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Administration and  
Computer Learning Center 
650 Minnesota Avenue 
Kansas City, KS  66101 
913-677-0100 
www.ElCentroInc.com 
 
The Academy for Children 
1330 S. 30th Street 
Kansas City, KS  66106 
913-677-1115 
913-677-7090 fax 
 
Academy for Children,  
Choo Choo Child Care 
219 S. Mill Street 
Kansas City, KS  66101 
913-371-1744 
913-371-1866 fax 
 
Academy for Children,  
Donnelly College 
608 North 18th Street 
Kansas City, KS  66102 
913-281-1700 
 
Casa de Rosina Apartments 
851 Barnett 
Kansas City, KS  66101 
 
ECI Development, Inc. 
2100 Metropolitan Ave. 
Kansas City, KS  66106 
913-677-1120 
913-677-0051 fax 
 
El Centro, Inc. Argentine  
1333 S. 27th Street. 
Kansas City, KS  66106 
913-677-0177 
913-362-8520 fax 
 
El Centro, Inc. Family Center, 
Johnson County 
9525 Metcalf Avenue 
Overland Park, KS  66212 
913-381-2861 
913-381-2914 fax 
 
Macías-Flores Family Center 
290 S. 10th Street 
Kansas City, KS  66102 
913-281-1186 
913-281-1259 fax 
 
Woodland Hills, Inc.  
1012 Forest Court  
Kansas City, KS  66103 
913-362-8155 
913-362-8203 fax 

Mission Statement:  The purpose of El Centro and its subsidiaries is to create and sustain educational, social, and economic opportunities for families. 

February 1, 2006 
 
Chairman John Edmonds 
House Federal and State Affairs Committee 
Kansas State Capitol, 143-N 
 
Chairman Edmonds and Honorable Members of the House Federal and State Affairs Committee, 
 
It is disappointing to return, yet again, to the discussion of whether all Kansas high school graduates 
should have a chance at their dreams of a college education.  As you know, Kansas changed the law 
in 2004 to allow Kansas high school graduates with at least three years in Kansas schools to be 
eligible for instate tuition rates provided that they, if not already U.S. citizens, had already begun the 
process of applying for citizenship or committed, under penalty of perjury, to do so as soon as they 
became eligible.  This decision came after two years of debate, seven public hearings, and five full-
chamber votes.  At the time, those opposed to the bill made several claims foretelling its undoing, all of 
which have turned out to be completely false.  They claimed that it exposed Kansas to considerable 
legal liability, but their lawsuit was entirely rejected in federal court.  They claimed that a flood of 
immigrant students would displace citizens, yet the 221 students currently enrolled (some of whom are 
U.S. citizens) represent 0.16% of the total student body in our public postsecondary institutions.  They 
claimed that these students would be a financial burden for Kansas, yet the new tuition dollars they 
pay will add more than $480,000 to our postsecondary institutions in the 2005-2006 school year.   
 
By any measure, then, this law has been highly successful.  Its goals were to provide educational 
opportunities to all Kansas high school graduates, to ensure that our best-qualified students are able to 
enroll at instate tuition rates in our colleges and universities, and to continue our progress towards a 
well-educated, diverse future workforce.  The students themselves are the best evidence of our 
success.  One student was awarded national leadership recognition from President Bush shortly 
before enrolling at Kansas State University.  Another received his Lawful Permanent Residency 
halfway through his first (all ‘A’) semester.  Another was among only 10 students in the U.S. to be 
recognized as a Hitachi Foundation scholar.  Their institutions are delighted to have them and our 
state is much enriched by the education they are achieving on their way to full U.S. citizenship.   
 
I recognize that there are complicated issues surrounding immigration, and that confusing messages 
about this policy and the students it affects most directly have contributed to difficulties in discussing it 
with colleagues and constituents.  It has, unfortunately, become entangled with the highly complex and 
controversial issue of illegal immigration and the important debate occurring in Congress over how to 
effectively reform our immigration laws.  I have had to clarify that Kansas does not give immigrant 
students advantages over U.S. citizens, provide financial aid or “free college” to undocumented 
students, or step into federal territory by legislating immigration policy.  And while it is frustrating to 
have these same conversations again, it is the task of those of us who care about Kansas’ future to 
ensure that we continue policies that are so obviously working as intended, rather than throwing up our 
hands in quick defeat and, in the same motion, sentencing some very hard-working, bright students to 
a lifetime of denied possibilities.  As we enter this debate again, then, we must begin with an honest 
accounting of the tax contributions of undocumented immigrants and their families.  We must consider 
the long-term ramifications of having a large segment of our population that is bright and talented but 
uneducated.  And we must, above all, refrain from mean-spirited attacks on our most precious 
resource, our children.  
 
A few clarifications about Kansas’ current policy: 
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1. This is not about ‘illegal’ students.  The children who would be impacted by passage of HB2615 include U.S. citizens 
and those who have not yet become permanent residents by the time of their high school graduation.  Educated in the 
U.S. and growing up in Kansas, these students are bilingual and bicultural, often identifying more with this country than 
with that of their birth.  They intend to stay in the U.S. and have much to offer.  Some are undocumented; others have 
other, nonpermanent immigration statuses that, while making it legal for their parents to work in the United States, do not 
qualify them for instate tuition without the provisions that HB2615 would repeal.  Many have been waiting for the U.S. 
Citizenship and Immigration Services (formerly BCIS, formerly INS) to process their families’ paperwork for years.  What 
they share in common as a group is their preparation for higher education, their willingness to find a way to finance higher 
education at instate rates, and their commitment not to let twelve years of investment in their education go to waste as 
they work towards their goal of U.S. citizenship.   
 
2. These children were not in our post-secondary institutions before 2004, and they will not be able to continue their 
college careers if HB2615 passes.  The differential instate and out-of-state tuition rates serve to facilitate enrollment by 
Kansans whose families, as Kansas taxpayers, have supported our public colleges and universities.  These students fit 
that description.  Regardless of their immigration status, they pay sales taxes, income taxes, and property taxes.  After 
having overcome many obstacles to graduate from high school, including learning English and mastering academic 
subjects, most of these students find the financial burden of out-of-state tuition an insurmountable barrier, as evidenced 
by their lack of enrollment before the law change in 2004.   
 
3. This is not immigration policy.  The state of Kansas cannot address immigration challenges comprehensively, as 
immigration policy (regulating who can come in, in what numbers, when, and how) is the exclusive purview of the federal 
government.  However, states across the country have increasingly taken steps to address immigrant policy, determining 
how immigrants are received once they come to the United States and what their likelihood of success is.  In addition to 
Kansas, Texas, Utah, Washington, Illinois, New York, California, New Mexico, and Oklahoma allow immigrant students to 
be admitted as instate residents, paying the same tuition and fees as other taxpaying resident students, provided that 
these students have attended school in the state for at least two or three years, depending on the state’s specific 
legislation.  Federal law is clear that there is no prohibition on allowing undocumented students to enroll and, if citizen 
students receive the same benefits, to be charged the equivalent of instate tuition at public colleges and universities.   
 
4. If this discussion is about ‘fiscal priorities,’ then passing HB2615 is the wrong step towards a healthy Kansas economy.  
It is estimated that states spend approximately $250,000 for each dropout in supportive educational services, justice 
system costs, public benefits, and other costs over his/her lifetime, and dropout rates are likely to increase if immigrant 
students have no real hope of post-graduation education.1  Attainment of higher education benefits the state long after the 
student graduates from college, as well; a high school graduate earns only 56% of what a college graduate earns, on 
average, and pays far less in taxes over his/her lifetime.1  In addition, having a highly-educated workforce will help Kansas 
to attract and retain quality jobs, a cornerstone of our economic development.   
 
5. Kansas’ current instate tuition policy is not a ‘referendum’ on illegal immigration, and support for the law does not 
connote support for unauthorized migration.  Kansans share other Americans’ frustration with the serious problems in our 
current federal immigration policies.  Obviously, we need reforms in Congress.  Passing HB2615, however, does nothing 
to address these problems. 
 
Immigration and, in particular, undocumented immigration, are controversial and complicated forces shaping the future of 
our state, our communities, and our nation.  These students, and their desire for an education, are neither complicated nor 
controversial.  As they work towards U.S. citizenship, we must put aside our feelings about their parents’ decision to come 
here and simply answer the question: “Will they be well-educated citizens or less educated ones?” 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Melinda K. Lewis, Director of Policy Advocacy and Research, El Centro, Inc. 



 
 

 


