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>> We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created 

equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable 

Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.

exerpt from The Declaration of Independence
Thomas Jefferson
Second Continental Congress
July 4th, 1776
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At STUDY (Scholars in Tennessee Uplifting the Dreams of Youth) Foundation, we believe that 
immigrant students, who are often the first in their families to be navigating the complex col-
lege admissions system in the U.S., face unique challenges, such as: cultural and linguistic bar-
riers and barriers due to immigration status.  This guide seeks to help first-generation families 
understand this complex process.

This guide also seeks to draw on the collective knowledge of undocumented students and 
members of the Tennessee Immigrant and Refugee Rights Coalition’s statewide network, com-
piling ideas and resources from diverse groups throughout the state and, therefore, is more 
comprehensive and inclusive than what any one group could produce on its own. The guide 
is designed as a tool for students and parents, as well as for educators and counselors to help 
their students succeed in access to higher education.

Lastly, this guide is possible thanks to the Tennessee College Access and Success Network and 
partnering organizations that helped us to write, edit, and polish this guide.



The mission of this college guide is to provide undocumented and immigrant 
students in Tennessee with the information necessary to successfully apply to 
colleges and universities in the state and across the county.

Mission

The vision of this college guide is that it will serve as a repository of information 
for immigrant and undocumented students in Tennessee as they successfully 
navigate the college process. We hope that the guide will serve as a resource 
for parents, counselors, and teachers who want to see their kids and students 
get to college and succeed.

Vision



Opening Statement

An estimated 1.2 million undocumented minors and 1.3 million young adults live in the 
United States (Hoefer, Rytina, and Baker, 2010); many of which attend to public schools. 
Contemporary political debates surrounding immigration typically do not give voice to the 
silent struggles of these students, most of who grew up and became educated in American 
schools. Around 65,000 undocumented students graduate each year from American high 
schools (Passel, 2003). These students have the potential and the drive to positively contribute 
to this country and their community. However, without a path to legal citizenship, most 
undocumented students are not able to attend college and cannot be legally employed. As a 
result of the many obstacles that these students face, only a small percentage of undocumented 
high school graduates go on to college and even less graduate from college.

Since undocumented college applicants are not legally considered to be residents of any 
state, they are required to pay out-of-state tuition at public universities and community 
colleges. On average, non-resident fees are 140 percent higher than resident fees. This means 
that students are required to pay more in college tuition solely on the basis of not having a 
nine digit number.

Not only do undocumented students pay more to go to college, they receive less help to 
do it. Undocumented students cannot apply for the Free Application for Federal Student 
Aid (FAFSA) and are thus ineligible to receive federal student aid grants. In Tennessee, 
undocumented students are not eligible to receive the Tennessee Education Lottery 
Scholarship (HOPE). Institutional aid is available at some colleges and universities, but not 
at all. In addition, undocumented students can apply for exclusive private scholarships. 

The mission of this college guide is to provide undocumented and immigrant students 
in Tennessee with the information necessary to successfully apply to colleges and 
universities in the state and across the country. Unlike national guides, this Tennessee 
college guide includes information that is unique to undocumented students in the state 
and also attempts to distinguish between strategies for documented and undocumented 
students, although the information may be helpful to everyone.

Finally, we hope that this guide will soon be unnecessary. The Tennessee Legislature 
has the power to authorize granting of in-state tuition to undocumented students. 
Granting residency status to this group of students, an act that seventeen other states 
(and growing!) have made, would help many students get to school and succeed. Passing 
the DREAM Act on a federal level would have a greater positive effect. It is our faith 
that both of these legislative actions will be made in the name of increasing college 
access and education for all.   
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Students: Why College?

Why do so many people want to go to college? Between difficult applications, annoying standardized 
tests, writing college essays, scholarship applications, fundraising, and college interviews, finding 
time to sleep seems like a challenge for students. For your parents it is difficult and frightening 
to let their child go to a new place that they have not already seen and decided was safe. Both of 
you may have even heard about other undocumented students who experienced setbacks in their 
college application process and you may have gone through this yourself.

No one is going tell you that the college application process is easy because it is not. However, we 
are here to say that the benefits of attending college and earning a college degree are definitely 
worth the hard work that you are putting in now. And applying to college is safe, even if you do 
not have a social security number. College degrees are beneficial socially, financially, and legally 
for everyone.

A college education helps you to meet new friends, introduce you to new information and 
experiences, and help to prepare you for your future. College campuses attract a diverse group of 
students from all ethnicities, religions, races, and sexual orientations. You can expect to learn as 
much from the people you go to school with, as you will from school itself. 

We all want to make more money. However, many people do not know that how much we make is 
often tied to what level of education we attain. Many high-paying jobs require that applicants have 
a college degree or more. People who do not earn a college degree can often not become employed 
in high-income fields. Check out this graph:

That is correct: people with bachelor’s degrees earn almost twice as much as people who have high 
school degrees.  One thing to keep in mind is that these numbers are for all people, documented 
and undocumented, so they might look different for people with different citizenship statuses. But 
it is still a safe bet that those who earn college degrees will also earn more income as a result.

Furthermore, by going to college, you may actually increase your chances to receive a temporary 
worker visa. Prospective employers can file petitions for these visas and if you are a better candidate, 
they will be more likely to request a visa on your behalf.  

As you can see, going to college is the right move for many students. Remember: not everyone’s 
college process will look the same. Some students enter college when they are old; some students 
commute to campus from home; some students even attend college via the Internet. However you 
choose to go to school, please know that college degrees have wide-ranging benefits that make the 
hard work you are putting in now worth it.
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/// Common College Acronyms ///

ACT /// 
A standardized test that students typically take at the end of their junior year and/or the beginning 
of their senior year in high school. A higher score on this test leads to admission at more selective 
universities and a better chance to earn scholarships.

FAFSA ///
 Free Application for Federal Student Aid. Some immigrant students are eligible to receive federal 
money based on need. Please see the section on FAFSA to determine your eligibility.

FERPA ///
Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act. This act requires that educational records be kept 
confidential, meaning that schools and teachers are not allowed to inquire into a student’s 
citizenship status or disclose a student’s citizenship status if they are informed. 

GPA ///
Grade Point Average. This is a mathematical calculation that represents a student’s level of 
achievement in high school or college. A higher GPA can lead to admission at more selective 
universities and a better chance to earn scholarships.

ITIN ///
“An Individual Taxpayer Identification Number (ITIN) is a tax processing number issued by the 
Internal Revenue Service. It is a nine-digit number that always begins with the number 9 and 
has a range of 70-88 in the fourth and fifth digit. […] IRS issues ITINs to individuals who are 
required to have a U.S. taxpayer identification number but who do not have, and are not eligible 
to obtain a Social Security Number (SSN) from the Social Security Administration (SSA).” For 
more information, visit the IRS website: http://www.irs.gov/Individuals/General-ITIN-Information

RODP ///
Regents Online Degree Program. This is a program hosted by a number of colleges across the 
state of Tennessee that allows students to take classes online in a cheaper, safer environment.

SAT ///
 A standardized test that students typically take at the end of their junior year and/or the 
beginning of their senior year in high school. A higher score on this test leads to admission at 
more selective universities and a better chance to earn scholarships.

TIP ///
Tuition Incentive Program. Western Kentucky University offers in-state tuition to students at a 
certain level of achievement. Please see the TIP program section for more details

Types of Universities and Colleges

Pepsi, Coca-Cola, Dr. Pepper, and Sprite –what do they all have in common? If you are anything 
like me, you might have shouted: “They are all soda pop!” And you would be right. Each of those 
brands is one type of soda. In fact, you could probably name ten more types of soda pop. Just like 
there are many different types of sodas, there are also different types of colleges. And just as Pepsi 
and Sprite do not taste the same, each type of school is unique in its own way. It is important to 
understand what types of colleges are out there as you begin your own college search so that you 
know what to look for. 

The next section describes four different types of colleges: community colleges, public four-year 
colleges, private liberal arts colleges, and private four-year colleges. Each type of school is described 
and the strengths and weaknesses of each are considered.
 	
Please remember that even though two schools may fall under the same category, there is no 
guarantee that the two schools are completely alike. In fact, they are not. The difference between 
a college and a university is that colleges offer degrees in one specific area while universities are 
a compilation of numerous colleges. For example, Peabody College is where future teachers study 
education. However, Peabody College is only one part of the larger Vanderbilt University.



Community Colleges and Two-Year Colleges 

Community colleges are two-year institutions that provide higher education for a wide range of purposes. 
Across the country, “more immigrant students attend community colleges than any other type of post-
secondary institution.” (Teranishi, Suárez-Orozco, Suárez-Orozco, 2011, 15)  The reason that community 
colleges are so popular is that they are typically located close to home, are less expensive than four-year 
universities, and allow you to complete your degree in a shorter amount of time.  

For many immigrant and undocumented students in Tennessee, community colleges are the most realistic 
post-high school option. Unfortunately, undocumented students will need to pay out-of-state tuition 
at these schools. Furthermore, community colleges are typically not able to offer as much financial aid 
because they have smaller endowments and their tuition is already lower. However, community colleges 
remain cheaper than most four-year and private institutions. Students typically choose community 
college for two purposes: (a) to later transfer to a four-year university and (b) to obtain an associate’s 
degrees.	

Some students attend community college with the intention of transferring to a four-year university 
later on.  Since community college is typically cheaper than a larger university, students have found 
that they are able to complete their college degree for less money by earning credits at a community 
college and then transferring those credits to a four- year institution. This means that students attend 
a community college for two years and then spend an additional two years at a four-year university. 
Please, refer to the “Transfer” section of this guide if this applies to you. 

Other students attend community college with the intention of immediately entering the workforce. 
Graduates of community colleges earn Associate’s Degree and are sometimes able to take jobs such as 
nurses, dental hygienists, mechanics, veterinary technicians and paralegals. The benefit of going to a 
community college to complete your degree and enter the workforce is that it takes less time and money.

>>> Community Colleges in TN <<<
 

Chattanooga State Technical Community College
Cleveland State Community College
Columbia State Community College
Dyersburg State Community College

Jackson State Community College
Motlow State Community College

Nashville State Community College
Northeast State Technical Community College

Pellissippi State Community College
Roane State Community College

Southwest Tennessee Community College
Volunteer State Community College
Walters State Community College

The Pros & Cons 
of Choosing a 
Community College >>>

PROs

 Close to Home

       Typically Cheaper

                Typically Less Selective 

CONs

Less Financial Aid

No Four-Year Degrees 

Typically Less Prestigious



Public Four-Year Colleges and Universities

A public university is one that is largely funded through the government. These schools offer 
bachelor’s degrees as well as more advanced degrees for those who earn an initial credential.  
Public four-year colleges are the most traditional way that students earn degrees. The reason that 
public four-year colleges are so popular is their relative prestige and large size. Students may 
transfer to a four-year university after completing community college. Public four-year colleges 
also offer broader degrees. These degrees can be used in multiple jobs and will increase your 
marketability for many jobs. This can be especially useful if you are not totally sure what you want 
to do when you graduate.

For many students in Tennessee, public four-year colleges prove to be too expensive. Undocumented 
students are required to pay out-of-state fees at these schools and none offer significant institutional 
financial aid for undocumented students. However, there are undocumented students that have 
successfully moved through each of these schools and earned a degree as a result.

If you are considering attending a public four-year college or university, we highly recommend 
checking out your transfer options in order to cut your total college costs. For example, if you first 
attend a community college, you can complete credit hours at a lower cost and then transfer to the 
more prestigious four-year college to complete your degree. 

It is also important to note that the University of Tennessee system does not admit undocumented 
students at this time. Thus, if you do not have documentation, do not apply to any UT school. 
We strongly encourage UT to reconsider their policy regarding the admission of undocumented 
students. It is possible that this policy will change in the coming years. 

The Pros & Cons 
of Choosing a 
Public Four-Year Colleges & Universities 
>>>

PROs

Opportunity to Earn a Higher Degree

Offers Broader Degrees

More Prestigious

CONs

Not Alot of Financial Aid 

Farther from Home

More Expensive

>>> Public Four-Year Colleges and Universities in TN <<<

Austin Peay State University
East TN State University

Middle TN State University
TN State University

TN Technological University
University of Memphis

University of TN, Chattanooga*
University of TN Health Science Center*

University of TN, Knoxville*
University of TN, Martin*

* The University of Tennessee System does not admit undocumented 
students.



Private Liberal Arts Colleges and Universities

A liberal arts education is designed to teach a wide range of knowledge and develop a holistic 
intellectual student. As opposed to a technical college that is more geared towards teaching you a 
trade, liberal arts colleges require you to take coursework in a wide range of subjects. Liberal arts 
schools tend to be fairly selective in terms of grades and ACT scores. Liberal arts schools are also 
more expensive than some schools because they are private.

Even though liberal arts schools appear to be more expensive, they do have the ability to offer 
institutional aid to undocumented students. For example, The University of the South – Sewanee 
makes undocumented students eligible for all scholarships if they apply by a December 1st deadline. 
More detailed information is included at the end of this guide. 

We have not heard of too many undocumented students attending liberal arts schools in Tennessee. 
However, these schools are offering great financial aid to those students who apply and are admitted. 
In fact, the admissions offices of these schools tell us that undocumented students from other 
states have applied, been admitted, and successfully graduated. This means that you can too!

We highly recommend applying to a private liberal arts college in Tennessee. Most of their 
applications are free and it is worth applying in order to see what sort of financial aid package you 
can receive.

>>> Private Liberal Arts Colleges and Universities in TN <<<

Carson-Newman College
Lane College

Maryville College
Martin Methodist College

Milligan College
Rhodes College

The University of the South Sewanee

The Pros & Cons 
of Choosing Private Liberal Arts Colleges
& Universities >>>

PROs

Prestige

Merit Based Aid

Offers Broader Degrees 

CONs

More Expensive 

Takes Longer to get a Degree

More Expensive



Private Four-Year Colleges and Universities

Although private universities may be partially funded by public funds, they are not run by the 
government and are not beholden to the same rules and regulations as public universities. 
These schools offer bachelor’s degrees as well as more advanced degrees for those who earn an 
initial credential. In Tennessee, private four-year colleges are probably the most popular way for 
undocumented students to earn their bachelor’s degree. The reason that private four-year colleges 
are popular amongst undocumented students is that private universities are able to offer more 
financial aid to immigrant students. As a result, the actual cost of the university may be lower than 
the listed price of tuition. 

Private four-year colleges are often considered to be prestigious and have lower admissions rates 
than public four-year colleges. Furthermore, private colleges offer a number of merit scholarships. 
This means that if you get good grades, score well on your ACT, and are involved outside of school. 
You stand a chance to get a lot of financial help. 

For many students in Tennessee, private four-year colleges appear to be too expensive. However, 
a number of universities do offer major scholarships to students based on academic merit and 
extracurricular activities. These scholarships can make the difference between a student earning a 
degree or dropping out. 

We highly recommend that you at least apply to a four-year private university in order to determine 
whether or not you are eligible to receive financial aid. Although more detailed information is 
available at the end of this packet, we do want to direct students towards Lipscomb University 
and Christian Brothers University as two model campuses that are often able to meet the financial 
needs of their students.

American Baptist College
Aquinas College

The Art Institute of Tennessee
Baptist Memorial College of Health Sciences

Belhaven University
Belmont University,
Bethel University

Bryan College
Christian Brothers University

Crown College
Cumberland University

Fisk University
Free Will Baptist Bible College

The Pros & Cons 
of Choosing Private Colleges 
& Universities >>>

PROs

Prestige

Merit Based Aid

Broad Degrees

CONs

More Expensive 

Takes Longer to get a Degree

More Expensive

Freed-Hardmen University
Johnson University

King College
Knoxville College

Lee University
LeMoyne-Owen College

Lincoln Memorial University
Lipscomb University

Meharry Medical College
Memphis College of Art

Nossi College of Art
O’More College of Design
Oxford Graduate School

South College

Southern Adventist University  
Strayer University

Southern College of Optomery
Tennessee Bible College

Tennessee Temple University
Tennessee Wesleyan College
Trevecca Nazarene University

Tusculum College
Union University

University of Phoenix
Vanderbilt University

Victory University
Watkins College of Art and Design

>>> Private Colleges and Universities in TN <<<



Regents Online Degree Program

The Regents Online Degree Program (RODP) is a great option for students who want to earn an 
accredited college degree and desire the convenience of online learning. An important aspect of 
the RODP is that it you can take classes from home. This means that you do not need to pay for 
room and board at school or even buy gas to fill your car up. You will need a computer that con-
nects to the internet. The degree that you earn from participating in the RODP is the same as if 
you took classes on campus. Six four-year public universities and thirteen community colleges 
participate in the program. An accredited university will issue you a degree even if you never step 
foot on campus. 

The RODP is likely to save you money in a couple of ways. First, you do not have pay for housing 
at the school you attend. This means that even if you live in Chattanooga, you can take classes from 
the University of Memphis without even stepping outside. Second, you do not need to pay for gas 
or run the risk of getting a speeding ticket because your classes are all at home. Third, the RODP 
offers special e-rates   to out-of-state students who are exclusively enrolled in online classes and 
meet all institutional admissions requirements.  If you are undocumented, you will have to pay 
about $100 per credit hour more than if you were classified as an in-state student. However, this is 
still a significant amount less than if you were physically attending the university.

When applying to the RODP, you will need to use a social security number as your application 
log-in. However, if you do not have a social security number, the system permits you to log-in us-
ing 000-00-0000 and your birth date. Use the 000-00-0000 code. This information will only be for-
warded to the school contact at the school you plan to attend. 
	
We should also point out that many colleges offer online classes. These online classes can be much, 
much cheaper than on-site classes and also cheaper than RODP classes. It is sometimes helpful 
to take online classes through the college you are attending. However, your college is not likely to 
offer all of the online classes that you need in order to complete a major. In these circumstances, 
you can either take on-site classes or use the RODP to access that class from another school. This 
is where the RODP is very helpful as the online classes offered through other schools are often 
cheaper.

Steps for Applying to Admission at the RODP:

1 >> Go to http://www.rodp.org/admissions/admissions-steps and fill out a prospective student 	
        profile depending on what school you plan to attend :
2 >> Apply for admission at the school you plan to attend.
3 >> Review tuition and fees.
4 >> Find financial aid (if applicable).
5 >> Obtain acceptance from the school you plan to attend.
6 >> Seek advice on registration from the college you are accepted to.
7 >> Purchase books at virtual bookstore.
8 >> Log into class on your first day.

* Go to: www.rodp.org for more information related to the Regents Online Degree Program.

>>> Four- Year Universities

Austin Peay State University
East Tennessee State University
Middle Tennessee State University
Tennessee State University
Tennessee Technological University
The University of Memphis

>>> Community Colleges:

Chattanooga State Community College

Cleveland State Community College

Columbia State Community College

Dyersburg State Community College

Jackson State Community College

Motlow State Community College

Nashville State Community College

Northeast State Community College

Pellissippi State Community College

Roane State Community College

Southwest Tennessee Community College

Volunteer State Community College

Walters State Community College



More Options for Undocumented Students:
Go to School in Kentucky!

In 2007, Kentucky and Tennessee passed on a reciprocity agreement to increase postsecondary 
opportunities for students near the borders of both states. A reciprocity agreement means that 
some universities in one state offer in-state tuition to students from another state.  For example, 
a school in Kentucky might offer in-state tuition to a student in Tennessee if she/he lives within 
30 miles of that school. This reciprocity agreement is a significant opportunity for all students to 
investigate their out-of-state options.

However, the reciprocity agreement has particular significance to undocumented students in 
Tennessee. Since colleges in Kentucky offer in-state tuition to undocumented students, these 
reciprocity agreements open the door for undocumented students in Tennessee to access these 
lower rates in Kentucky. At some schools, in-state tuition is three times lower than out-of-state 
tuition. This agreement might help undocumented students attend college at a more affordable 
rate. 

Several schools in Kentucky have reciprocity agreements that allow undocumented students to 
access in-state tuition in Kentucky. However, you must live in certain border counties in order to 
access the reciprocity agreement. What follows is a list of the schools that have agreed to reciprocity 
agreements and also the counties that are eligible for in-state tuition. If you live in these counties, 
you will be treated as an in-state student at the following universities when you apply.

Murray State University
Henry County
Obion County
Stewart County
Weakley County

Hopkinsville Community College
Montgomery County
Robertson County

Stewart County

Western Kentucky University
Macon County

Robertson County
Sumner County

Southeast Community and Technical College
Campbell County
Claiborne County

Bowling Green Technical College
Macon County

Robertson County
Sumner County

Somerset Community College
Scott County
Picket County
Clay County

Western Kentucky University TIP Program 

Western Kentucky University (WKU) is an attractive option for many undocumented and 
immigrant students because they offer a unique scholarship that allows qualified students in 
Tennessee to access in-state tuition in Kentucky. First, if you live in Macon, Robertson, or 
Sumner County, you are eligible to receive in-state tuition at WKU. (See Reciprocity Agreements 
for more information) If you do not live in these three counties, but do live in Cheatham, Clay, 
Davidson, Dickson, Houston, Humphreys, Jackson, Maury, Montgomery, Pickett, Rutherford, 
Shelby, Smith, Stewart, Trousdale, Williamson, or Wilson County you eligible to pay Tier 1 
tuition. Tier 1tuition is 128 percent more expensive than in-state tuition, but is cheaper than 
out-of-state tuition. 

Students who are eligible for Tier 1 tuition are also eligible for the Tuition Incentive Program 
Scholarships. This scholarship is automatically awarded to freshmen who have an average GPA of 
3.5 and a 25 composite ACT score or a 1130 SAT total. Transfer students must have 24 credit hours 
and at least a 3.0 GPA. 

The National/International Academic Scholarship (NIAS) is a merit-based award designed for 
non-resident and international students. The NIAS pays the difference between the non-resident 
tuition rate and the TIP (Tier 1) rate. If you are a beginning freshmen with a 3.4 unweighted GPA 
and a 24 ACT/1090 SAT score, you are eligible to receive the NIAS.  Non-resident transfer students 
with 24 earned hours and a 3.4 GPA are also eligible to receive the NIAS.

All of these scholarships should help make WKU a more realistic possibility for Tennessee students. 
If you need more information, contact their Office of Admissions at (270) 745-2551 or visit: http://
www.wku.edu/bursar/tip.php
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College Recruiting: Market Yourself!

What do Kim Kardashian, Mike “The Situation” Sorrentino, Paris Hilton, and Snooki all have in 
common? If you screamed, “talent” you were the only one. There are probably millions of people 
who have more talent than The Situation, but few have marketed themselves as well as he has. For 
this reason, Snooki is a household name and other more talented performers are less well known.
	
Marketing is not just for celebrities. In fact, how well you market yourself on your college applications 
will go a long way towards determining whether or not you are admitted to the college that you 
want to attend or win the scholarship that you need in order to get to school. By marketing, I 
am referring to your ability to make yourself look like an attractive college applicant. In general, 
colleges want to accept students who are involved in their community and have good grades and 
high ACT scores. 

>>>> There are a few simple codes to live by as you prepare to apply to college:

Get Good Grades – This one is really simple. The higher your GPA, the higher your chances are 
to get into top colleges and get big scholarships. It is extremely important to take your grades 
seriously as soon as you get into college. If you did not do so well one year, do not let it get you 
down. Colleges notice students who improve from year to year and reward them. However, do not 
wait to get good grades. Start studying now!

Take Honors Classes – If you have the option to take upper-level courses, do it! Colleges take note 
of students who always look to challenge themselves. Colleges sometimes even adjust your GPA 
depending on how many honors and advanced placement courses you register in.

Prepare for the ACT/SAT/AP – GPA and ACT and/or SAT scores are probably the two largest 
determining factors in college admission. Just like it is a mistake to take a test without studying for 
it, it is the wrong decision to take the ACT/SAT/AP without first preparing. See the ACT and SAT 
Prep sections and the AP Testing section of this guide for more information.

Get Involved – Get involved with community organizations, sports teams, and charities. Colleges 
are looking for students who want to positively impact the communities that they live in. So get 
involved and stay involved on the issues that affect you. 

Show Interest – Do not be afraid to let colleges know that you are interested in them. Pick up the 

phone and call their Admissions Office. Ask for help applying to the school. Ask for an update on 
the status of your application. Request an interview. Visit the school. When the college knows that 
you are likely to accept their invitation to attend, they are more likely to accept you. 

Write Great Essays – Essays are an essential part of college and scholarship applications. Do 
not leave your essays until the last minute because they are the best chance for a college or 
scholarship committee to really get to know you. Have a friend or teacher look over your essays for 
any grammatical mistakes take their suggestions and edit your work. 

Take action in your present work and future career! Your future depends on the choices you make 
today.  Get involved in your community and seek for mentorship from fellow college students and 
professionals. Set your goals and aim high. You can do it!



ACT Prep

The ACT is a standardized college entrance exam that college-going students take as part of the 
admissions process. Colleges will look at your grades, your extracurricular activities, and also your 
score on the ACT before determining whether or not to accept your application. Each college 
typically lists a range of scores that they accept. The more prestigious the university that you are 
applying to, the higher this number will be. We highly recommend that students research the 
typical scores that students who are admitted to the university you are interested in have earned 
so that you can know what score to shoot for and whether or not you will need to take the ACT 
again. Your score on the ACT can also be the difference between winning a scholarship award and 
not getting financial aid. For this reason, it is essential for all students to prepare for the ACT in a 
way that will raise their score. 

The dirty little secret of the ACT is that you can improve your score by practicing. You can train for 
the ACT in a number of ways. First, we highly recommend that you purchase an ACT Prep Book or 
check one out from your school’s library. Spending time with a good ACT book can make a huge 
difference in the quality of your application. If you set aside time each week for ACT preparation, 
you will see positive results. There are also many community organizations that will offer free 
ACT preparation boot camps, like the YMCA Latino Achievers organization. Always be on the 
lookout for opportunities to receive free ACT tutoring. We also recommend taking one the ACT 
practice tests that are offered by preparation companies. Several of these are listed below. Finally, 
be confident! You can and will do great on the ACT if you study hard.

Fee waivers are available to any student in the 11th or 12th grade that is eligible for free or reduced 
lunch. If you meet the indicator of economic need, please stop by your high school’s college 
admissions office and speak with your counselor about getting a fee waiver. Sign up at: www.ACT.
org

When you take the ACT, you will need to show some form of identification. This can be a valid 
school or government issued ID with your name and photo on it, a letter of identification issued 
by your school, a high school transcript with photo issued by the school, or a notarized statement 
with photo. For more information on what identification you will need to show before taking the 
ACT, please visit: www.actstudent.org/faq/answers/id.html 

* Important Dates for the ACT:
http://www.actstudent.org/regist/ 

* ACT Costs:
http://www.actstudent.org/regist/ 

Preparing to take college-entry tests may be overwhelming if you are not prepared for the right 
one. To clear confusions, we must add that there are different testing options for college-entry 
exams. First, you need to ask the colleges/universities that you are interested in applying to which 
test they will take into consideration; whether it is the ACT score or the SAT score.

The SAT college admission test is globally recognized and has a significantly different structure 
from the ACT. Whereas, the ACT and SAT are both standardized exams, SAT tests your problem-
solving approach, knowledge, and skills in the subjects that you are learning in high school: critical 
reading, writing, and math. It is well-noted that the SAT is a written test; unlike the ACT, which has 
a multiple choice approach.

According to the College Board, the organization that administers the SAT and other programs: 
“The best way to get ready for the SAT is to take challenging courses, study hard, and read and 
write in and outside of the classroom.” 

For more information regarding the SAT, dates, and costs, visit: http://sat.collegeboard.org/
practice/sat-study-plan

SAT Prep



SAT Subject Tests

Budgeting for college can be a difficult task. However, the importance in striving for better class 
grades and test scores depends on your interest in attaining college education for your future 
career. Taking the SAT Subject Test(s) in your area of interests is a choice you can make to boost 
your college recruiting success and save on tuition for college –level classes. There are 20 SAT 
Subject Tests in five general subject areas: English, history, languages, mathematics and science.

>>>> Here is what the College Board says about Subject Tests: “Subject Tests are hour-long, 
content-based tests that allow you to showcase achievement in specific subject areas where you 
excel. These are the only national admission tests where you choose the tests that best showcase 
your achievements and interests.

SAT Subject Tests allow you to differentiate yourself in the college admission process or send 
a strong message regarding your readiness to study specific majors or programs in college. In 
conjunction with your other admission credentials (your high school record, SAT scores, teacher 
recommendations, etc.), they provide a more complete picture of your academic background and 
interests.

Some colleges also use Subject Tests to place students into the appropriate courses. Based on your 
performance on the test(s), you could potentially fulfill basic requirements or receive credit for 
introductory-level courses.”

That is correct! You can attain credit for some of your college-level courses and you will not have to 
take them while in college. Please, make sure to ask the colleges/universities of your interest about 
their policy regarding SAT Subject Tests’ scores and how they provide college credit towards 
college-level classes.

For more information regarding the SAT, dates, and costs, visit: http://sat.collegeboard.org/practice/
sat-study-plan

Advanced Placement (AP) 
Testing
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Let’s be honest: college is expensive. All across the country, the cost of higher education is rising 
and there is no indication that tuition will get cheaper anytime soon. For all students, the price of 
education is a burden. For undocumented students who are forced to pay out-of-state tuition in 
their own state, the costs of education are even more monumental. 

Adding to the burden of out-of-state tuition is the exclusion of undocumented students from 
FAFSA. Without the ability to apply to FAFSA, undocumented students are excluded from all 
Federal student aid and most State and Institutional aid. This means that undocumented students 
have to pay more to go to college and receive less help to do it. 

Help is out there and your ability to secure scholarship funds can make all the difference in your 
pursuit of your college diploma. Unable to get federal and state aid, undocumented students in 
Tennessee must turn to institutional aid and private scholarships.

What institutional aid is available varies from university to university. Attached to this guide is a 
survey that asks participating schools to list any institutional aid that they offer and is available 
to undocumented students. In general, you can assume that community colleges do not offer 
institutional aid to undocumented students, but many private four-year universities and liberal 
arts colleges do. In these instances, your eligibility for aid will be determined by need and by 
merit. Yes, this means you need to get good grades and earn as high an ACT/SAT as possible. 
These scholarships can be large and can go a long way towards covering the cost of admission at 
expensive private schools. 

Private scholarships are the best way for undocumented students in Tennessee to get help paying 
for their tuition. Unfortunately, a lot of scholarships require you to include a social security number. 
Fortunately, some great people have compiled huge lists of private scholarships that undocumented 
students are eligible to apply for. Since these scholarships are fairly hard to get, we suggest that 
you work very hard on your scholarship essays.

Finding Scholarships

Maldef Scholarship List
http://www.maldef.org/assets/pdf/Scholarship_List_2010_2011.pdf
Educator’s For Fair Consideration List
http://www.e4fc.org/images/E4FC_Scholarships.pdf
Selected Funding Opportunities Open to Non-US Citizens
http://www.nd.edu/~fellows/NonUSCitOpps.html
The Tomas Rivera Policy Institute
http://www.trpi.org/PDFs/Scholarship_Directory.pdf
Latinos in College Scholarship Page
http://www.latinosincollege.com/payingsch/scholarships_1.aspx
STUDY Foundation (via TIRRC)
http://www.tnimmigrant.org/ 

General Scholarship Databases

Fastweb
www.fastweb.com
Cappex
www.cappex.com
College Board
www.collegeboard.com
Your Words Today!
www.yourwordstoday.com

Scholarship Databases for Undocumented 
Students:



The Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) is used to determine whether current and 
prospective students are eligible to receive student financial aid. To be clear, FAFSA does not 
provide aid. Financial Aid is not, as many people think, simply “free money.” It can come from 
different sources like: private donors, foundations, organizations and via both state and federal 
programs. The form calculates whether a student is eligible to receive federal aid, state aid, and 
most of the institutional aid currently available. Many people think the terms scholarships and 
financial aid are synonymous. Actually, scholarships are also called grants and are also a form of 
financial aid. If you are eligible to fill out the FAFSA, you should fill out the form.

The United States Department of Education accepts completed FAFSA forms on January 1st of 
each year. It is recommended that eligible students submit their forms around this date because 
the form is time-sensitive. Students who are eligible to receive the most aid from FAFSA are 
from families who are not able to contribute a significant amount of money towards their child’s 
education.

Unfortunately, undocumented students are NOT eligible to apply to the FAFSA. If you are 
undocumented, do NOT apply to the FAFSA. Filling out the FAFSA as an undocumented student 
is not the correct decision. Furthermore, you should not apply to FAFSA if you are in the country 
on an expired visa as this could have negative results. You need to be honest when filling out the 
FAFSA form because it could hurt your chances at getting aid and it could also be considered 
perjury if you lie on a federal form.

Am I Eligible for FAFSA?

If you are a U.S. Citizen, a U.S. National, or an Eligible Non-Citizen of the United States with 
undocumented parents, you are eligible to apply for FAFSA as long as your parents are paying 
taxes. (If your parents do not pay taxes, you should not apply for FAFSA). A few general guidelines 
are:

•	 You should use 000-00-0000 when describing your parents’ social security number.

•	 Your parents are not eligible to sign the FAFSA with a PIN. For this reason, you could 
print off the signature sheet for your parents to sign and mail the form in. This step 
delays the FAFSA decision, but is a necessary step.

•	 Use your parents’ tax forms to fill out the FAFSA.

•	 Again, contact the Admissions Office of the colleges/universities that you are applying 
to for assistance on tax information.

Students in various citizenship statuses are eligible to apply for the FAFSA. Please note that 
students who select “Neither citizen nor eligible non citizen” are not eligible for federal aid, but 
may earn access to state and institutional aid.  Again, undocumented students are NOT eligible to 
apply to the FAFSA. Please, look at the “Completing a CSS Profile” section in this guide for other 
opportunities finding financial aid for college.

Eligibility of Documented Citizens of the 
U.S., with Undocumented Parents



Important Information for Filling Out FAFSA

You can apply to FAFSA if you are a U.S. Citizen, a U.S. National, or an Eligible Non-Citizen.

Notes on Question 14 (in accordance with http://www.fafsa.ed.gov/):
This question cannot be left blank.

Select “U.S. Citizen” if:
•	 You are a U.S. national by birth or naturalization.

Select “Eligible Non Citizen” if:
•	 A U.S. permanent resident, with a Permanent Resident Card (I-			 

	           551), or a conditional permanent resident with a Conditional 			 
	           Green Card (I-551C).

•	 Other eligible noncitizen with an Arrival-Departure Record (I-			 
	            94) from the Department of Homeland Security showing any 			 
	            one of the following designations:

o	 “Refugee,” “Asylum Granted,” “Parolee” (I-94 confirms 			 
		              that you were paroled for a minimum of one year and 			 
		              status has not expired), T-Visa holder (T-1, T-2, T-3, 				  
	                        etc.), or “Cuban-Haitian Entrant.”

o	 The holder of a valid certification or eligibility letter 				 
	                       from the Department of Health and Human Services 			 
		             showing a designation of “Victim of human trafficking.”

o	 A resident of the Republic of Palau (PW), the Republic of 			 
	                       the Marshall Islands (MH), or the Federated States of 			 
		             Micronesia (FM).

o	 A Canadian-born Native American under terms of the Jay Treaty.

Select “Neither Citizen nor Eligible Non Citizen” if they are in the U.S. on:
•	 A  F1 or F2 student visa
•	 A  J1 or J2 exchange visitor visa, or
•	 A  G series visa (pertaining to international organizations), or
•	 Other categories not included under U.S. citizen and eligible 			 

	            noncitizen.

You may not apply if you owe refunds on any federal student grants, have defaulted on any 
student loans or have been found guilty of the sale or possession of illegal drugs while aid was 

being received.

Each year you and your parents will have to go online and renew their FAFSA using the most current 
financial information.

For more information on FAFSA related questions, visit: http://www.fafsa.ed.gov/

 



Completing a CSS Profile

The College Scholarship Service Profile (CSS) is a form offered by the College Board that 
helps students apply for financial aid. The CSS Profile calculates students’ financial needs and 
helps colleges to determine to whom they should allot aid.  If you are applying early to a private 
college, you may be required to fill out this form. In addition, some colleges allow immigrant and 
undocumented students to fill out the CSS Profile instead of the FAFSA. You are required to fill 
out the CSS Profile in English. 

If you are applying for early decision at a private college, you should register for the CSS Profile by 
November 1st and complete it by December 1st. If you are applying to colleges for regular decision, 
register by January 1st and complete the form by February 15th. 

You can complete a CSS Profile in three steps. 

1.	 First, you must register for a CSS Profile. The registration for the CSS Profile will ask 
you for your permanent address and your citizenship status. Make sure you answer these 
questions honestly because your documentation status does not disqualify you. A social 
security number is not required in order to complete a CSS Profile Application. If you do 
not have a social security number, you may leave this section blank and the application will 
allow you to submit without a social security number.

2.	 After you register for a CSS Profile, the website will generate a form based on the answers 
you provide. This is the CSS Application. Complete the CSS Profile. If your parents file 
taxes, you should ask for their tax returns. (e.g. 1040, 1040EZ, foreign return) You should 
also be aware of your parents’ housing status (rent, own, etc.). 

Submit the form. You will need to know the code of the college you are applying to. Codes can 
be found in the CSS College Guide linked below and on the CSS website: https://profileonline.
collegeboard.com/prf/index.jsp

CSS College Guide in English:

https://profileonline.collegeboard.com/prf/VignetteServlet/VignetteServlet.
srv?relativePath=/profile/pdfs/1213_profile_regist_guide.pdf

CSS College Guide in Spanish

https://profileonline.collegeboard.com/prf/VignetteServlet/VignetteServlet.
srv?relativePath=/profile/pdfs/1213_profile_regist_guide_sp.pdf

If you have specific questions about filling out the CSS Profile, please call their office. 
They are extremely helpful and very quick to respond. 
Their phone number is: (305) 829-9793



Application Fee Waivers

Application fee waivers get rid of the application fees that many universities charge to process your 
application. This means that you can apply to schools for free if the school accepts fee waivers and 
you are eligible to receive them! However, not everyone can get fee waivers. Some colleges do not 
accept fee waivers. For example, community colleges in Tennessee are not allowed to accept fee 
waivers. However, other schools do. For more specific information, please see the survey section of 
this guide.  

You are not eligible to use the fee waivers if you are already enrolled in one college and are 
planning to transfer to another. So if you are at community college and are planning to apply to 
a four-year university, you will not be eligible for a fee waiver. Also, international students are not 
eligible to use the form because the financial eligibility requirements are based upon U.S. Federal 
numbers. However, undocumented students are eligible to apply for fee waivers. 

>>>> You are typically eligible to receive an application fee waiver if:

•	 You are eligible to receive an SAT or ACT fee waiver.
•	 You are enrolled in or are eligible to receive Federal Free or Reduced Lunch.
•	 Your family receives public assistance.
•	 You live in federally subsidized public housing, a foster home, or are homeless.

NACAC Fee Waiver Form:

http://www.nacacnet.org/studentinfo/feewaiver/Pages/default.aspx

The National Association for College Admission Counseling (NACAC) offers a form that 
students can fill out with a college counselor. This form declares and certifies your eligibility to 
receive fee waivers at participating colleges. The form can be found at the website listed above.

The College Board offers fee waivers to students who also qualify for fee waivers on the ACT/SAT. 
(For more information about that, see the ACT section of this handbook!) When you receive the 
ACT fee-waiver materials from the College Board, you should also receive a “Request for Waiver 
of College Application Fee.” Fill that out. If you need help, call the Counselor Helpline at 1(888) 
728-4357.

Individual Colleges

Some schools offer their own fee waivers. Do you research and determine if the college you are 
applying to will accept the NACAC or College Board forms. You can find this information out by 
calling the admissions office at the school that you are applying to. 

The College Board Fee Waiver 



Bank Accounts

College is expensive. Unless you are blessed to come from a very affluent family or earn a major 
scholarship, it is likely that you will need to save money in order to pay your fees. But where can 
you keep all of your money and make sure that it is safe? Some people try to keep all of their 
earnings in cash. This means that they have their money stored in a shoebox or a box or just under 
their pillow. While this method has worked before, it is not really safe. If a fire or a robbery occurs 
and your money is in your house, you could end up losing your college savings.

Many immigrant students find that opening a bank account allows them to store their money in a 
safe place for free or very cheap. We highly recommend that you look into opening a bank account. 
Decide what bank you want to open an account with. Many banks offer student checking accounts 
that are free to use. Do the research and find a bank that is close to you and is cheap to use. You 
may also want to see if that bank has ATMs near the college that you will attend. Then, go to the 
bank with a few essential forms of identification. You will need two forms of identification in order 
to open a bank account. Forms of identification include: State issued ID card (such as a Driver’s 
License). If you do not have a state issued ID card, you should go to a bank that accepts foreign 
identification. Be sure to call ahead to confirm that the bank accepts foreign identification. When 
you talk with someone at the bank, inform them that you are a foreign national who lives in the 
United States and that you want to open an account. They will probably ask for a “matricula” or 
passport from the country that you were born in, as well as a student ID card. Some banks may 
require yours and your parents’ ITIN (Individual Taxpayer Identification Number), but this is not 
true at all banks. 

	
Once you open a bank account, you will be able to hold your money in a safe location as well 
as cash your checks for free. Opening a bank account is well worth it and a strategy that many 
immigrant college students have suggested including in this guide

Know Your Resources – Your parents are going to want more information. Help them access these 
resources! If there is a local co
mmunity organization such as the Tennessee Immigrants and Refugee Rights Coalition, bring 
them to a meeting so that they can meet others in the community. Or, print off a copy of the 
Educations for Fair Consideration free handbook titled: “How To Support College-Bound 
Undocumented Students: Advice for Parents.” (This can be found at: http://www.e4fc.org/images/
E4FC_ParentGuide.pdf)

Be Confident – Your parents want to do what is best for you. If you are sure that you want to go to 
college, they are likely to support your choice! 

Know Your Reasons – Someone is going to ask you: “Why do you want to go to college?” Have an 
answer! Although what you say is going to depend on who you are, remember that a college degree 
is associated with higher income and also may help you to get the job that you want in the future.

Know Your Rights – Like most people, your parents might not know that undocumented or 
immigrant students can and do go to college and graduate. You need to tell them! Familiarize yourself 
with the Federal Education and Privacy Act (FERPA) and other laws that protect undocumented 
students from revealing their immigration status when applying to colleges.  

Know Your Schools – A lot of parents want their children to stay close to home for college. Staying 
home has a lot of advantages and you will not have to pay for your room and board or for meal plan 
at college. Research schools that are close to home, but do not limit yourself if you want to go to a 
college that is farther away. 

Talking to Your Parents About Going to College

If you are reading this handbook, you probably have decided that you want to go to college, great! 
As we talked about earlier, earning a college degree is well worth the effort. You know this. But 
what if others around you, like your parents and older siblings, are having doubts?

There are a lot of reasons that the people around you might not initially expect you to go to college. 
If your parents or guardians never went to college, they might not fully understand the college 
process. Or they might think college it too expensive or too far or for other people and not for you.
You need to have “the talk.” We cannot tell you exactly what to say because we do not know your 
parents. However, from our own experience, here are some things to think about:



A Few Words of Advice: Things to Consider

Schools are not allowed to disclose the citizenship status of their students. This means that 
parents should not fear telling trusted teachers about their citizenship status. Neither teachers nor 
counselors are legally permitted to say anything about your citizenship status.

•	 Public high schools are never allowed to inquire into the immigration status of students 
or parents. That means teachers/principals/counselors are never allowed to ask a student 
whether or not they have legal citizenship.

•	 Schools are almost never allowed to ask students for their social security number. The 
instances when high schools are allowed to ask for social security numbers are extremely 
limited. 

If you are asked for your social security number at school, contact the Tennessee Immigrants and 
Refugee Rights Coalition immediately, at: 615-833-0384 in Nashville. 
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Parents: Why College?

As a parent, it is difficult and frightening to let your child go to a new place that you have not 
already seen and decided was safe. Both you and your child may even have heard about other 
undocumented students who experienced setbacks in their college application process. No one is 
going tell you that the college application process is easy because it is not. However, we are here 
to say that the benefits of attending college and earning a college degree are definitely worth the 
hard work that you are putting in now. Applying to college is safe, even if you do not have a social 
security number. A college degree has social and financial benefits for everyone. College education 
helps your child to meet new friends, introduces them to new information and experiences, and 
helps them to prepare for their future. College campuses attract a diverse group of students from 
all ethnicities, religions, races, and sexual orientations. You can expect them to learn as much from 
the people they go to school with, as you will from school itself.
 
Everyone wants to make more money. However, many people do not know that how much we make 
is often tied to what level of education we attain. Many high-paying jobs require that applicants 
have a college degree or more. People who do not earn a college degree can often not become 
employed in high-income field.

That is correct: people with bachelor’s degrees earn almost twice as much as people who have a 
high school diploma. In addition, The Bureau of Labor Statistics compared weekly unemployment 
rates for people with less than a high school diploma to those with a doctoral degree. High school 
graduates faced 9.7 percent unemployment, where people with a two-year associate’s degree faced 
6.8 percent unemployment and those with a bachelor’s faced only 5.2 percent unemployment.  
The importance of the degree they choose will be depending on the carrier path they envision. A 
bachelor’s degree is a minimum credential for teachers, engineers, commissioned officers in the 
military, and many salaried jobs in large corporations. A bachelor’s degree is required for admission 
to law school or medical school, which in turn is a prerequisite to becoming an attorney or physician. 
Keep in mind that these statistics are for documented and undocumented individuals, so it is a 
safe bet that those who earn college degrees will also earn more income as a result. Furthermore, 
by going to college, your child may actually increase their chances to receive a temporary worker’s 
visa. Prospective employers can file petitions for these visas and if they are a better candidate, they 
will be more likely to request a visa on their behalf. 

As you can see, going to college is the right move for many students. Remember: not everyone’s 
college process will look the same. Some students enter college when they are old; some students 
commute to campus from home; some students even attend college via the Internet. However, they 
choose to go to school, please know that college degrees have wide-ranging benefits that make the 
hard work they are putting in now worth it.

Fast Food Industry
$16,000

Registered Nurse
$63,750

Management Analyst
$72,250

Computer Software Engineer
$87,480



Talking to Your Child About Going to College

If you are a parent and are reading this guide, you probably are interested in learning about what 
your child needs to do in order to go to college. It is important to know that your child can go to 
college even if you are undocumented. There are social, legal, and economic advantages to going 
to college, even for undocumented and immigrant students. Many immigrant and undocumented 
students have gone to and graduated from colleges in Tennessee. 

Here are some things to think about if you are a parent and want to see your child go to college.

Start Early 

Do not wait to talk to your kids about college. The earlier that your kids decide that they want to 
go to school, the longer they will have to get better grades, write essays, look for scholarships, and 
prepare for standardized tests. If your kids are in middle school, talk to them. If they are in 9th 
grade, talk to them. It is much easier for your kids to improve their grades when they are young. If 
your kids are older, it is still possible for them to go to college. However, we strongly encourage you 
to talk to your kids about college as early as possible.

Accompany Your Child to Campus Tours 

A great number of colleges and universities encourage parent involvement in their children’s 
college planning and admission process. Accompany your child on regular tours of campus, 
residence halls and/or summer orientation. They might feel more comfortable having a person 
they know going through the process with them.

Talk About Status 

 Your child needs to know if he or she is undocumented way before the college process begins. The 
reason your child needs to know is that the college process is different and more time consuming 
for people with and without social security numbers. It may be difficult to let your child know their 
status, but it is the best thing to do for them if they want to go to college.

Know the Reasons
 
Applying to college is a difficult process that many kids are not quite motivated or mature 
enough to follow on through. However, you can try to motivate your child by reminding them of 
the economic, social, and legal incentives for college graduation.

Grades 

Your child’s grade point average (GPA) plays a large role in whether or not they will be accepted 
to colleges and earns scholarships. It is important to remind your child that grades do matter and 
to stay involved in their education as much as possible

Standardized Tests and Activities 

These are very important factors that will have an impact on their college admission. Be 
supportive during the standardized testing period and involve yourself with their activities.

Be Informed 

Even if you did not go to college, having a parent who understands the college process is a huge 
benefit for students who are applying to schools. A good place to start informing yourself about 
the college process is this guide! But, there are other sources like college-bound networks that 
will provide you with more information about colleges and majors. We also recommend the 
E4FC’s free handbook, “How to Support College-Bound Undocumented Students: Advice for 
Parents:” http://www.e4fc.org/images/E4FC_ParentGuide.pdf)

Pay Taxes 

Having an Individual Taxpayer Identification Number (ITIN) is extremely helpful to your child. If 
you pay your taxes, you will be assigned this number.



Is Your Child Eligible for FAFSA?

The Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) is used to determine whether current and 
prospective students are eligible to receive student financial aid. To be clear, FAFSA does not 
provide aid. Financial Aid is not, as many people think, simply “free money.” It can come from 
different sources like: private donors, foundations, organizations and via both state and federal 
programs. The form calculates whether a student is eligible to receive federal aid, state aid, and 
most of the institutional aid currently available. Many people think the terms scholarships and 
financial aid are synonymous. Actually, scholarships are also called grants and are also a form of 
financial aid. If your child is eligible to fill out the FAFSA, they should fill out the form.

The United States Department of Education accepts completed FAFSA forms on January 1st of 
each year. It is recommended that eligible students submit their forms around this date because 
the form is time-sensitive. Students who are eligible to receive the most aid from FAFSA are 
from families who are not able to contribute a significant amount of money towards their child’s 
education.

Unfortunately, undocumented students are NOT eligible to apply to the FAFSA. If your child is 
undocumented, do NOT apply to the FAFSA. Filling out the FAFSA as an undocumented student 
is not the correct decision. Furthermore, your child should not apply to FAFSA if they are in 
the country on an expired visa as this could have negative results. (They need to be honest when 
filling out the FAFSA form because it could hurt their chances at getting aid and it could also 
be consider perjury if they lie on a federal form). However, there are other options for paying for 
college; please, refer to our “Finding Scholarships” section in this guide.

Eligibility of Documented Citizens of the U.S., With Undocumented 
Parents

If your child is a documented citizen of the United States with undocumented parents, your child 
is eligible to apply for FAFSA as long as you are paying taxes. (If you do not pay taxes, your child 
should not apply for FAFSA). A few general guidelines are:

•	 Your child should use 000-00-0000 when describing your social security number.
•	 You are not eligible to sign the FAFSA with a PIN. For this reason, your child could print 

off the signature sheet for you and mail the form in. This step delays the FAFSA decision, 
but is a necessary step.

•	 Your child should use your tax forms to fill out the FAFSA.
•	 Again, contact the Admissions office of the schools they are applying to for assistance on 

taxes.

Students in various citizenship statuses are eligible to apply for the FAFSA. Please note that 
students who select “Neither citizen nor eligible non citizen” are not eligible for federal aid, but 
may earn access to state and institutional aid.  Again, undocumented students are NOT eligible to 
apply to the FAFSA.



Your child may not apply if they owe refunds on any federal student grants, have defaulted on any 
student loans or have been found guilty of the sale or possession of illegal drugs while aid was 
being received.

Each year you and your child will have to go online and renew their FAFSA using the most current 
financial information.

For more information on FAFSA related questions, visit: http://www.fafsa.ed.gov/

Important Information for Filling Out FAFSA

You can apply to FAFSA if you are a U.S. Citizen, a U.S. National, or an Eligible Non-Citizen.

Notes on Question 14 (in accordance with http://www.fafsa.ed.gov/):
This question cannot be left blank.

Select “U.S. Citizen” if:
•	 You are a U.S. national by birth or naturalization.

Select “Eligible Non Citizen” if:
•	 A U.S. permanent resident, with a Permanent Resident Card (I-			 

	           551), or a conditional permanent resident with a Conditional 			 
	           Green Card (I-551C).

•	 Other eligible noncitizen with an Arrival-Departure Record (I-			 
	            94) from the Department of Homeland Security showing any 			 
	            one of the following designations:

o	 “Refugee,” “Asylum Granted,” “Parolee” (I-94 confirms 			 
		              that you were paroled for a minimum of one year and 			 
		              status has not expired), T-Visa holder (T-1, T-2, T-3, 				  
	                        etc.), or “Cuban-Haitian Entrant.”

o	 The holder of a valid certification or eligibility letter 				 
	                       from the Department of Health and Human Services 			 
		             showing a designation of “Victim of human trafficking.”

o	 A resident of the Republic of Palau (PW), the Republic of 			 
	                       the Marshall Islands (MH), or the Federated States of 			 
		             Micronesia (FM).

o	 A Canadian-born Native American under terms of the Jay Treaty.

Select “Neither Citizen nor Eligible Non Citizen” if they are in the U.S. on:
•	 A  F1 or F2 student visa
•	 A  J1 or J2 exchange visitor visa, or
•	 A  G series visa (pertaining to international organizations), or
•	 Other categories not included under U.S. citizen and eligible 			 

	            noncitizen.
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Counselors & 
Teachers:
Make it Count! 



Advice from Counselors to Counselors  
(Written by Counselors in the Oasis College Connection)

Do not underestimate your role in helping un/under-documented students reach their educational 
goals. What is a complicated and challenging process for any high school student can quickly 
become a nightmare for un/under-documented students. By being open, knowledgeable, and going 
the extra mile, you can open the door to higher education for undocumented students. 

Start working with students EARLY –the earlier, the better. By helping un/under-documented 
students understand that they can go to college, but will face obstacles, they can make decisions 
regarding their academic path that will enable them to secure needed resources. 

It is important to realize that many students may not know about their status until they begin 
applying to college. This can be very difficult to process and some students may resist accepting 
the reality of the situation. Be supportive and encouraging and remind them that the obstacles are 
not impossible to overcome. A good first step is getting clear on exactly what the documentation 
situation is with a particular student, especially encouraging the student themselves to understand 
their immigration status and what it means. Does the student have any type of documentation? If 
so, what kind? What class of visa do they hold? When are they eligible to apply for a green card or 
citizenship? Can they pursue a path to citizenship independently of their parents or other family 
members? 

1.	 Understanding the student’s individual situation is a huge asset in dealing with colleges, 
especially if the student is able to communicate to the college that their visa situation will 
change at some point in the future, making them eligible for financial aid.

2.	 Do not ask students to self-identify about their immigration status; in fact, it is illegal to 
do so. Keeping confidentiality is a key to positioning yourself as an ally and retaining that 
trust. Make information and resources available to all students. Remember that when a 
student reveals their status to you, they are putting a great amount of trust in you. It is also 
important to let them know that they will need to be honest about their status throughout 
the process to admissions counselors. Remind them that federal law (specifically FERPA) 
will protect their privacy and prevent colleges from releasing any information on them 
unless under court order.

3.	 Educate yourself about the laws and policies affecting undocumented students.  Research 
before you answer questions, but never give legal advice. Undocumented students 
cannot legally receive any  federally funded student financial aid, including loans, grants, 
scholarships, and work-study programs.  In most states, including Tennessee, they are not 
eligible for state financial aid. Less than a handful of states grant eligibility for state financial 
aid to undocumented students who qualify for in-state tuition. Additionally, most private 
scholarship funds and foundations require applicants to be U.S. citizens or legal residents. 
Though they are effectively blocked from most forms on financial aid, many students are 
surprised to discover that colleges cannot use immigration status as a factor in considering 
students for admission.



1.	 Encourage students to keep their grades up and study for the ACT/SAT. The things students 
can control, like their grades, ACT score, and community involvement will go a long way. 
However, the degree to which the student is willing to commit to the admissions process 
and be fearless in seeking educational opportunity also matters a great deal. Students 
must be willing to go the extra mile in writing admissions essays and personal statements 
securing excellent references, and building relationships with admissions representatives 
in the schools they are in. By becoming effective self-advocates students become the type 
of people that colleges want as part of their student body. The ability to convey how their 
own background and experiences set them apart gives students an incalculable advantage 
in seeking institutional aid. It may also be beneficial for students to take as many Advanced 
Placement (AP) exams as they can in order to save money and fulfill general education 
requirements for colleges simultaneously. If available, counselors can encourage students 
to participate in dual enrollment courses at the community college to accrue college credit 
without the associated tuition costs.  

2.	 Undocumented students may have a lot more luck pursuing private universities, who have 
more freedom with how they award scholarships and spend their money. College counselors 
can be helpful in helping un/under-documented students figure out which colleges may be 
a good fit and can initially reach out to admissions offices on behalf of students to gauge 
what, if any, institutional aid may be available to students who are ineligible for federal 
financial aid. Counselors can also help work with students on how to best communicate 
their citizenship status with admissions counselors and can assist in coaching students on 
phone and email etiquette. It will be most effective for the student to take ownership of 
their own immigration status and be the one who is in communication with schools directly, 
instead of relying on the college counselor to be their voice.

If a young person has their heart set on a school that is a public university, there are a few options 
that the student can take in order to be able to pay for college. One option is to apply for admission 
and then ask the admissions office to defer their admission until they obtain citizenship, especially 
if they are already partway through that process and will be able to obtain citizenship or status 
as en eligible non-citizen within the next year. The degree to which students will be successful 
in receiving deferred admission will largely depend on the institution itself but can be aided by 
a relationship that the student develops with the admissions staff. If the school really wants that 
student, they will be more willing to grant a deferral. Students can also work to establish residency 
in a state that grants in-state tuition to public university students regardless of immigration status. 
Another option for these students can be attending a community college, and students can research 
if there are community colleges in their state or geographic area that offer more affordable out-of-
state tuition costs than others.

To name some, the Mexican American Legal Defense and Educational Fund (MALDEF), the 
University of Southern California Center for Higher Education Policy Analysis, the Tomas Rivera 
Policy Institute, and the National Council of La Raza have compiled extensive lists of scholarships 
for which undocumented students are eligible. Making undocumented students and their families 
aware of these scholarship resources is paramount.

Be informed. Educate yourself and seek help from professional organizations regarding Deferred 
Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) and how it can help your student to accomplish going to 
college. “On June 15, 2012, the Secretary of Homeland Security announced that certain people who 
came to the United States as children and meet several key guidelines may request consideration 
of deferred action for a period of two years, subject to renewal, and would then be eligible for work 
authorization. Deferred action does not provide an individual with lawful status.” (Source: http://
www.USCIS.gov/childhoodarrivals). Again, research before you answer questions, but never give 
legal advice.

Finally, be an advocate for your undocumented students and encourage them to be advocates for 
themselves.  Connect students with support networks, websites, and other undocumented youth 
and encourage them to be a voice for legislative change. Young un/under-documented students, 
especially if they have excelled academically, are in an extraordinary position to help bring change 
to the problem of undocumented students and the lack  post-secondary accessibility. Start a 
club within the school to support them. Work with school administration to create an in-house 
scholarship. Encourage local scholarship foundations to remove citizenship/FAFSA requirements. 
Be the change. 

Be prepared to help students fill out college applications with appropriate information regarding 
residency and navigate the FAFSA process. When filling out college applications, providing a 
social security number is optional and never required. Work with students and their contact at 
the university to find out whether they should leave this question blank, fill in zeros, or fill in 
the space with an identification number provided by the university. If a college financial aid/
admissions advisor suggests a student fill out the FAFSA and the student does not have a social 
security number, they can fill it out but DO NOT submit it. Undocumented students do not qualify 
for FAFSA and submitting FAFSA forms with false information is against the law. If a parent is 
undocumented, they will need to fill out the FAFSA with zeros and cannot apply for a pin. They 
will have to print out and sign the FAFSA and mail it in. It is often very helpful to establish a 
contact at the colleges the student is interested in applying to who can answer questions and be a 
support to the student along the way.

Identify scholarships that do not require legal residency, legal citizenship, a social security number, 
or proof of having filled out the FAFSA. 



Advice from a Teacher to Teachers

Do not underestimate your role in helping un/under-documented students reach their educational 
goals. What is a complicated and challenging process for any high school student can quickly 
become a nightmare for un/under-documented students. By being open, knowledgeable, and going 
the extra mile, you can open the door to higher education for undocumented students.
 

1.	 Encourage students; make sure that undocumented students know that they can continue 
with higher education after high school (i.e. talk about it, “name it”, at school conversations/
presentations do not let any undocumented student think: “oh, they are not talking to me…I 
am undocumented.”)

2.	 At any financial aid info session, have scholarship resources at the ready for those who 
cannot fill out FAFSA.

3.	 Make sure students are informed about and on track to take the ACT.   This is especially 
important for ELL students who might not be classified as 11th graders in the computer due 
to the scheduling of English classes, even though they will be graduating the next year.

4.	 Identify ELL students who are graduating, but might not be classified as 12th graders until 
the second semester of their last year, and make sure they get all the scholarship/application 
info they need in the fall.

5.	 Support scholarship searching by providing time, space, and mentors throughout the year. 

Know your students.   Do not be afraid to ask a student about their plans after high school –
documented or not.  If you find out a student is undocumented, let them know you are there to 
help with extra support and resources

7. Speak to parents. Inform them of how they can play a role in helping your student to attain      
    higher education. 

      8. Research information regarding college opportunities available for undocumented students 
         but do not give legal advice. Be informed. Educate yourself and seek help from professional   
         organizations regarding Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) and how it can  
         help your student to accomplish going to college. “On June 15, 2012, the Secretary of 
           Homeland Security announced that certain people who came to the United States as children      
        and meet several key guidelines may request consideration of deferred action for a period 
        of two years, subject to renewal, and would then be eligible for work authorization. Deferred 
       action does not provide an individual with lawful status.” (Source: http://www.USCIS.gov/)   
       Again, research before you answer questions, but never give legal advice.



Notes on Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA)

(n.b: It is our interest to help informing students, teachers, counselors, and parents of the 
benefits and public information available [through official statements in: http://www.uscis.gov/
childhoodarrivals] regarding DACA. This information is NOT legal counsel. For legal counsel, seek 
help from professional organizations regarding Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA)).
In recent months, the Department of Homeland Security issued a statement regarding the availability 
for undocumented students to apply for Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA). 

 
You may request consideration of deferred action for childhood arrivals if you: 

1.	 Were under the age of 31 as of June 15, 2012; 

2.	 Came to the United States before reaching your 16th birthday; 

3.	 Have continuously resided in the United States since June 15, 2007, up to the 
present time; 

4.	 Were physically present in the United States on June 15, 2012, and at the time of 
making your request for consideration of deferred action with USCIS; 

5.	 Entered without inspection before June 15, 2012, or your lawful immigration status 
expired as of June 15, 2012; 

6.	 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 

7.	 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. 

(For more information, please visit: http://www.uscis.gov/childhoodarrivals).
Avoid scams! Stay informed: https://www.consumer.ftc.gov/features/feature-0012-scams-against-immigrants

When filling out a college application, make sure to talk to the college’s Admission counselor if 
you have questions about determining your institution’s tuition policy.
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