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In Miami-Dade County, "we spend at our school system over $20 million every year" 
educating recent immigrants. 

-Carlos Curbelo on Friday, May 24th, 2013 in a Fox News interview 

In February as federal lawmakers including Sen. Marco Rubio, R-Fla, were drafting 
immigration reform, Miami-Dade school board member Carlos Curbelo sought a district 
report to shine a spotlight on the challenges immigration poses to the nation’s fourth-
largest school district. 

Curbelo, a Republican political consultant who may challenge U.S. Rep. Joe Garcia, D-
Miami, highlighted a key figure from the report while on Fox News with Rubio on May 
24. Rubio has been trying to win over conservatives to the Senate’s immigration bill , 
which would create a 13-year pathway to citizenship for many of the 11 million 
undocumented immigrants in the U.S. The bill allocates billions for border security and 
provides visas for high-tech, agricultural and low-skilled workers. 

Curbelo cited his school district as an example of the high costs posed by the current 
immigration system: 

"We spend at our school system over $20 million every year as a direct result of the 
broken immigration system. The federal government doesn't reimburse us despite the 
fact that it is their fault. Why? 

"Because, like you said, a lot of people overstaying their visas and in some cases the 
government lets families with children in, in the middle of school year, which imposes a 
burden on schools. So it can't just be the border. We all support border security, but it 
has to be a lot more than that." 

Curbelo’s comments didn’t distinguish between costs associated with legal or illegal 
immigration. 

Still, his figure caught our eye: do Miami-Dade schools spend more than $20 million a 
year educating immigrants? And how would that change if Rubio’s bill passes? 



The Miami-Dade school district immigration report 

The report that Curbelo drew his number from states that as a result of immigration 
reform, the district will need to increase English for Speakers of other Languages (ESOL) 
courses and invest in helping these students pass FCATs and graduate. 

The report calls on Congress to fully fund the cost of immigration for the schools, among 
other measures. 

The key part of the report is the district’s fiscal analysis. 

An average of 979 foreign-born students a month enter the school district -- or 11,228 for 
the 2011-12 school year. The report doesn’t identify what percentage are illegal, because 
federal law prohibits school officials from asking about students' immigration status. The 
district serves about 350,000 students. 

The district spent about $322 million on ESOL for about 47,700 students during the 
2011-12 school year. That group includes the 11,228 foreigners who arrived that year, 
plus students who arrived in previous years and native born students whose families 
speak another language at home and need ESOL. 

The district calculated that it costs about $6,750 to educate an ESOL student -- or about 
$1,485 more than a typical student, largely for staff salaries. The district calculates a per-
student cost for building and infrastructure of about $473. 

The district added the extra ESOL cost of $1,485 to the $473 building cost to get a total 
of $1,958.87 and multiplied that by the 11,228 foreign born students. That brings the 
grand total to $21,994,243. 

So it costs $322 million for all ESOL students. The $22 million that Curbelo cited 
pertained to the foreign students who arrived that school year. 

The education and building costs are paid for through state and local dollars -- the 
district analysis omitted federal dollars it gets for very specific uses such as tutoring. For 
2011-12, Miami-Dade schools received about $14 million in federal Title III money for 
English Language Learners or recent immigrants, according to the Florida Department 
of Education. 

"We are very confident this is a very conservative analysis" of the costs of educating an 
immigrant child, assistant superintendent Iraida Mendez-Cartaya told PolitiFact Florida. 

School board member Raquel Regalado raised some philosophical issues about placing a 
number on costs. 

"The school district is one of a few places illegal immigrants receive services without 
being asked about their status," she told PolitiFact Florida. 

We don’t have any major quibbles with the district’s math here. But Curbelo used that 
$22 million figure to criticize our "broken immigration system." So if the Senate’s bill -- 



which Curbelo told us he generally supports -- passes what does that mean for the 
number of foreign born students in Miami-Dade and the cost to educate them? 

Curbelo, who was born in Miami and the son of Cuban exiles, told PolitiFact he isn’t 
certain how the student population numbers would change, but he believes that 
improvements to border security and changes in the visa system will make the flow more 
predictable. 

Immigration experts on future flows to Miami-Dade 

We sent the school district’s report and Curbelo’s claim to multiple immigration experts 
across the political spectrum to ask what they thought of the analysis and what -- if 
anything -- would change for the Miami-Dade schools if the Senate bill passes. 

First, one note about Miami-Dade: The dominant immigrant group -- Cubans -- have a 
special wet-foot dry-foot policy that allows them to become legal U.S. residents when 
they reach U.S. soil. Those interdicted at sea are returned to Cuba. That policy will 
remain in place, immigration experts told us. 

In 2012, about 30,000 of Miami-Dade’s 68,000 foreign born students were from Cuba. 
(The district has students from 170 countries.) 

"The data show that a little under 50 percent of the Miami-Dade foreign born students 
were born in Cuba," said Roger Rice, an attorney who fights for the educational rights of 
immigrants including winning a consent decree in Florida. 

Second, we heard disagreements among immigration experts about whether the Senate 
bill would lead to a higher number or fewer immigrants in the future. (As of late May the 
House hadn’t filed its version.) 

But most experts we interviewed agreed it would be difficult to predict how the law’s 
effects would trickle down to the future numbers of immigrant students in the Miami-
Dade public schools. Some said the student population numbers may not change 
significantly, but their immigration status could change. Others said it could increase, 
though they couldn’t say by how much for one district. 

Steve Camarota, research director for the Center for Immigration Studies that lobbies for 
restricting immigration, said that he expects Rubio’s bill would increase the number of 
immigrant children in public schools. 

"The bill doubles roughly the number green cards from one to two million That could 
have a very big impact from number of kids in school," he said. 

Alex Nowrasteh, an immigration policy analyst at the libertarian Cato Institute who 
supports the bill, said that "the bill will probably not have a huge impact" on the number 
of immigrant school children in Miami-Dade. 

He disagreed with Curbelo’s speculation that the numbers will be more predictable. 



The number of illegal immigrants who come to the U.S. is driven by the economy -- not 
border security, Nowrasteh said, and that will still remain the case even if border security 
improves. 

"If the economy improves dramatically in Miami-Dade, thousands upon thousands will 
move to the area....," he said. "Who would have said in the early 1970s that Miami, which 
had a lot of urban problems and decay and people leaving, who would have said Cubans 
and the wave of immigrants were going to come here and revitalize Miami?" 

Some experts also said that the district’s analysis reflects costs but not benefits of 
educating children who will be able to get jobs in the future and pay taxes. 

The Senate bill would still leave the states and local governments to pay for the majority 
of the education costs -- as they do right now. There is some mention of grants in the bill 
for services such as immigration integration and citizenship classes, but it’s unclear if the 
district could get any such grants and how much money that would provide. 

Philip Wolgin at the Center for American Progress who supports the Senate bill, said for 
the immigrants who are already here who become legal their wages will increase and 
they will have more resources to support their children. 

"The idea will all education is we make investments in students now and later on in life 
they work and are able to pay into the system far more than they take out," he said. 

Though the Center for American Progress’s estimate shows a slight net decrease as a 
result of the Senate bill, "it's very very difficult to actually say these many are going to go 
to Miami." 

Our ruling 

When talking on Fox News about the challenges posed by immigration, Curbelo said "I'll 
give you an example, in our hometown, Miami Dade County. We spend at our school 
system over $20 million every year as a direct result of the broken immigration system." 

The more than $20 million a year figure is valid; it reflects annual costs for new students 
who need English for Speakers of Other Languages, or ESOL. The district spends 
additional money for existing students who need ESOL classes. 

Curbelo's comments also gloss over some of the complexity of immigration costs. We 
found differing opinion among experts as to what impact the law would have on school 
districts. Some said the costs would likely stay the same, other said costs would go up. 
Overall, we rate his statement Mostly True. 

 


