges undocumented college students face and
the practices that faculty, staff, administrators, and campuses can consider in addressing
these issues.

This Knowledge Center memo is one in a series created by the CSU Student Success
Network (Network). The Knowledge Center is an online resource—to be launched later
in 2021—created by the Network that will provide curated, synthesized, and succinct
information and links to support faculty, staff, and administrators in adopting equityminded and student-centered approaches on their campus. The Network was created
by and for CSU faculty, staff, administrators, and students to advance equitable student
learning, engagement, progression, and success. It is facilitated by the Education
Insights Center (EdInsights) at Sacramento State, an independent research and policy
center devoted to student success and the public benefits of education.

*Note: We use “undocumented students” as an umbrella term to refer to students who were born outside the U.S. and now
reside in the U.S. without legal immigration status or with an expired visa. DREAMers, Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals
(DACA) recipients, and AB 540 students are all part of the undocumented immigrant community, but there are also students
excluded from these policies whom we believe are also important to include. For more information on undocumented
students, see Immigrants Rising.
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Key Findings From the Literature
Undocumented Students Face Unique Barriers
Undocumented students’ legal status affects how they navigate institutions of higher
education—and it is important for faculty, staff, and administrators to be aware of the
unique challenges these students face.2 Some of these challenges include high risk of
COVID-19 exposure, economic insecurity, precarious immigration laws, fear of deportation
of themselves and/or family members, uncertainty about planning for the future, and
exclusionary campus climate, policies, and practices.

High Risk of COVID-19 Exposure
The effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on undocumented students are too recent to be
reflected fully in the literature, but based on the pandemic’s effects on other students of
color and those from low-income families, it has undoubtedly exacerbated existing challenges
for those who are undocumented. For example, undocumented students face a high risk of
exposure to COVID-19 due to conditions associated with their low-income status such as
needing to work during the pandemic, living in multi-generational households, using public
transportation, and lacking medical insurance or consistent sources of medical care.3 As with
other students from low-income backgrounds, they face barriers accessing education online,
including: lack of internet, or computer access; food insecurity; home environments that are
less conducive to studying; and difficulty accessing support services, including for mental
health. Undocumented students face the additional barrier of being reluctant to seek medical
attention or other services, due to fear of deportation.

Economic Insecurity and Financial Challenges
Even though many undocumented students are from low-income families, they do not qualify
for any federal financial aid (e.g., Pell Grants), work study, or loan programs given their
immigration status.4 California’s non-resident tuition exemption (AB 540) and the California
Dream Act aim to increase access to postsecondary education and alleviate some financial
burdens for these students. Despite these state efforts, studies show that undocumented
students had the highest affordability gap across all systems of higher education—and in
the CSU, the gap was nearly $19,0005 when compared to other low-income families. Some
private scholarships are available, but they are limited and competitive.6 As a result of these
challenges, undocumented students face high levels of economic insecurity and are likely to
work multiple jobs, which can impact their persistence and graduation rates.7 Their families
are also under high financial stress because of the sacrifices they make in contributing to
education costs.8

Uncertainty in Immigration Laws
California has adopted some laws and policies to help undocumented students achieve
their academic goals, but the volatility and uncertainty of changing federal immigration
policies create an environment in which many of these students live in constant fear that
they or their families could be deported at any time.9 Even undocumented students who are
beneficiaries of the DACA program face fear and uncertainty due to recent federal attempts to
redact the program.10 These conditions make studying more difficult for students.

2

Exclusionary and Discriminatory Campus Climate, Policies, and Practices
Many undocumented students have lived in the United States for most of their lives, but
when they face exclusionary and discriminatory campus policies, practices, and norms
that remind them of their undocumented status, this can perpetuate feelings that they
do not belong.11 For example, applying for a university identification card often requires
providing a state- or federally-issued form of identification, which presents a challenge
for undocumented students and can create a sense of otherness for them.12 Interpersonal
interactions with faculty or staff who may make insensitive comments or may breach the
trust of students by revealing their immigration status to others can create a campus climate
that feels unwelcoming.13
Preconceived notions and unconscious biases about undocumented students can also
prevent critical resources from reaching them. For example, large numbers of undocumented
students are from Asian and Pacific Islander communities, but these students are typically
not targeted for services on some campuses because they may be perceived as a monolithic
group and do not fit stereotypical descriptions of undocumented. Due to their “model
minority” stigma, they are perceived to not need these resources.14

Practices to Support Undocumented Students
The literature suggests that campuses should consider a range of integrated actions to
provide holistic services to undocumented students through a campus-wide approach.
Through this approach, supporting undocumented students can be seen as part of an overall
strategy to address educational equity and contribute to immigration reform.15 It is also
important to be responsive to the changing needs of these students, especially during the
current COVID-19 pandemic.
For faculty, staff, and administrators to consider:
• Become more aware of the experiences of undocumented students by asking about
and participating in professional development focused on these students. Encourage
your department to offer these professional development opportunities and make sure
that students on your campus are included in telling their stories. In order to provide
opportunities for undocumented students to share their experiences, it is important to
ensure that any data collected or information shared about and from undocumented
students guarantees their protection and anonymity as well as maintains confidentiality,
especially if doing any public reporting on findings.
• Become more knowledgeable about resources offered for undocumented students
on your campus and in the community, and share these broadly with students.16 Many
institutions may not have resources to serve undocumented students and must leverage
community resources. Therefore, awareness of community resources for undocumented
students is critical. However, every CSU campus has centers or programs that provide
direct support services for undocumented students (e.g., UndocuCenter, Dream Resource
Center, Undocumented Student Resource Center).17 Find out the designated point of
contact for this center on your campus and direct students to this liaison.18
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• Learn about basic needs programs that may be available on your campus (e.g., food
pantry, clothing drives, housing programs, hygiene donation programs, free Wi-Fi or
hotspot locations) and direct students to these resources.19 This is particularly important
during the pandemic.20
• Connect undocumented students with careers through mentorship programs, career
coaches, and partnerships with organizations and companies looking to hire recent
graduates. All undocumented students are already equipped with strengths that will
help them thrive in the workplace, but they need access to professionals, work settings
and career resources such as resume writing, interviewing, and job application writing.
Undocumented students may feel uncertain about their future career opportunities, but
your campus can consider providing entrepreneurship opportunities (e.g., how to start a
business or consulting practice). Such resources are critical not only for persistence and
completion, but also success post-graduation.
• Become an advocate for developing a campus-wide approach for welcoming and
supporting undocumented students. This might include identifying routine campus
practices and policies (including financial aid applications and processing) that create
barriers for undocumented students, and working to change those policies. This may
also include identifying state or federal policies that create barriers on your campus and
advocating for changes in these policies.21
For campuses to consider:
• Encourage all departments to participate in professional development opportunities
that increase awareness of the experiences, challenges, and strengths of undocumented
students. These opportunities need to include engagement with bias and cultural
competency training, information about immigration laws, and listening to the stories and
perspectives of undocumented students on campus.22 Given that immigration laws are
constantly changing, encouraging or mandating personnel to engage in periodic trainings
(e.g., once a year, every other year) that provide updated legal information is essential.
• Create a task force to develop a campus-wide approach that aligns services
for undocumented students in a holistic way, including through a resource center.
Actively engage students in these efforts.23 Conduct surveys of students and examine
how existing policies and procedures may cause harm to students and perpetuate a
xenophobic classroom or campus climate. Other priorities for task force consideration
include campus approaches to basic needs services, medical and mental health services,
academic supports, advising, financial aid, career development, legal services, privacy of
immigration statuses, and other data for these students.
• Provide access to medical and mental health services free of charge24 in order
to alleviate any trauma that has been exacerbated by the pandemic. Access to basic
health care, including mental health, is crucial for undocumented students to focus
on their education goals.25 To make such services more readily accessible to students,
your campus can consider having designated healthcare providers (e.g., mental health
counselors or psychologists) housed in the centers that directly support undocumented
students (e.g., Dream Resource Center).
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• Provide information about free legal services to undocumented students, especially
services offered by the CSU on campus.26
• Increase opportunities for financial assistance through grants and scholarships rather
than loans to cover educational and living expenses for these students. This might include
providing more institutional aid for these students. While campuses cannot use federal
or state funds to establish scholarships or grants for undocumented students, there
may be alternate ways to alleviate the financial burden for undocumented students such
as seeking donors and philanthropic funds. A key improvement is also to provide better
information, with online access for all students, about existing state or private student
financial aid that is available to students who are not U.S. citizens, along with help filling
out the forms.27 Since immigration policies and practices change, all listings of financial
aid resources need to be regularly updated, with outreach provided to students.
• Offer paid internships to connect undocumented students with career opportunities in
their field of study. Many undocumented students cannot afford to participate in unpaid
internships, but it is important for them to gain professional experience that aligns with
their field of study through paid internship opportunities.

Implications
Providing a quality education and learning experience requires building a collaborative
awareness among faculty, staff, and administrators across campus about the issues
that undocumented students face. Adopting a campus-wide approach to welcoming and
supporting undocumented students can provide a more integrated and holistic approach
that extends beyond aligning services for these students or assigning responsibilities to
program coordinators at a resource center. This is particularly essential during COVID-19 and
as attitudes about and policies on immigration shift. Undocumented students face a range
of stressful situations and barriers as they seek to reach their education goals, yet they also
bring to their campus experience a history of persistence and resiliency. It is important that
faculty, staff, and administrators are sensitive to the unique challenges students on their
campus face, and build on the unique strengths that they bring.

Reflection Questions
For those interested in encouraging and supporting undocumented students at your campus,
we offer the following questions for reflection and dialogue:
• What do I know about undocumented students on my campus or in my area of work
(e.g., instruction, student services, research/institutional effectiveness)? How could I
gather more information about these students and their experiences? What is my campus
currently doing to support these students?
• What trainings are offered by my campus to equip me with tools needed to help
undocumented students feel safe?
• Does my campus have a center specifically designed to support these students? Who is
the contact person there?
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• What supports are undocumented students using during the COVID-19 pandemic that help
them with persistence and retention? What can we learn from those supports that can be
institutionalized for when there is no longer a pandemic?
• What barriers do undocumented students face on my campus (e.g., accessing resources,
pursuing a major or field of study)? How can we remove these barriers?
• How do the various intersectionalities of identities (e.g., sex, gender, class, sexual
orientation) affect undocumented students’ educational experience?
• What are the experiences of non-Latinx undocumented students on my campus? What
supports do they use and how do they persist?
• Is there a task force focused on undocumented students at my campus? Who has been
involved in that task force, and what recommendations have been made?
• How does my campus respond to changes in federal and state laws that directly impact
undocumented students? What are we doing to advocate for these students?
• What is my campus doing to ensure the confidentiality and anonymity of any data tying a
student to their legal status?
• What am I currently doing (or not doing) to create an environment that is welcoming to
and safe for undocumented students?

Resource List
The following resources may be helpful in learning more about supporting undocumented
students:
• CSU website about Resources for Undocumented Students
• Organizations in California that provide services, resources, or advocacy for immigrants:
◦ Immigrants Rising
▪ UndocuHustle
◦ Coalition for Humane Rights Los Angeles
◦ Central American Resource Center
◦ Immigrants Advocates Network
◦ FWD.us
▪ Higher Education as an Ally: Supporting Undocumented Students Through Attacks
on the DACA Program
◦ TheDream.US
◦ Centro Legal de la Raza
◦ California Undocumented Higher Education Coalition
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Limitations
This memo provides an overview but is not a comprehensive literature review of all
existing research on this topic, nor does this memo provide extensive information about
methodologies of the literature included. We searched for literature from within the CSU and
from California more generally, but where these sources were not available, we included
other pertinent studies. For example, the studies included in this memo focused on states
that have large Latinx populations (such as California, Illinois, Texas, Arizona, and New Jersey),
but may not be representative of the local demographic and contexts of every CSU campus.
Most of the studies drew from qualitative data. Due to the unavailability of research studies
focused on supporting undocumented students during COVID-19 as well as limited access to
data about undocumented students more generally, the memo drew from a range of sources
based in practice. Due to these and other limitations, the Network does not endorse the
strategies presented in this memo as “best practices,” and those presented here may need to
be tailored to specific contexts within CSU campuses.
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