
By Abby Thomasson 
Seniors are just now finish-

ing their college applications and 
receiving their first college ac-
ceptances, but more than 23,400 
Georgia students are not able to 
receive in-state tuition that their 
peers are offered because they are 
classified as “illegal immigrants.”  

 Deferred Action for Child-
hood Arrivals (DACA) is a pro-
gram that was implemented dur-
ing President Barack Obama’s 
second term that gives children 
who came to the United States 
before their 16th birthday pro-
tection from deportation and ac-
cess to work permits. 

Since 2008, Georgia has upheld 
a bill that prevented “illegal immi-
grants” from receiving in-state tu-
ition. After June 2012, the Geor-
gia Board of Regents ruled the 
status of an “illegal immigrant” 
applied to students who are part 
of DACA; therefore, stripping 
them of the opportunity to receive 
in-state tuition. 

In December 2016, a group of 
DACA recipients sued the Board of 
Regents in hopes of lowering their 
college tuition costs, arguing they 
are legally in the United States in ac-
cordance with DACA, and should, 
therefore, receive the same treatment 
as a natural Georgia citizen. 

“The decision by the Board of 
Regents is self-defeating, and de-
void of any purpose other than 
punishment,” said Charles Kuck, 
the attorney from Kuck Immi-
gration Partners representing the 
DACA students. “I took this case 
pro bono because somebody has to 
stand up to the bullies.”

In-state tuition is significantly 
lower than out-of-state tuition; it is 
approximately $15,000 less per year 
for Georgia in-state students to at-

tend Georgia State University and 
$18,000 less for Georgia in-state 
students to attend the University 
of Georgia. Because of the contrast 
in price, Grady junior and former 
DACA student Ruben Sanchez has 
applied for U.S. citizenship and be-
lieves all Georgia students should 
receive the same opportunities.

“It would only be fair because 
I worked just as hard to get good 
grades as people that have been 
living in Georgia all their life,” 
Sanchez said. “I should not have 
to pay more.” 

In a ruling issued on Dec. 30, 
2016, Fulton County Superior 
Court Judge Gail Tusan agreed 
with Sanchez. 

 “We are talking about someone 
who has grown up in our country 
and gone to Georgia schools, did re-
ally well, and was accepted by a col-
lege, only to get to the point where 
they are told they have to pay a high-
er tuition for what appeared to be an 
arbitrary reason,” Tusan said. “This 
would not be reasonable and fair.”

A 2016 poll by Reuters/Ipsos 
found that 39 percent of Americans 
do not support the plan to relax im-
migration policy for some undocu-
mented people. Other Georgia resi-
dents believe DACA students should 
not be able to receive in-state tuition 
because of the way their families 
came to this country. 

“Allowing students who are 
here because of DACA in-state 
tuition would encourage entering 
the United States illegally when 
they see what can be offered to 
them,” Midtown Atlanta resident 
Bryant Richardson said. 

The lawsuit is still active, and no 
decision has been reached. Judge 
Tusan’s decision still stands, but it 
is not being implemented because 
the Georgia Court of Appeals has 

granted a suspension of  the au-
thority of a trial court to issue an 
execution on an appealed judg-
ment. There will be a review of 
Judge Tusan’s decision at the ap-
pellate court level, and both sides 
will argue their positions to the 
court of appeals. 

“I am not sure how likely my ap-
peal will pass,” Judge Tusan said. “I 
believe it is the correct decision but 
depends on whether or not my read-
ing of the law and my accepting the 
DACA student’s arguments will be 
persuasive to nine different people. I 
think it will become more political.”

None of this will be relevant, 
however, if President Donald 
Trump decides to overturn DACA 
as part of his immigration plan. On 
his campaign trail, Trump vowed 
to repeal DACA, saying “they have 
to go.” However, in a statement re-
leased in December 2016, Trump 
altered his plan, still pledging to end 
DACA, but suggesting he would 
like to find some way to continue 
accommodating these young people 
in the United States. 

“If DACA is overturned, there will 
no longer be DACA students and 
they will resume being simply un-

documented — a very sad outcome 
indeed,” Kuck said. 

While Tusan believes all students 
deserve the same opportunities, she 
also encourages skeptics to look at 
the bigger picture.

“When we are talking about 
American-born versus foreign-
born and allowing them to benefit 
from our country, it becomes a 
question of ‘us’ versus ‘them’,” Tu-
san said. “If you accept that there 
are certain situations where there 
is not an ‘us’ versus ‘them’ and just 
students that have to work hard, an 
understanding can be reached.”  p

Westmoreland runs to improve city, public education
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G
R

A
PH

IC
 B

y 
A

BB
y 

T
H

O
M

A
SS

O
N

; D
AT

A 
C

O
U

RT
eS

y 
O

F 
C

eN
T

eR
 F

O
R

 A
M

eR
IC

A
N

 P
RO

G
R

eS
S

Feb. 10, 2017

From page 1

Within two months, the board was search-
ing for a new superintendent. Under the 
newly-appointed superintendent, Dr. Meria 
Carstarphen, the Board rewrote the mission 
of APS and devised the Turnaround Strategy, 
which was approved Mar. 7, 2016. 

“We redefined the word ‘equity’ and tried 
to look through that definition in all of the 
decisions that we made,” Westmoreland 
said. “We focused on our lowest-performing 
schools in an effort to make sure kids were 
getting a better education across the city.”

After four years on the board, Westmore-
land noticed how issues regarding the city’s 
public safety, transportation and urban de-
velopment were preventing students in lower 
income neighborhoods from receiving the 
same quality education as those students in 
more developed areas.

“It is harder for a child born into poverty 
in Atlanta to break out of poverty than any 
other city in America,” Westmoreland said. 
“How do we build, develop communities 
and also make sure those neighborhoods 
remain affordable so people don’t get dis-
placed, which is something we’ve seen in At-
lanta over the last few years?”

One of Westmoreland’s hopes for City 
Council is to build better communication 
between the city and APS. Grant believes 

Westmoreland’s experience on the APS 
board will be an asset for both councils. 

“As most people who know him, he was 
born to be a public servant and leader and 
that comes through when he’s in front of 
people,” Grant said. “I am sad because I 
would really appreciate his continued leader-
ship on the board, but I do understand that 
his focus is a little bit wider.”

McCurdy first noted Westmoreland’s am-
bition in 2001 at the APS Convocation, 
where Westmoreland spoke as Inman Mid-
dle School’s 8th grade president. He believes 
Westmoreland always viewed things from a 
broader perspective. 

“[Westmoreland] is somebody who always 
looks at the big picture, not just his personal 
experience,” McCurdy said. “The epitome 
of leadership is the fact that you are always 
considering how it impacts other people. He 
has set certain goals for himself, and I’ve seen 
him achieve all of his goals. It’s almost like a 
ladder he’s climbing.”

Westmoreland credits his father, Melvin 
K. Westmoreland, a senior judge for the Su-
perior Courts of Georgia, for instilling values 
of altruism.

“He instilled in me this idea that when 
you are blessed with a really good education, 
or you’re blessed with living a really high 
quality of life, it is also your responsibility 
to turn around and help do that for other 

people,” Westmoreland said.
It is with this mind set that Westmore-

land noted the difference in educational 
qualities at Grady between the journalism 
magnet program and the on-level classes. 
Though he later went on to study at Princ-
eton University, where he was the editor of 
the Princetonian, a school newspaper, and 
a history major, he always returned to the 
subject of education. 

“I love public school; I think it is the foun-
dation of democracy,” Westmoreland said. “A 
quality education provides a kid with oppor-
tunity and choice to do whatever it is they 
want to do with life. If we’re going to build a 
strong city for the people who live here now, 
that is inextricably linked to whether people 
get a quality education or not. It’s important 
to have someone at city hall who is going to 
be a strong partner for APS.”  p
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GRADY PROUD: Matt Westmoreland, a 2005 Grady graduate, has submitted his bid to run for Atlanta City 
Council. If successful, he hopes to focus on education by serving as liason between the city and the district.




