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DACA: Can American Dream Come True for the DREAMers? 

Every year, a countless number of families and individuals immigrate to the 

United States of America hoping to get a glimpse of the American Dream in the land of 

liberty, justice, and opportunity. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, there are 

approximately 40 million people (13 percent of the total population) who were born in 

foreign countries that are currently residing in the United States.1 Of them, about 1.7 

million are undocumented alien students.2 Without legal status and work permits, the 

land of opportunity has turned into the land of deprivation for the majority of them. In 

2001, Senators Orrin Hatch (R-UT) and Richard Durbin (D-IL) proposed a legislation 

called Development, Relief, and Education for Alien Minors, or more simply known as 

the DREAM Act. This bipartisan bill would provide a path toward legalization to 

undocumented youths who came to the United States before the age of sixteen, attend 

college or serve in the U.S. military while maintaining good moral character. The 

beneficiaries of the DREAM Act are called the DREAMers.3 Ever since, different 

versions of the DREAM Act with various provisions have been introduced on the floor; 
																																																								
1	U.S. Census Bureau, The Foreign-Born Population in the United States: 2010, May 2012 
2	Who and Where the DREAMers Are, Immigration Policy Center, http://www.immigrationpolicy.org/just-
facts/who-and-where-dreamers-are 
3	No DREAMers Left Behind, North American Integration and Development Center, University of 
California, Los Angeles 
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however, Congress has failed to pass any. 

On June 15, 2012, President Barack Obama announced that his administration 

will stop deporting undocumented immigrants who meet specific criteria of the DREAM 

Act and allow them to obtain legal documents to attend school and to work, an 

executive action referred to as the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA). 

According to President Obama, “…these are young people who study in our schools, 

they play in our neighborhoods, they’re friends with our kids, they pledge allegiance to 

our flag. They are Americans in their heart, in their minds, in every single way but one: 

on paper… It is the right thing to do for the American people… because these young 

people are going to make extraordinary contributions and are already making 

contributions to our society.”4 Immediately, this provoked applaud from left and 

disapprovals from right. Despite opposition, the Obama Administration has begun 

accepting applicants and moved forward with the initiative as a means of helping 

millions of unauthorized students. Although DACA does not grant lawful status to the 

DREAMers, it will open up immense educational and economic opportunities for young 

undocumented alien students, providing them an opportunity to fulfill their American 

Dream and contribute to the U.S. economy. 

Two months after President Obama’s speech, on August 15, children who 

immigrated to the United States that meet the major guidelines are able to request 

consideration of deferred action for two years, subject to renewal, and consequently be 

eligible for work authorization. According to the United States Citizenships and 

Immigration Services (USCIS) website, DACA will be available for anyone who: (1) 
																																																								
4	The White House, Office of the Press Secretary, Remarks by the President on Immigration, June 15, 
2012  
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Came to the United States before reaching 16th birthday; (2) Have continuously resided 

in the United States since June 15, 2007, up to the present time; (3) Were physically 

present in the United States on June 15, 2012, and at the time of making request for 

consideration of deferred action with USCIS; (4) Entered without inspection before June 

15, 2012, or lawful immigration status expired as of June 15, 2012; (5) Are currently in 

school, have graduated or obtained a certificate of completion from high school, have 

obtained a general education development (GED) certificate, or are an honorably 

discharged veteran of the Coast Guard or Armed Forces of the United States; and (6) 

Have not been convicted of a felony, significant misdemeanor, three or more other 

misdemeanors, and do not otherwise pose a threat to national security or public safety.5    

According to the Migration Policy Institute (MPI), there are roughly 1.76 million 

immigrants who might be the potential beneficiaries of DACA; about 1.26 million of them 

are 15 or older and therefore meet the age requirement to apply immediately, and the 

rest will meet the age requirement within the next few years. Nearly 75 percent of 

prospective beneficiaries were born in Mexico or Central America, 11 percent came 

from the rest of Latin America, 9 percent from Asia, and 6 percent from other parts of 

the world. Moreover, nearly 60 percent of potential beneficiaries live in 5 states: 

California, Texas, New York, Florida, and Illinois.6 As of September 16, more than 

82,000 undocumented immigrants have applied for DACA, 63,000 have been scheduled 

for biometrics, and 1,600 have already had biometrics taken.7 But what does DACA 

																																																								
5USCIS, Consideration of Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals Process  
6 As Many as 1.76 Million Unauthorized Immigrant Youth Could Gain Relief from Deportation under 
Deferred Action for  Childhood Arrivals Initiative, Migration Policy Institute, 
http://www.migrationpolicy.org/news/2012_08_07.php 
7 Patrick Young, “82,000 Apply for Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA),” Long Island Wins, 
September 16, 2012, 
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actually mean to the DREAMers and how can they benefit from it?  

 Currently, federal law permits unauthorized aliens to receive free education until 

high school; however, Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act of 

1996 (IIRIRA) prohibits states from granting unauthorized students certain 

postsecondary educational benefits on the basis of state residence, unless equal 

benefits are made available to all U.S. citizens.8 This signifies that unauthorized 

students have limited sources of funding for higher education and thus, they are less 

likely to attend college even if they graduate top of their class from high school and 

have the potential to succeed. Statistically, only 5-10% of unauthorized youths attend 

college and 90-95% are forced to work illegally in the cash economy after graduating 

from high school.9 It varies among states whether they will let DREAMers to pay in-state 

tuition for public colleges, but many states have already allowed or in the process 

changing the state law to allow DREAMers to apply for in-state tuition and state-level 

scholarship.10 If DACA permits DREAMers to receive tuition assistance and 

Employment Authorization Documents, it will create strong incentives for unauthorized 

students to pursue postsecondary education to achieve advanced degrees, which is 

one of the primary reasons why their families came to the United States. 

 On one hand, the opponents of DACA asserts that it is unfair to allow DRAEMers 

to use U.S. taxpayer money to subsidize the education while charging some U.S. 

																																																																																																																																																																																			
http://www.longislandwins.com/index.php/blog/post/82000_apply_for_deferred_action_for_childhood_arri
vals_daca/ 
8 USCIS, Pub. L. 104-208, Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act of 1996 
9 Economic Benefits of Granting Deferred Action to Unauthorized Immigrants Brought to U.S. As Youth, 
Immigration Policy Center, http://www.immigrationpolicy.org/just-facts/economic-benefits-granting-
deferred-action-unauthorized-immigrants-brought-us-youth 
10Deferred Action Beneficiaries May Get Tuition Break in Arizona,” Latin American Herald Tribune, 
http://www.laht.com/article.asp?ArticleId=593400&CategoryId=12395 



Kim 5 
				

citizens higher out- of-state rates. Also, they are worried that it would not financially 

benefit states and public colleges in long-term when they offer in-state tuition for all 

DREAMers.11 On the other hand, a RAND study from 1999 shows that raising the 

college graduation rate of Hispanics as opposed to that of non-Hispanic whites would 

increase spending on public education by 10% nationwide, but the decrease in costs of 

public health and benefits as well as increased tax revenues resulting from higher 

incomes will actually bring revenues to the government.12 Likewise, providing in-state 

tuition for DREAMers will also be profitable to schools. It is true that public colleges in 

12 states—California, Texas, New York, Utah, Washington, Oklahoma, Illinois, Kansas, 

New Mexico, Nebraska, Connecticut, and Maryland—that have enacted laws to allow 

illegal immigrants to pay in-state tuition have experienced revenue increase as more 

students attend college and pay tuition.13  

  The DREAMers will receive Employment Authorization Documents through the 

Deferred Action policy, which allows them to legally apply for jobs and pay income 

taxes. To DREAMers, work permits present them a chance to improve their lives by 

taking higher wage jobs while exercising their advanced degrees in order to follow their 

dreams. Complementally, DACA is not only valuable to unauthorized immigrants, but 

also to the U.S. economy. Immigrant workers spend most of their wages in U.S. 

businesses. If the DREAMers earn higher wages, they are more likely to spend more 

money, which sustains the jobs of the workers employed by businesses in the United 

States. Furthermore, Dr. Raul Hinojosa-Ojeda of the University of California, Los 
																																																								
11	Andorra Bruno, Unauthorized Alien Students: Issues and "DREAM Act" Legislation, Congressional 
Research Service, June 19, 2012 
12 Economic Benefits of Granting Deferred Action to Unauthorized Immigrants Brought to U.S. As Youth, 
Immigration Policy Center 
13 http://www.ncsl.org/issues-research/educ/undocumented-student-tuition-state-action.aspx 
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Angeles, claims that removing the uncertainty of unauthorized status not only allows 

legalized immigrants to invest more in their own education but to open bank accounts, 

buy homes, and start businesses.14 Many worry that granting work permits to illegal 

aliens will lead to an escalation of the unemployment rate by hiring DREAMers instead 

of “legal Americans.” Conversely, a report from the Federal Reserve Bank of San 

Francisco points out that “immigrants expand the U.S. economy’s productive capacity, 

stimulate investment, and promote specialization that in the long run boosts 

productivity,” and “there is no evidence that these effects take place at the expense of 

jobs for workers born in the United States.”15 According to these findings, DACA will 

deliver a win-win situation for both DREAMers and the U.S. economy. 

Additionally, DACA will not only offer tangible benefits such as university diploma 

and work permits, but also emotional relief to undocumented students and their families. 

The majority of the families and individuals came to the United States to live better lives 

than where they came from; but without legal documents and work permits, the happy 

thoughts of pursuing the American Dream were crushed. However, DACA gave 

students and families a new hope for the future. In many rallies, students nationwide 

spoke up about their reactions to the new policy. During a rally in California, Justino 

Mora, 22, an undocumented UCLA student said, “…I was overwhelmed by a sense of 

joy. It gives me hope, it motivates me to continue fighting for my family, for my 

																																																								
14 Economic Benefits of Granting Deferred Action to Unauthorized Immigrants Brought to U.S. As Youth, 
Immigration Policy Center 
15 Giovanni Peri, The Effect of Immigrants on U.S. Employment and Productivity, FRBSF ECONOMIC 
LETTER, August 30, 2010 
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community.”16 Juan Santiago, 24, from Mexico showed enthusiasm, "It's a great relief 

for us ... Instead of worrying about deportation, we can now focus on our education, for 

our own benefit and that of this nation." DACA also gave a sense of American patriotism 

for youths who always considered the United States as their home. Nathaly Uribe, 17, 

from Chile said, "This is my country. It's where my roots are. I have been here since I 

was 2... It feels great to know that the country that I call home is finally accepting me."17 

Through DACA, DREAMers’ fear of deportation and anxiety of inability to get a job 

legally are put off for a two-year period, or as long as the program exists. Within the 

next two years, the DREAMers have the opportunity to return to school and pursue a 

career, allowing them to take a step further into the lives that they have desired.  

Nonetheless, President Obama’s DACA initiative has been a target of inevitable 

criticisms from the opposition party. For the past decade, Republicans have not been in 

favor of any version of the DREAM Act that was introduced. After the announcement of 

DACA, many Republicans derided President Obama’s executive action as a political 

tool to sway the Latino voters in the upcoming presidential election. The House 

Judiciary Committee Chairman Lamar Smith said, “Today’s deferred action guidance is 

another example of how the president’s policies put the interests of illegal immigrants 

ahead of the interests of U.S. citizens and legal immigrants.” Along with Congressman 

Smith, many Republicans emphasized that President Obama has not been proactive 

																																																								
16 Paloma Esquivel, “Young illegal immigrants in L.A. cheer Obama on Dream Act”, June 15, 2012, 
http://latimesblogs.latimes.com/lanow/2012/06/obama-immigration-illegal-dream-act-young.html 
17 The Associated Press Team, “Undocumented Youth Describe What Deferred Action Means To Them,” 
Huff Post Latino Voice, August 16, 2012, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/08/16/undocumented-
youth-deferred-action_n_1791305.html 
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about immigration reform until a couple months before the re-election day.18  

Perhaps the biggest opposition to the DACA initiative and DREAMers is the 

Republican presidential candidate Mitt Romney. In many speeches, he made clear 

stands on President Obama’s immigration policy: a firm “no” to the DREAM Act and 

granting legal documents to unauthorized immigrants, including in-state tuition for public 

colleges.19 In a recent interview on Univision, the most prominent Spanish-language 

television network in the United States, on September 20, 2012, Romney said although 

he does not support mass deportation of the 12 million illegal immigrants, he believes in 

the idea of “self-deportation.” He also criticized President Obama’s “temporary stopgap 

measure” rather than offering a “permanent solution”—which he did not specify—that he 

would provide if he becomes the president. Romney also stated that he will consider 

giving permanent residency to those students achieving advanced degrees in science, 

math or engineering and those who serve in the U.S. military for more than two years.20 

At all, he did not mention offering work permits and legal status for those students who 

are studying non-science degrees such as education, politics, law, languages, social 

work, etc. 

 The Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals policy is one of the most controversial 

policies in the Obama Administration. Despite many politicians and citizens who are 

against DACA, the executive action that grants deportation relief and work permits to 

																																																								
18 Davin Drwyer, “$465 for Legal Status Under Obama’s ‘Dream Act,’” ABC News, August 3, 2012, 
http://abcnews.go.com/blogs/politics/2012/08/465-for-legal-status-under-obamas-dream-act/ 
19 Amy Bingham, “On Immigration, Obama and Romney Agree On Virtually Nothing,” ABC News, 
September 19, 2012, http://abcnews.go.com/Politics/OTUS/immigration-obama-romney-agree-
virtually/story?id=17273505#2 
20 Catherine Poe, “DREAM Act: Mitt Romney still calls DREAMers 'illegal aliens' at Univision's Latino 
Forum,” Washington Times, September 20, 2012,  
http://communities.washingtontimes.com/neighborhood/ad-lib/2012/sep/20/dream-act-mitt-romney-still-
calls-dreamers-illegal/ 
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young immigrants who meet particular requirements of DACA is already giving high 

anticipation for the DREAMers. DACA is only a temporary tool that allows many young 

unauthorized students to get higher education, work legally, pay higher incomes taxes, 

and contribute to the U.S. economy. Whether DREAMers can actually follow through 

and achieve the American Dream that they have wished for a long time, only time will 

tell. 

 

 


