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1. Executive Summary 

Shortly after the release of the July 28, 2020 memorandum on Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) 
from the U.S. Department of Homeland Security (DHS), TheDream.US1 and the Presidents’ Alliance on Higher 
Education and Immigration conducted a survey of current DACA recipients to assess the impact of the 
memorandum. A total of 1,760 current DACA recipients responded to the survey, approximately 86 percent of 
whom are TheDream.US Scholars and are currently enrolled in higher education institutions. Thus, this report 
details the impact of the new memorandum on students, particularly the impact on their future educational 
and career pathways. This report follows a recent publication by TheDream.US, TheDream.US 2019-2020 
Scholar Survey Report: In Their Own Words, which collected data from Scholars to assess key metrics in regards 
to COVID-19’s impact on financial and personal well-being, college education, engagement, employment, and 
more. 

The survey data supports that the new memorandum materially, substantially, and negatively impacts DACA 
recipients and may lead to lapses in status, inability to renew, increased costs, decreased access to education 
and employment, and an overall reduction in the number of DACA recipients who will be able to renew. The 
results also demonstrate that respondents fear the new rules will lead to negative outcomes, and the 
memorandum itself is driving high levels of anxiety and fear among DACA recipients. The report’s key toplines 
include: 

• Impact on Renewal 

o The majority of survey respondents (62 percent) said that the one-year grant period would 
constitute a “substantial barrier” to renewal. If this percentage holds steady for the general 
population, nearly 400,000 DACA recipients would face significant barriers to renewal. 

o Nearly half of respondents (49 percent) indicated that they would incur increased legal fees to 
accommodate filing twice as often. If half of all DACA recipients also face this difficulty, 315,344 
DACA recipients could be affected.  

o Though the memorandum requires applicants to file within 150 days of their grant expiration, 
eleven percent of respondents received approval for their renewal after 150 days on their last 
application. If this percentage holds steady for the general population moving forward, nearly 
80,000 people may regularly experience lapses in status even if they apply in a timely manner. 

o Thirty-six percent of respondents usually apply more than 150 days before their grant expires, 
which under the new memorandum will constitute an automatic rejection.  

• Demographics 

o 1,760 active DACA recipients completed the survey. 
o Approximately 86 percent percent of respondents are currently enrolled in higher 

education instititons. 
o The top three states for respondents were California, Texas, and New York. 

• Impact on Higher Education 

o Eighty-two percent of respondents said that the one year grant period would constitute a 
barrier to higher education (43 percent said “somewhat of a barrier,” 39 percent said a 
“substantial barrier”).  

o Eligibility for advance parole decreased from 55 percent under the old policy to six percent 
under the new policy. Numerous respondents noted the importance of advance parole for their 
ability to study or work abroad. 

https://www.thedream.us/news/new-survey-of-thedream-us-scholars-covid-19/
https://www.thedream.us/news/new-survey-of-thedream-us-scholars-covid-19/
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• Impact on Employment and Career Choices 

o Eighty-seven percent of respondents said that the one year grant period would constitute a 
barrier to employment and career (33 percent said “somewhat of a barrier,” 54 percent said a 
“substantial barrier”). 

o Sixty-three percent worried they would have difficulty obtaining or maintaining professional, 
business, commercial, or occupational licensing due to the new DACA restrictions. 

o Fifty-six percent worried that their DACA status would lapse due to the new restrictions and 
they would be fired. 

o Fifty-five percent worried they would not be able to obtain or maintain a driver’s license 
required for employment due to the new restrictions. 

 

2. Background 

Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals, or DACA, is a case-by-case, temporary relief from deportation that allows 
recipients to live and work legally in the United States as long as the deferment is in effect. DACA is renewable, 
and it does not provide a path to legal status or citizenship. As of March 31, 2020, there are approximately 
643,560 active DACA recipients.2 In September 2017, the Trump administration announced the termination of 
DACA.3 However, the Supreme Court ruled on June 18, 2020 that the termination was unlawful as it violated 
the Administrative Procedure Act.4 The Supreme Court’s judgement was later implemented by a federal court 
in Maryland with the court directing the federal government to restore the program to its original parameters. 
This meant DHS should have begun accepting renewals, initial DACA applications, and applications for advance 
parole.5  

Yet, after continuing to refuse to process initial applications and advance parole, DHS issued a memorandum 
on July 28, 2020 stating that it would reject all initial requests for DACA, employment authorization, and advance 
parole; and limit renewal grants to one-year periods instead of two.6 Acting Secretary Chad Wolf stated that 
this memorandum will remain in effect while the department “considers policy and future action” regarding 
DACA. The new memorandum is a continuing subject of litigation across multiple federal districts. The 
Presidents’ Alliance and TheDream.US conducted this survey to assess the impact of this new memorandum on 
the lives, educational trajectories, and career pathways of DACA recipients moving forward. The following 
represent some key background demographics on the 1,760 respondents who completed the survey.  
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The majority of respondents (63 percent) are concentrated in California, Texas, New York, Florida, and Arizona, 
which is generally consistent with the geographic distribution of DACA recipients nationally.7 Notably, California, 
Texas, and New York are also hosts to lawsuits regarding DACA, including challenges to the new DHS memo.8 
As detailed above, approximately 86 percent of respondents are TheDream.US Scholars, meaning they are 
currently enrolled in higher education institutions. 
 

3. Findings 

A. Impact on Renewals 

 
 

Sixty-two percent of respondents indicated that the new one-year policy would be a “substantial barrier” for 
renewal, with another 35 percent indicating that it was “somewhat of a barrier.” While their actual eligibility 
for the program would remain unchanged, 62 percent (or nearly 400,000) active DACA recipients may 
nevertheless risk losing their DACA due to increased cost and a higher likelihood of rejection and lapses between 
grants. The remaining 35 percent may still struggle to renew under the restrictions. 

B. Increased Cost 

 
 

DACA recipients may require legal representation to help them file for renewal. Nearly half of respondents (49 
percent) indicated that they would also incur increased legal fees to accommodate filing twice as often. The 
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average representation cost for a DACA application is about $450, nearly doubling the cost of renewal.9 If half 
of all DACA recipients also face this difficulty, the one-year grant period could result in increased legal costs for 
roughly 315,344 DACA recipients.  

C. Rejections and Backlogs 

The overall processing times for U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) have been steadily increasing 
for years, culminating in a backlog of over 2.3 million cases.10 USCIS froze all DACA renewal applications for 
nearly a month after the DHS memorandum, delaying over 20,000 renewals.11 USCIS currently estimates 
processing times for DACA applications and renewals to be anywhere from 8-11 months at certain service 
centers.12 By cutting the DACA grant period in half, the new memorandum essentially doubles the USCIS 
workload for DACA renewals by requiring recipients to apply twice as often, which could push even the lowest 
estimated wait period to over a year.  
 

 
 

Applicants cannot adjust their submissions to accommodate the wait times and prevent a lapse in status, as 
USCIS recently announced that it will reject applications for DACA renewal submitted over 150 days (or five 
months) before the current grant expires.13 As shown in Table 4, roughly one in ten respondents waited over 
150 days for their renewal application to be approved even prior to the increased workload of a one-year grant 
period.  

If just eleven percent of future applications for renewal are delayed beyond 150 days, nearly 80,000 DACA 
recipients could experience one or multiple lapses in status over the next two years.14 Even a temporary lack of 
status can lead to the loss of work authorization and the accrual of unlawful presence, including for those who 
have held DACA since before they turned eighteen and do not currently have any accrual of unlawful presence.  
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As seen above, 36 percent of respondents submitted their most recent renewal application over 150 days 
before their grant expired, and many may continue to do so if they are unaware of the new USCIS policy. Any 
DACA recipient who attempts to accommodate increased wait times at USCIS by submitting their application 
over 150 days prior to their grant expiration would have their application automatically rejected. If the trend 
holds to the general population, upwards of 230,000 applicants could potentially be at risk of having their 
renewal application rejected due to new USCIS policy, especially if USCIS does not effectively communicate the 
change to potential applicants. The customer service and customer engagement division at USCIS has suffered 
under this administration, increasing the risk that more applicants will be unaware of new requirements or 
expectations for the DACA application timeline. 

D. Impact on International Travel 
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Advance parole is permission granted to qualified non-citizens to re-enter the United States after temporarily 
traveling abroad. As non-citizens, DACA recipients must be approved for advance parole before any 
international travel. Under the new DHS policy, DACA recipients may only be approved for advance parole if it 
is in the interest of national security, supports federal law enforcement, or enables life-sustaining medical 
treatment or the care of an immediate relative. Under the old policy, the federal government also allowed 
advance parole travel for humanitarian, educational, or employment reasons.15 While 55 percent of 
respondents said they would have qualified for advance parole under the old policy, only six percent of 
respondents thought they would qualify for advance parole after travel for humanitarian, educational, and 
employment reasons was removed.  

E. Impact on Education 

 
 
A loss of DACA status, even a temporary loss, is its own barrier to enrolling, continuing, or completing a college 
degree. Without DACA status, nearly 40,000 DACA recipients across ten states would be automatically blocked 
from enrolling in public institutions or being eligible for in-state tuition.16 A loss of status would also close the 
door to other forms of financial aid and eliminate the accompanying work permit that helps students afford the 
ancillary costs of higher education, such as food, housing, books, tuition, and childcare. Unsurprisingly, most 
survey respondents (82 percent) indicated that the one-year policy would present a barrier to higher education, 
with 39 percent indicating a “substantial barrier.”  
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F. Impact on Employment 

 
 
As mentioned above, losing DACA status means losing the accompanying work permit. As seen in Table 9, the 
majority of respondents (87 percent) said that the one-year policy will present a barrier to their employment 
and overall career, with 54 percent indicating a “substantial barrier.”  
 

 
 
As seen above, the majority of respondents worried that a lapse in status would cause them to be fired (56 
percent), lose professional licensing (63 percent), or lose their driver’s license (55 percent). States have only 
recently begun to open their professional, occupational, and driver’s licensing to DACA recipients, but without 
DACA these opportunities would once again be restricted.17 
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Even if an applicant manages to maintain their status, many worry that the specter of losing DACA will still have 
an effect on their employment and hireability. Sixty-four percent of respondents worry that employers will not 
want to hire a DACA recipient due to the new restrictions, and 54 percent worry that they will have to interrupt 
their employment or even career in order to file for renewal twice as often. 
 

4. Methodology 

This survey was conducted by TheDream.US and the Presidents’ Alliance on Higher Education and Immigration 
in September 2020. The survey was disseminated through TheDream.US Scholars and partner organizations 
and received 1,797 responses. The survey was aimed at active DACA recipients only and included integrity 
checks to ensure this, including separate questions on whether a person held DACA along with questions 
confirming underlying eligibility criteria. If a respondent indicated that they did not hold DACA or that they did 
not meet the underlying requirements, we removed them from the survey. We similarly removed respondents 
who indicated they did not know whether they currently held DACA or whether they met the underlying 
eligibility criteria. After eliminating responses from those who were determined not to currently hold DACA, we 
were left with a sample size of 1,760 respondents. Multiple completions were disabled on the survey itself to 
prevent duplicate responses or ballot stuffing.  

Importantly, as 86 percent of respondents were TheDream.US Scholars, most respondents were individuals 
enrolled in higher education. While scholars are a self-selected group when it comes to higher education, the 
majority of them work (prior to COVID-19) and contribute financially to their families, which is reflective of the 
broader DACA population. Finally, while some Scholars selected “I don’t know” for various questions, previous 
work with DACA recipients indicate that the uncertainty and anxiety around the continued existence of DACA 
may lead to the selection of this option, often because it may be easier and/or less anxiety inducing than other 
options. Finally, due to rounding, percentages may not always appear to add up to 100%. 
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