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Introduction  

 

As we interviewed Cristina
1
 at her college campus on her last day of undergraduate 

classes, she summed up her feelings about the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) 

program: ñI donôt want crumbs. I want the whole cake.ò Cristinaôs words reflect how DACA 

provides what Menjívar and Kanstroom (2014:11) describe as a ñfuzzyò statusðone in which 

individuals are not fully included in the United States but yet are not fully excluded either. 

DACAmented persons straddle this line of inclusion and exclusion. They receive some vitally 

important benefits (e.g., employment authorization, temporary protection from deportation) but 

have not been granted a pathway to legal permanent residency and U.S. citizenship. In other 

words, DACA recipients live in a gray area between the black-and-white categories of ñlegalò 

and ñillegal,ò ñdocumentedò and ñundocumented.ò  

There is a growing literature on people who live in a world that is in-between statuses.
2
 

Our study contributes to this literature on liminal legality by examining the lived experiences of 

DACA recipients in a California metropolitan area (San Diego County). We show how their 

lives have been transformed by having DACA status, but we identify significant limits and 

challenges that DACA recipients continue to face. We also seek to enhance understanding of 

why some age-eligible persons have applied for DACA status but many more have not, nearly 

two years after the program was announced, and we propose new strategies for increasing 

participation. 

                                                           
1
 All names of DACA applicants quoted in this book have been changed to maintain confidentiality.  

 
2 Menjívar and Kanstroom (2014:11) characterize DACA (and other forms of prosecutorial discretion in deportation 

cases) as ña legal action that creates a separate class of individuals in societyò because it provides a precarious status 

between inclusion and exclusion. See also Cebulko 2014 and Chávez 2014. 
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DACA:  Program Overview  

DACA emerged after more than a decade of stagnation on comprehensive immigration 

reform (CIR) legislation at the national level. By far the most contentious issue in this policy 

debate has been what to do about the 11-12 million undocumented immigrants currently living in 

the  United States. One proposal for legalization has been the Development, Relief and 

Education for Alien Minors Act, commonly referred to as the DREAM Act, which would 

provide legal permanent residency and a path to citizenship for individuals who were brought to 

the United States under the age of 16 and had either obtained a college degree or served in the 

U.S. armed services. Legislation like the DREAM Act, which solely focuses on the legalization 

of unauthorized young people, has received more widespread congressional support than broader 

legalization programs. 

          Despite almost annual reintroductions of DREAM Act legislation over the past decade, it 

has failed to gain Congressional approval. The DREAM Act was first introduced in the Senate 

and the House of Representatives in 2001, with both Democratic and Republican co-sponsors. 

Senators Orrin Hatch (R-UT) and Richard Durbin (D-IL) and Representatives Howard Berman 

(D-CA) and Chris Cannon (R-UT) were the first co-sponsors. Bipartisan support has remained 

generally consistent over the years, despite varying co-sponsors. The bill has been put to a vote 

numerous times and passed the Senate Judiciary Committee twice, in 2003-2004 and 2006. In 

2010 the DREAM Act (H.R. 5281) was narrowly approved by the House (216-198). 

Nevertheless, it fell five votes short of the 60 needed to advance past a Republican filibuster in 

the Senate (Immigration Policy Center 2011a:5). Opposition to the DREAM Act largely stems 

from being considered an ñamnestyò for law-breakers.   

In light of the Congressional impasse on CIR and the DREAM Act specifically, the 

Obama administration began encouraging a more targeted  approach to immigration 
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enforcement.. A memorandum issued in June 2011 by John Morton, Director of U.S. 

Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE), exemplifies this approach. Mortonôs memo laid 

out loosely-defined priorities for immigration officers ñto ensure that the agencyôs immigration 

enforcement resources are focused on the agencyôs enforcement prioritiesò (American 

Immigration Council 2011: para. 1). Morton noted that, given limited resources, immigration 

officers should focus on the removal of only the most serious offenders, i.e., those who pose 

threats to national security, public safety, or border security. Such selective enforcement 

practices are known as prosecutorial discretion. Not uncommon in the history of immigration law 

enforcement, prosecutorial discretion recognizes the ability of a law enforcement agency or 

officer (i.e., an ICE or Customs and Border Protection agent) to determine how to pursue a 

particular case (Immigration Policy Center 2011b). 

Just over two years after the Morton memo was promulgated, Homeland Security 

Secretary Janet Napolitano released another memorandum announcing another form of 

prosecutorial discretionðDACA. That same day, President Barack Obama addressed the nation 

and explained that because of Congressô inability to pass the DREAM Act, his administration 

was undertaking new action to ñmend our nationôs immigration policy, to make it more fair, 

more efficient, and more justðspecifically for certain young people sometimes called 

óDreamersôò (White House, Office of the Press Secretary 2012: para. 1). Thus, DACA has been 

referred to as ñDREAM Act liteòða nod to DACA as a response to the repeated failure of 

Congress to pass the DREAM Act.  

While both the DREAM Act and DACA focus on relief for those immigrants who arrived 

in the United States during their youth, DACA only grants those whose applications are 

approved a temporary, two-year stay of deportation, plus employment authorization. Table 1 
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below provides a more detailed description of the similarities and differences in the requirements 

and benefits of DACA and the proposed DREAM Act.
3
 

In order to qualify for deferral of deportation under DACA, applicants must meet strict 

age, education and continuous U.S. residency requirements. It is estimated that approximately 

two million young people meet at least some, if not all, of these requirements. Utiliz ing estimates 

from the Immigration Policy Center (2012)
4
, researchers have reported that there were slightly  

more than 1.7 million potential DACA beneficiaries (Singer and Svajlenka 2013; Wong et al. 

2013). Batalova et al. (2014) utilized updated estimates
5
 to conclude that approximately 2.1 

million young people were potentially eligible for DACA status. Importantly, these various 

figures are based only on current age, age of entry into the United States, and educational 

attainment. Because of a lack of data on certain eligibility requirements, these estimates do not 

take into account those who may be excluded from DACA as a result of failure to meet the 

continuous residency requirement or having a criminal background (Batalova et al. 2014:6; 

Wong et al. 2013:10). Consequently, these figures could be overestimations of the potentially 

eligible population. Batalova et al. (2014:6), however, noted the possibility for underestimation 

as well, since the figures do not account for individuals who have enrolled in adult education or 

training programs (and thus would meet DACAôs educational requirement).   

  

                                                           
3
 The requirements and benefits are based upon information from U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Servicesô 

(2014a) ñConsideration of Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA)ò and ñBorder Security, Economic 

Opportunity, and Immigration Modernization Actò (S.744), the most recent bill which includes the DREAM Act. 

 
4
 Rob Paral and Associates used figures from the Office of Immigration Statistics (OIS) and the American 

Community Survey (ACS) 2006-2010. For detailed information about this methodology, see the Immigration Policy 

Centerôs (2012:12) report, ñWho and Where the DREAMers Are, Revised Estimates: A Demographic Profile of 

Immigrants Who Might Benefit from the Obama Administrationôs Deferred Action Initiative.ò 
5
 In Batalova et al. (2014), James Bachmeier utilized the Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) and 

the 2012 ACS. For his detailed methodology, see Batalova et al. (2014:25).  
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Table 1: Comparison of DACA and Proposed DREAM Act 

 Deferred Action for Childhood 

Arrivals (DACA)  

Development, Relief and Education for 

Alien Minors (DREAM ) Act 

Requirements Applicants  must: 

- Be younger than 31 as of June 15, 2012 

- Have arrived in the United States before 

the age of 16 

- Have been physically present in the 

United States on June 15, 2012 

- Have continuously resided in the United 

States since June 15, 2007 

- Be at least 15 years old at the time of 

application (or be in removal 

proceedings/have a removal order if 

younger than 15) 

- Be a high school graduate (or have 

obtained a GED), be currently enrolled in 

high school (or in a GED program)  

or have served honorably in the military 

- Have not committed a felony, serious 

misdemeanor, three or more 

misdemeanors, or pose a threat to 

national security 

DREAMers would apply for status as 

ñregistered provisional immigrantsò 

(RPI) but would be placed on an 

ñaccelerated trackò toward permanent 

legal residency.  

 

To qualify for RPI status, must: 

- Have been physically present in the 

United States on or before December 31, 

2011 

- Have continuously resided in the United 

States since December 31, 2011 

- Be physically in the United States the 

date on which the individual submits the 

application 

- Have not committed a felony, an 

aggravated felony, three or more 

misdemeanors or pose a threat to national 

security 

 

To be considered for the ñaccelerated 

trackò to residency, must: 

- Have arrived in the United States before 

the age 16 

- Be a high school graduate of a U.S. high 

school or have obtained a GED 

- Have earned a college degree or have 

completed at least 2 years of a bachelorôs 

degree or higher in the United States (and 

remains in good standing) or have served 

for at least four years in the military 

Benefits - Temporary (two-year) relief from 

deportation (can be renewed for another 

two years) 

- Employment Authorization 

- Social Security Number 

- Driverôs License (in some states) 

A path to legal permanent residency and 

eventually citizenship: 

- After 5 years of RPI status, can apply 

for Lawful Permanent Residence (a green 

card).  

- Upon receiving their green card, may 

apply immediately for  U.S. citizenship. 
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As of August 2014, according to U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) 

(2014b), 712,064 individuals had submitted an initial application for DACA status, of which 

675,476 (94.9 percent) had been accepted.
6
 On their face, these statistics suggest a very low 

participation rate, given estimates of more than two million potential beneficiaries. However, 

these estimates include persons who were not immediately eligible at the time of DACAôs 

commencement but could become eligible in the future. Batalova et al. (2014:7) estimated that 

about 1.2 million individuals were immediately eligible to apply for DACA. 

Batalova et al. (2014) divided the remaining, potentially-eligible persons into two groups: 

children under the age of 15, and persons who did not meet the DACA education requirement. 

Children under 15 who could potentially be eligible must stay in school or obtain a high school 

degree or general education degree (GED) in order to remain eligible. Batalova et al. (2014: 7) 

estimated that 426,000 youths did not meet this educational requirement in 2012. For those 

ineligible because of low educational attainment, obtaining a high school diploma, a general 

education degree (GED) or other qualifying training is a significant obstacle, especially among 

older individuals who may be the head of household and have dependents for which they must 

provide.  

As of June 2014, the approval rate for DACA applications was 85.9 percent (580,859 

applications).
7
 This does not mean that a quarter of all applicants are being denied. In fact, only 

3.5 percent of DACA applications received since the beginning of the program (23,881) have 

been denied, while the others are still under consideration. The numbers suggest, however, that 

                                                           
6
 These statistics represent applications as of June 30, 2014, which USCIS published on August 19, 2014. 

 
7
 This figure is based on accepted applications. The approval rate for all requests received is 81.6 percent. 
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although the daily rate of accepted applications is slowing down,
8
 the denial rate is rising.  

USCIS (2014b) reported that 11,138 DACA applications were denied in 2013. As of this writing, 

12,743 initial applications have been denied in the 2014 fiscal year. If this rate remains constant  

through the rest of the fiscal year, USCIS will deny approximately 17,000 DACA applications. 

The increase in denials could be a result of the adjudication of complicated cases that were 

pending in prior years. It could also signal that individuals with more complex cases chose to 

hold off on applying during the early stages of DACA application. Because USCIS does not 

release the reasons for denial, however, it is impossible to say with any certainty what is causing  

the increase in denials, and there is no evidence that this is discouraging potential applicants for 

DACA status. 

On June 30, 2014, President Obama announced that he would take further executive 

actions on immigration reform by the end of summer 2014, pending recommendations from 

Homeland Security Secretary Jeh Johnson and Attorney General Eric Holder. It was widely 

believed that the President would expand the DACA program by making additional segments of 

the undocumented population eligible for ñparoleò or suspension of deportation. However, in 

early September, Obama delayed executive actions on immigration until after the November 

2014 mid-term elections, reportedly fearing that such politically controversial measures would 

cost Democrats control of the U.S. Senate. Whether DACA remains ñfrozen in placeò until 

January 2017 with no changes in eligibility criteria, or evolves into a broader legalization 

program, it will be recognized as the most significant innovation in U.S. immigration policy 

during Barack Obamaôs presidency.  

                                                           
8
 USCIS (2014) reported that in 2012 they accepted an average of 4,763 applications each day. This number steeply 

declined in 2013 with only 1,704 applications accepted daily. The number further dropped in the year-to-date, with 

an average of 510 accepted, initial applications daily in 2014. 
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Data and Methods  

For this study we collected and analyzed five datasets: (1) a large-scale, on-line survey of 

1,472 undocumented millennials (Wong and Valdivia, 2014)
9
; (2) a national-level dataset 

containing information on the first 146,313 applications for DACA status received by U.S. 

Citizenship and Immigration Services, obtained through a Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) 

request; (3) standardized survey interviews with a random sample of 200 Mexico-born persons 

living in San Diego County;  (4) standardized survey interviews with 465 residents of a high-

emigration community in the Mexican state of Oaxaca that sends most of its migrants to San 

Diego County; and (5) in-depth, semi-structured interviews conducted with 55 undocumented 

youths throughout San Diego County who were recruited for our study primarily through two 

local, nongovernmental organizations. Among the 1,472 persons in the large-scale survey, 92.9 

percent (or 1,367) had applied for DACA status. Among those who had applied, 95.3 percent (or 

1,302) were approved for DACA status at the time of the survey. Among the 55 persons 

interviewed in the qualitative component of our study, 100 percent had applied for DACA and 

98.2 percent were approved at the time of the interview. 

Field interviewing was conducted in our Oaxaca research community and in San Diego 

County from January to May 2014. Our sample of survey respondents in Oaxaca was based on a 

complete census of residents of the community of San Miguel Tlacotepec, conducted by our 

research team. All residents aged 15-65 were eligible to be interviewed. Tlacotepec is one of 

three purposively-selected, rural communities with high rates of emigration to the United States, 

located in the states of Jalisco, Oaxaca, and Yucatan, which have been studied repeatedly by the 

Mexican Migration Field Research and Training Program (MMFRP) at the University of 

                                                           
9
 See Wong and Valdivia (2014) for more information about the surveyôs methodology.  



11 
 

California-San Diego. Previous MMFRP field studies were conducted in Tlacotepec in 2007 and 

2011 (see Cornelius et al. 2009; FitzGerald et al. 2013).  

Located in the remote Mixteca Baja region of Oaxaca, Tlacotepec is an indigenous town 

of moderate economic marginalization that has sent two generations of migrants to San Diego 

County, the first arriving in 1973. The townôs pioneer migrants were part of a great wave of 

north-bound migrants from Oaxaca, which since the 1980s has become the single most important 

Mexican state sending migrants to California. The Tlacotepenses have formed a vibrant, 

transnational community, centered in the North San Diego County city of Vista, which now 

includes hundreds of families who maintain close ties with their home town. 

In San Diego County we randomly selected 105 blocks in which 25 percent or more of 

residents were Mexico-born, according to U.S. Census data; ten blocks in which the Mexico-

born population was between 10-24 percent; and five blocks with less than 10 percent Mexico-

born residents. Our research team visited randomly selected dwellings within these 120 blocks to 

determine the national origins of their inhabitants. As in our Mexico research site, persons 

between 15-65 years of age were eligible to be interviewed. All standardized survey interviews 

in Oaxaca and most survey interviews in San Diego County were conducted in Spanish. All but 

one of our in-depth interviews with DACA recipients in San Diego County were conducted, by 

the respondentôs choice, in English. This reflects the high level of English proficiency among 

persons in our sample of DACA recipients, with nine out of ten respondents reporting that they 

speak English well.  

Our in-depth interviews with DACA recipients in San Diego County were obtained 

through snowball sampling. Most interviewees were contacted via two non-governmental 

organizations in San Diego that offered legal assistance to persons applying for DACA in 2012 
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and 2013. Casa Cornelia Law Center (CCLC) is a pro-bono, public interest law firm in San 

Diego that assists low-income undocumented immigrants. The Dreamer Assistance Network 

(DAN) is a consortium of San Diego County organizations that provides clinic-style legal 

assistance to the undocumented.
10

 Elizabeth Camarena, Associate Director of Legal Programs at 

CCLC, estimated that her firm was able to assist roughly 200 individuals with their DACA 

applications. Daniel Alfaro, convener for the DAN, estimated the DAN helped 700 individuals 

submit their applications.
11

 The majority of our in-depth interviewees were recruited through 

CCLC (47.2 percent) and the DAN (34.0 percent). These interviews, lasting from 30 minutes to 

more than two hours, were digitally recorded, transcribed, and coded to facilitate analysis. 

Since snowball sampling can restrict variation among respondents (see Taylor and 

Bodgan 1998), we supplemented our sample of CCLC and DAN clients using additional 

recruitment methods. At the end of each interview we asked respondents to help connect us with 

friends and family members who had submitted a DACA application. We also reached out to 

activists in the San Diego immigrant community who could help connect us with DACA 

recipients. In addition, we purposively attempted to vary the types of individuals in our sample in 

terms of gender, age and length of time with DACA status. We make no claim that findings from 

these in-depth interviews are statistically representative of larger populations of DACA 

recipients, even those in San Diego County. Nevertheless, these interviews provide a fine-

grained portrait of the lived experiences of persons with DACA status that can serve as a point of 

departure for further research on the program.  

                                                           
10

 The Dreamer Assistance Network (DAN) sprung up seemingly overnight in 2012 in response to the need for 

DACA counseling services. Holding its first informational forum just two days after President Obama announced 

the program in June 2012, the DAN utilized a recruitment model that had worked previously for eliciting 

naturalization applications. 

 
11

 Alfaro further estimated the DAN has assessed at least 1,400 individuals for DACA eligibility and has provided 

information to around 10,000 individuals through their informational sessions.   
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Organization of the Study 

Part I of this study focuses on the process through which Mexican immigrants have come 

to seek DACA status, at the national as well as local levels. We devote special attention to the 

geography of DACA applications (how place of residence influences the likelihood of 

participation), the role of social networks in transmitting knowledge about DACA, and the 

potential effects of modifying the programôs current eligibility criteria. In Part II we explore the 

lived experience of DACA recipients who reside in San Diego County. We focus economic 

incorporation, educational attainment, and psycho-social integration ï the sense of belonging in 

United States. Our analysis, drawing on both quantitative, survey data and qualitative evidence 

from in-depth interviews, seeks to identify the factors that help to explain the life changes one 

has (or has not) experienced since receiving DACA status. The qualitative analysis, in particular, 

helps to illuminate the barriers that DACA recipients continue to confront as a consequence of 

their ambiguous legal status. We conclude each part of the study with a series of policy 

recommendations supported by our field data, both for increasing future participation in the 

DACA program and for enhancing the economic, social, and psychological integration of those 

who benefit from it. 
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Summary of Findings 

Geographic and Demographic Determinants of DACA Applications 

 

Utilizing data on the first 146,313 applications submitted to U.S. Citizenship and 

Immigration Services (USCIS) between August 15, 2012 and September 30, 2012, we find that 

the first wave of applicants was spread widely across the country. Mapping of these applicants, 

however, shows that only 23 counties were home to more than 1,000 applicants. Upon 

examining the counties with the largest amount of early DACA applicants, we find that 

demography may not have been destiny during the early stages of DACA implementation. The 

Hispanic/Latino noncitizen percentage of the population and the Asian noncitizen percentage of 

the population do not neatly predict the number of early DACA applications at the county level. 

Economic indicators, however, do appear to have played a significant role. The prevalence of 

low income and poverty appears to have depressed the number of early DACA applications.  

Concerns of DACA Appli cants 

Our qualitative interviews with DACA applicants in San Diego County revealed a variety 

of concerns and anxieties concerning the DACA application process. A key concern among 

interviewees was the risk of having their application denied, after providing personal identifying 

information to the government. Another common concern was the potential impact of the 2012 

presidential election outcome on the DACA program. Worries ranged from the termination of the 

program by a Romney administration to the use of application information to identify persons for 

deportation. We found that persons with higher levels of education were more likely to indicate a 

concern over the presidential election outcome, compared to those with lower levels of 

education. Working with nongovernmental, immigrant-service organizations in preparing DACA 

applications helped to dispel rumors, calm fears, and provide reassurance. Persons who had 
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received DACA also played an important role in helping others to overcome their concerns and 

make the decision to apply. 

Knowing about DACA: The Role of Social Networks 

Drawing uon our 465 standardized survey interviews conducted in San Miguel 

Tlacotepec, Oaxaca, we find a very low level of knowledge of the DACA program. Fewer than 7 

percent of our Oaxaca-based interviewees knew something about DACA. We found that 

attempting to migrate to the United States (at any point in time) and the ability to speak English 

(ñwellò or ñsomewhatò) were associated with knowledge of DACA in our sample. We also found 

that social network connections in this high-emigration community were vital transmission belts 

for knowledge about DACA. 

Effects of Expanding Eligibility Criteria on Program Participation  

Analyzing the random sample of 200 Mexican immigrants whom we surveyed in San 

Diego County, we found that 50 respondents met DACAôs age requirement. Of those 

interviewees, a majority met at least one other criterion of eligibility. When the criteria are 

combined, however, the number of respondents remaining eligible for DACA dropped to well 

below half. Our findings suggest that modifying several of the basic eligibility criteria for DACA 

could significantly increase the number of immigrants qualifying for the program. Removing the 

current education requirement would bring eligibility in our sample up from 34 percent to nearly 

50 percent. Among our survey respondents the most difficult -to-meet requirement was that 

immigrants must have resided continuously in the United States since June 15, 2007. Removing 

this criterion would have raised eligibility to 64 percent.  
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Life after DACA  

DACA recipients whom we interviewed in depth had generally experienced increased 

economic integration. Seventy-nine percent reported that they were earning more since receiving 

DACA status, which has allowed them to become more financially independent.
12

 We found that 

those who have experienced a change in employment since receiving DACA were more likely to 

indicate increased financial independence than those who did not. Not all interviewees, however, 

experienced an increase in wages after moving into the formal sector. Another measure of 

economic integration is increased occupational attainment, which was reported by 70.3 percent 

of interviewees who were employed at the time of our fieldwork. The average change in scores 

on a standard scale of occupational status was 18 points, on a scale of 1 to 100.  

Despite this general economic benefit, for many individuals, securing employment after 

receiving DACA status did not come easy. Numerous DACA recipients in our sample reported 

spending several months searching for a job. Some pointed to a lack of work experience as the 

cause of this difficulty. Before DACA, these interviewees were barred from working legally. In 

many cases they were also shut out of internship opportunities that could have allowed them to 

gain the skills and experience for future employment. As a result, when entering the job market, 

some felt they were not set up for success. Others felt the temporary nature of their status served 

as an additional obstacle to securing a job, receiving benefits, and planning for their future.  

After excluding persons who had been in school prior to receiving DACA, 40.9 percent 

of our sample had returned to school since receiving DACA. Our research suggests that 

increased financial independence, age, and occupational status play a role in the decision to 

return to school. We also examined the likelihood that a DACA recipient would be enrolled 

                                                           
12

 For measures of economic integration, our sample refers to the number of individuals who were not currently in 

high school (n= 43). 
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currently in post-secondary education at the time of the interview. Fifty-eight percent of our 

interviewees were current students (excluding those currently in high school). Work 

authorization and increased financial independence after receiving DACA status were positively 

associated with educational re-entry.  

Many DACA recipients who had returned to school or were currently in school reported 

feeling better equipped to finance their education, because of employment authorization gained 

through DACA. Some interviewees reported they now felt more invested in their schooling as a 

result of being able to put their degree to use after graduation. However, educational barriers 

persist for DACA recipients. DACA offers no direct educational benefit, and DACA recipients 

in our sample reported difficulty in financing their education because they are ineligible for 

federal financial aid. Numerous interviewees reported that attending a four-year university was 

not a realistic option.  

Among our in-depth interviewees, 45 percent reported an increased sense of belonging in 

the United States, while roughly one-quarter felt that they fully belonged before receiving DACA 

status. Length of residence in the United States was positively associated with feelings of 

belonging. A majority of interviewees felt an increased sense of security and a sense of normalcy 

because of changes in their daily life, such as being able to obtain a driverôs license and enjoying 

the freedom of movement that it provides. However, because DACA does not offer full 

membership, some DACA recipients continue to feel that they do not belong in the United 

States. They are reminded of their ambiguous status by the things they are unable to do, such as 

apply for certain types of (public-sector) jobs, obtain federal financial aid to finance their 

education, and travel outside the United States. Some interviewees reported anxiety about the 

legal status of immediate family members, which contributes to their own sense of insecurity. 
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Although DACA recipients are temporarily protected from deportation, they are acutely aware 

that undocumented members of their family are not.  

Policy Recommendations 

Our research on the DACA application process yields seven recommendations for 

expanding participation in the DACA program among age-eligible undocumented immigrants 

who have not yet applied. They include (1) modifying several of the basic DACA eligibility 

criteria, especially the current education and continuous U.S. residence requirements; (2) micro-

targeting outreach efforts to counties and communities with lower-than-expected DACA 

participation rates; (3) partnering with foreign consulates to increase awareness of the program 

and facilitate obtaining necessary documents; (4) increasing the representation of non-Mexicans 

in the applicant pool by partnering with community-based organizations and consulates to 

provide culturally competent outreach; (5) utilizing economic and educational success stories of 

DACA recipients as part of outreach messaging; (6) more extensive use of social media to 

increase knowledge of DACA and encourage application; (7) expanding support to 

nongovernmental organizations to build capacity for legal screening of potential DACA 

applicants who may be eligible for more permanent immigration benefits. 

Our research findings also support seven policy recommendations for enhancing the 

economic incorporation, educational attainment, and psycho-social integration of DACA 

recipients. They include (1) expanding industry-specific job training programs, internships, and 

volunteering opportunities to help DACA recipients overcome gaps in pre-DACA employment 

experience and improve their job-seeking skills; (2)  increasing access to health care by making 

DACA recipients eligible to purchase health insurance through the Affordable Care Act; (3) 

extending DACA status from two to five years to facilitate educational and employment 
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planning; (4) making DACA recipients eligible for federal financial aid to finance post-

secondary education; (5) providing in-state tuition and scholarships to DACA recipients in all 

states; (6) granting permission for DACA recipients to travel out of the U.S. for short periods of 

time without having to apply for ñadvanced paroleò; and (7) extending deferral of deportation to 

immediate family members of DACA recipients to reduce feelings of family vulnerability. 
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Part I:  Becoming ñDACAmentedò 

ñIt was the most terrifying thing ever.ò 

-César, a 32-year-old male, 

on applying for DACA 

 

Applying for DACA:  The Role of Community Organizations  

Research on the implementation of the Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986 

(IRCA) has highlighted the importance of non-governmental organizations in facilitating the 

application process. González Baker (1990:57) notes that the United States sought advice from 

other countries who had implemented legalizations, including Canada, Australia, and France. 

One recommendation from the international advisers dealt with encouraging the participation of 

nongovernmental organizations in the legalization process as a result of their ñcredibilityò within 

the immigrant community.  

While many DACA recipients put together and submitted their applications on their own, 

a large majority either sought help and advice at a free DACA workshop or clinic or paid for 

legal assistance. Wong and Valdiviaôs (2014) large-scale survey of undocumented millenials 

asked a series of questions about the DACA application process. Among those who had applied 

for DACA at the time of the survey (n = 1,367), just under three-in-ten (29.7 percent) put 

together and submitted their DACA applications on their own. Just over four-in-ten (40.3 

percent) paid for legal assistance and nearly one-third (32.4 percent) attended a free DACA 

workshop or clinic. In other words, while some chose to ñgo it aloneò with respect to the DACA 

application, most received some sort of assistance.
13

  

                                                           
13

 The percentages do not sum to 100.0 because survey respondents could have attended a DACA workshop or clinic 

and paid for legal assistance. 
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In San Diego County, local community organizations not only worked to disseminate 

information and provide assistance to DACA-eligible youth, they also ensured that these 

individuals were protected and felt confident in their decision to apply. Whether it was through 

dispelling rumors, providing reassurance, or offering hope to DACA-eligible youth, these 

organizations played a pivotal role in facilitating the DACA application process among our 

interviewees.   

We interviewed representatives from two such organizations that had been deeply 

involved in the DACA application process in San Diego County. One of these organizations, the 

Dreamer Assistance Network (DAN), emerged as a result of the need for DACA services and 

was able to hold its first informational session only a few days after the June 15, 2012 

announcement of DACA. Daniel Alfaro, a convener for the DAN, estimated that since they 

started hosting events, over ten thousand individuals have attended their informational sessions.
14

 

In order to spread the word about these events, eligibility assessments and application 

workshops, they utilized a variety of outreach methods. From working with schools and churches 

to a presence at the local swap meet and community events all over San Diego County, the DAN 

utilized an extensive outreach approach to contact individuals who could benefit from DACA.   

 Like the DAN, Casa Cornelia Law Center (CCLC) offered informational sessions and 

DACA application assistance. However, CCLC does not have an exclusive focus on DACA, as 

they also work with asylum-seekers, victims of domestic violence and human trafficking, and 

unaccompanied minors taken into custody by the Border Patrol. Their work with DACA 

applicants began in response to a flood of questions after its announcement. Despite not having 

any specific funding to undertake this work, they decided to provide assistance to potential 

                                                           
14

 Alfaro estimated through June 2014 the DAN had assessed at least 1,400 individuals for DACA eligibility and has 

helped around 700 to file the actual DACA application.  
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applicants residing primarily in City Heights, a low-income, ethnically diverse neighborhood in 

central San Diego. Casa Cornelia put much effort into its outreach to City Heights residents, 

targeting schools, churches, parent teacher associations, and even a local health clinic. In 

response to this outreach, Elizabeth Camarena, Associate Director of Legal Programs, estimated 

that approximately 300 individuals attended CCLCôs informational sessions, and they were able 

to assist roughly 200 individuals with their applications.  

 Representatives from the DAN and Casa Cornelia noted many similar objectives in their 

DACA outreach efforts. For example, both Alfaro and Camarena mentioned that a principal aim 

of their DACA outreach was to protect young people from being taken advantage of by notarios 

(non-lawyers offering assistance with legal documents). Camarena noted that the mindset at Casa 

Cornelia was, ñIf we donôt do it, somebody else will, and it may not be for the best interest of the 

immigrants.ò Another shared aim was to encourage individuals to actually complete the 

application processðsomething Alfaro also noted as one of the challenges of the DANôs work. 

Camarena noted reluctance among some persons to apply and as a result asked a representative 

from U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services to attend an informational session. She 

explained: 

It was because we wanted to make sure that they felt comfortable with the decision to go 

forward with this application, because a lot of them were very hesitant. óWhat if they 

come and pick me up, et cetera?ô So having USCISô presence validated the whole thing. 

 Many of the DACA recipients interviewed for this study emphasized the role of 

community organizations in encouraging them to apply for DACA, Rafael described how 

attending  a Casa Cornelia informational session helped to alleviate his skepticismðespecially 

with regard to providing his personal identifying information. While this forum helped calm 

Rafaelôs fears, attending a DAN informational session gave Maria a sense of reassurance: 
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And, thatôs what I felt I needed. Not so much to go to a lawyer and have him hold my 

hand through the process. But, I kinda wanted to show somebody, óOkay, this is what I 

have. Tell me, you know, should I risk it or should I not?ô I almost felt that way. And, 

when you go to talk to the lawyer, at least the lawyer I talked to was like, óThis is perfect. 

This is perfect. So just do it.ô  

Applicantsô Concerns  

Concerns about Application Denial 

In our in-depth interviews with DACA recipients we asked a series of questions about 

specific concerns that they might have had about DACA itself. A very common concern was the 

risk of having their application denied, after providing personal identifying information to the 

government. This concern took several forms, including not being able to finish school, not 

being able to help the family financially, and perhaps even being deported. While the question of 

ñwhat happens?ò to denied DACA applicants has yet to be systematically examined, it is clear 

that the perceptions that undocumented youths had about the potential consequences of denial 

e8ighed heavily upon them during the DACA application process.  

A majority of our interviewees (58.6 percent) expressed concern about letting the 

government know about their undocumented status. A similar percentage (58.6 percent) 

expressed concern about revealing information about their family members. Nearly six-in-ten 

(59.7 percent) agreed with the statement, ñI was concerned that the information I revealed in my 

application would be used to put me or my family in detention and/or deportation 

proceedings.ò
15

 Despite efforts by USCIS to communicate to prospective DACA applicants that 

the information they disclosed would not be used for enforcement purposes, nearly one-third of 

our interviewees (32.4 percent) agreed with this statement: ñI heard that the government was not 

                                                           
15 Since we did not select our in-depth interviewees randomly, the findings from these interviews are not necessarily 

generalizable to broader populations of DACA applicants. However, we believe that these findings are strongly 

suggestive of how undocumented immigrants approached the opportunity to apply for DACA.  
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going to use the information in the DACA application for enforcement purposes (e.g., detention 

or deportation).ò A large majority (79.2 percent) also agreed with the statement: ñI was 

concerned about what would happen if DACA ended.ò 

Many of the DACA recipients whom we interviewed reported that they had sought 

assistance from community organizations specifically because of their concerns about the 

potential consequences of applying for DACA. Quantitative analysis allows us to see if any 

demographic differences exist among those with concerns about denial. Table 2 presents the 

results of this analysis. Importantly, with the exception of a variable measuring if one has an 

undocumented immediate family member, these demographic indicators are a core set of 

variables that will be used throughout the analyses of this report. We included the variable of 

having an immediate family member who is undocumented (indicated as ñMixed Status Family 

Immediateò below) because some individuals in our sample mentioned that putting 

undocumented family members at risk played a role in their application concerns. As Table 2 

shows, there is no significant relationship between any of our key demographic variables and 

concerns about denial.   

It is possible that our results were inconclusive because of the small size of our San 

Diego County sample. However, quantitative analysis did reveal one relationship of borderline 

significanceðthat of having an undocumented immediate family member. Among those who 

indicated concern over being denied, 68.2 percent had an undocumented immediate family 

member, while among those who did not indicate a concern over denial, 83.9 percent had a close 

relative who is undocumented (p = .179). It could be that individuals who are the only member 

of their family with an irregular status feel an additional pressure to receive DACA and 
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consequently have greater concerns about denial. Future studies with larger samples are needed 

in order to further explore this and other potential relationships. 

Table 2: Denial Concerns: Difference-in-Means and Summary Statistics 

  
Difference in 

Means 

Summary Statistics 

 

  Mean p-value Mean # Obs Std. 

Dev. 

Min Max 

Concern 

about 

Denial 

(Yes=1) 

   .4 55 .494 0 1 

Gender 

(Male=1) 

Yes=1 

No=0 

.364 

.273 
.475 .309 55 .466 0 1 

Age 
Yes=1 

No=0 

22.7 

21.5 
.310 22.0 55 4.2 16 32 

Age at 

Arrival 

Yes=1 

No=0 

5.7 

6.0 
.812 5.9 55 3.9 .25 15 

Years in 

the US 

Yes=1 

No=0 

17.0 

15.6 
.287 16.2 55 4.9 6 27 

Education 

Level 

Yes=1 

No=0 

1.636 

1.515 
.668 1.564 55 1.014 0 4 

Mixed 

Status 

Family 

Immediate  

(Yes=1) 

Yes=1 

No=0 

.682 

.839 
.179 .774 53 .423 0 1 
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Concerns about Election Outcomes 

As DACA reaches its two-year anniversary, it is important to remember that the 

November 2012 presidential election loomed over the application process during the first months 

of program implementation. Since DACA was created through an executive order by President 

Obama, the question on the minds of many potential DACA applicants had was what would 

happen to the program under a Mitt Romney administration, taking office in January 2013. 

Among the DACA recipients whom we interviewed in depth, nearly six-in-ten (58.8 percent) had 

been concerned about a potential Romney administrationôs actions regarding DACA. Worries 

ranged from the termination of the program, to a Romney administrationôs using the information 

on their DACA application as a way to deport them. As Rafael put it, ñMe and my family felt 

that if Obama didnôt win, DACA was gonna be used against those who were applying for it.ò  

While interviewees like Rafael cited deportation as a possible consequence of a change in 

administration, the most commonly feared consequence was the termination of the program. But 

even among those concerned about a premature end to DACA, some stated they still wanted to 

apply because they would be able to have DACA at least for a short period of time.  For these 

interviewees, the chance to have work authorization, a driverôs license, or a Social Security 

number -- even if just for a few months -- was worth the risk of applying. As Lupita put it: ñI was 

afraid because didnôt know if Obama was going to be re-elected and they would have my 

information, and maybe would lead to a deportation or something. But I just took a chance -- 

maybe it would work.ò  

We performed a quantitative analysis of our in-depth interview data to determine if there 

were any demographic patterns among those who indicated concerns regarding the upcoming 

presidential election. The results are reported in Table 3. While we found no significant 
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relationship between many of our core demographic variables and the likelihood that an 

interviewee had an election-related concern, we did find that educational level was significantly 

associated with this concern. The average educational level of those indicating a concern was 

1.733 compared to 1.095 for those who did not (p = .019).
16

 It could be that individuals with 

higher levels of education were more knowledgeable regarding the potential consequences of a 

change in administration. 

Table 3:  Election Concerns:  Difference-in-Means and Summary Statistics 

  
Difference in 

Means 

Summary Statistics 

 

  Mean p-value Mean # Obs Std. 

Dev. 

Min Max 

Concern 

about 

Election 

(Yes=1) 

   .588 51 .497 0 1 

Gender 

(Male=1) 

Yes=1 

No=0 

.333 

.286 
.718 .309 55 .466 0 1 

Age 
Yes=1 

No=0 

21.7 

21.9 
.888 22.0 55 4.2 16 32 

Age at 

Arrival 

Yes=1 

No=0 

5.4 

5.7 
.836 5.9 55 3.9 .25 15 

Years in 

the US 

Yes=1 

No=0 

16.3 

16.2 
.970 16.2 55 4.9 6 27 

Education 

Level 

Yes=1 

No=0 

1.733 

1.095 
.019 1.564 55 1.014 0 4 

Mixed 

Status 

Immediate 

Family  

(Yes=1) 

Yes=1 

No=0 

.793 

.810 
.886 .774 53 .423 0 1 

                                                           
16

 For our analysis, educational level was measured on a scale where 0 = less than high school graduate, 1 = high 

school graduate, 2 = some college, 3 = college graduate and 4 = some graduate school.  
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Other Applicant Concerns 

Although all interviewees in our sample met the DACA eligibility requirements, many 

expressed concerns about denial given the nuances and complexities of their own immigration 

experiences. For example, Marisol had lived in the U.S., returned to Mexico when she was 

thirteen, but then came back to the U.S. two months before turning sixteen. This situation caused 

her to worry about being able to prove that she had arrived in the United States before her 

sixteenth birthday. For her, hiring a lawyer felt like a necessity.  

Other interviewees reported general anxiety about making a mistake on the application. 

Jaime noted, ñI had to pay the DACA application fee twice due to an error in how my name was 

spelled on the first application.ò Others cited concerns related to proof of continuous residence in 

the U.S., inconsistencies on documents , previous interactions with law enforcement, proof of 

entry before the age of sixteen, and proof of presence in the U.S. on June 15, 2012. 

Inconsistencies across documents were a common challenge for individuals applying for 

DACA, especially with regard to their names. Upon enrolling in school, it was common for 

individuals with two last names to drop the second last name. When applying for DACA this 

proved to be an obstacle, as the name on transcripts or other documents often did not match the 

applicantôs birth certificate. In fact, one respondent described name discrepancies as the hardest 

part to get corrected, throughout the DACA process. Many individuals in our sample recounted 

making multiple trips to their school district or to the Mexican Consulate to help correct these 

issues. 

Consistent with Wong et al.ôs (2013) findings, our research suggests that another way 

that concerns about participating in the DACA program can be alleviated is through the personal 

experience of successful DACA applicants. Numerous interviewees for this study reported 
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sharing their personal story in hopes that it would encourage others to apply for DACA.
17

 For 

example, Cristina, although eligible for DACA at the time the program was announced, waited 

until September of 2013 to apply. As she witnessed the success of her friend Lupita and others, 

she finally decided to apply and was approved just three months later. Another interviewee, 

Alma, noted the influence of her own story on others who had not applied for DACA: 

They kind of didnôt believe it until they saw me working and getting paid legally. Like, 

they donôt believe it until theyôve seen it. Until they see someone whoôs not getting in 

trouble or something, thatôs when they try it.  

 

Summary 

Community-based organizations played a crucial role in generating applications to 

DACA in San Diego County, conducting large-scale outreach efforts and assisting with the 

actual application. Our interviewees reported that working with these organizations helped to 

dispel rumors, calm fears, and provide reassurance as they went through the stressful process of 

applying for DACA. Much of the anxiety among potential DACA recipients stemmed from the 

possibility of having their application denied, even if they met all the eligibility requirements. 

The perceived consequences of denialðwhether it was deportation or being unable to complete 

oneôs educationðfactored into applicantsô decision-making. Other concerns included the 

possibility that DACA might be terminated as a consequence of the 2012 presidential election 

outcome, and the complexities of meeting DACAôs documentation requirements. Finally, our 

interviews revealed that persons who had received DACA status and had a positive experience 

played an important role in helping others to overcome their concerns and make the decision to 

apply. 

                                                           
17

 Our analysis indicates that 50 percent of respondents indicated shared their personal story before DACA while 

72.2 percent have done so after receiving DACA status . 
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The Geography and Demography of DACA 

 
This section uses data obtained for our project from a Freedom of Information Act 

(FOIA) request to analyze the nationwide implementation of the Deferred Action for Childhood 

Arrivals (DACA) program during its first months. The FOIA data analyzed here are the first 

146,313 applications submitted to U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) from 

August 15, 2012 to September 30, 2012 and are the only data that the authors are aware of that 

provide individual-level information on the place of residence of DACA applicants at the zip 

code level. This analysis thus complements a report released last year by one of the authors that 

examines the nationwide implementation of DACA at the state-level, including the over- and 

under-representation of national origin groups, as well as facilitating (the role of community-

based organizations) and inhibiting (hostile state-level immigration policies) factors to DACA 

implementation (see Wong et al., 2013; Wong and Garcia, forthcoming).  

While it has been two years since USCIS began accepting applications, nearly one-

quarter of all DACA applications submitted to date were submitted during the period under 

study. Moreover, trends in DACA applications during the first months of the program, with some 

exceptions, largely mirror current trends. Thus, not only can the data speak to the first wave of 

DACA applications, but the data can also speak to the first wave of DACA renewals. We begin 

by mapping the nationwide implementation of DACA in its first months, at the national, state, 

county, and zip code levels. This is followed by an analysis of the demographic, social, and 

economic characteristics of the counties that are home to the largest numbers of DACA 

applicants who applied between August 15 and September 30, 2012.  

As Figure 1 below illustrates, the first wave of DACA applicants was spread widely 

across the country. 10,678 zip codes and 1,922 counties are represented in the first 146,313 
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applications alone. However, there are only 148 counties that are home to between 100 and 499 

applicants among the first 146,313 applicants, twenty-eight counties that are home to between 

500 and 999 applicants, and twenty-three counties that are home to more than 1,000 applicants.  

Before turning to the analysis, Figures 2-6 provide county-level maps for California, 

Texas, New York, Florida, and New Jersey, which represent the top five states of residence for 

DACA applicants during the initial months of the program. Figures 7-11 provide zip code level 

maps for the Los Angeles metropolitan area, the New York metropolitan area, the greater 

Houston area, the greater Chicago area, and the Riverside-San Bernardino area. These places 

represent the top five metropolitan areas of residence for DACA applicants during the initial 

months of the program.  
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Figure 1: Number of DACA Applicants by County for All Counties, 8/15/12-9/30/12 

 

 

 

Notes: The twenty-three counties with more than 1,000 DACA applicants during the period under 

study are: Los Angeles, CA: 16,134. Harris, TX: 6,432. Maricopa, AZ: 4,669. Orange, CA: 4,142. 

Dallas, TX: 3,908. Queens, NY: 3,885. Cook, IL: 3,766. San Bernardino, CA: 2,722. Riverside, 

CA: 2,491. Miami-Dade, FL: 2,299. San Diego, CA: 1,973. Kings, NY: 1,820. Tarrant, TX: 1,671. 

Clark, NV: 1,585. Broward, FL: 1,400. Santa Clara, CA: 1,361. Hidalgo, TX: 1,279. Fairfax, VA: 

1,239. Suffolk, NY: 1,204. Gwinnett, GA: 1,193. Bronx, NY: 1,165. Nassau, NY: 1,108. Hudson, 

NJ: 1,049. 
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Figure 2: DACA Applications by County, California (37,709 applications),  

8/15/12-9/30/12 

 
 

Notes: The top five counties in California are: Los Angeles County, 16,134. Orange County, 

4,142. San Bernardino County, CA: 2,722. Riverside County, CA: 2,491. San Diego County, CA: 

1,973. 

 

Figure 3: DACA Applications by County, Texas (22,278 applications), 

8/15/12-9/30/12 

 

 

 

Notes: The top five counties in Texas are: Harris County, 6,432. Dallas County, 3,908. Tarrant, 

County, 1,671. Hidalgo County, 1,279. Fort Bend County, 717. 
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Figure 4: DACA Applications by County, New York (11,554 applications), 

8/15/12-9/30/12 

 

 

 

Notes: The top five counties in New York are: Queens County, 3,885. Kings County, 1,820. 

Suffolk County, 1,204. Bronx County, 1,165. Nassau County, 1,108. 

 

Figure 5: DACA Applications by County, Florida (9,012 applications), 

8/15/12-9/30/12 

 

 

 

Notes: The top five counties in Florida are: Miami-Dade County, 2,299. Broward County, 1,400. 

Palm Beach County, 909. Lee County, 513. Hillsborough County, 488. 
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Figure 6: DACA Applications by County, New Jersey (6,483 applications), 

8/15/12-9/30/12 

 

Notes: The top five counties in New Jersey are: Hudson County, 1,049. Bergen County, 830. 

Essex County, 803. Union County, 780. Middlesex County, 733. 

 

 

Figure 7: DACA Applications by Zip Code, Greater Los Angeles Area 

 

 

 

Notes: Contact authors for zip code tabulations. Withheld for privacy reasons. 
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Figure 8: DACA Applications by Zip Code, New York Metro Area 

 

 

 

Notes: Contact authors for zip code tabulations. Withheld for privacy reasons. 

 

 

Figure 9: DACA Applications by Zip Code, Greater Houston Area 

 

 

 

Notes: Contact authors for zip code tabulations. Withheld for privacy reasons. 
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Figure 10: DACA Applications by Zip Code, Greater Chicago Area 

 

 

 

Notes: Contact authors for zip code tabulations. Withheld for privacy reasons. 

 

Figure 11: DACA Applications by Zip Code, Riverside-San Bernardino MSA 

 

 

 

Notes: Contact authors for zip code tabulations. Withheld for privacy reasons. 

 

  


