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The explosive growth in Hispanic immigration from Latin America to the southeastern 

United States has created tensions between the English-speaking, native populations and the 

incoming Hispanic population.  The crux of the issue stems from budget costs and social impacts 

that state and county governments must bear (Williams and Wright 2).  To discourage 

undocumented Hispanic immigration, these local governments have instituted several anti-

immigration laws and policies that have created an inhospitable environment (Williams and 

Wright 4).  For instance, county governments in Atlanta’s Gwinnett and Cobb counties imposed 

restrictive zoning ordinances to close day labor centers, which were associated with Hispanic 

immigrant workers (Sabia 5).  This paper will answer the research question:  “What issues are 

affecting Hispanics in Atlanta, Georgia since 2000?”  The paper will review the 

demographic/population changes affecting Hispanics in Atlanta.  In addition, this paper will 

discuss English proficiency issues affecting the Hispanics groups.  Lastly, the paper will examine 

the impact of higher educational attainment issues on the Hispanic populations.  

 

Background:  

Several push factors have led to the massive increase in the Hispanic immigrant 

population growth in the southeastern region of the U.S.   These factors are strict immigration 

enforcement polices, and labor saturation in the traditional immigrant growth poles of California, 

Texas, and Arizona; and big city issues such as poor schools, and youth gangs (Kandel and 

Parrado 257).  In contrast, the pull factors that have attracted Hispanic immigrants to the 

southeastern U.S. consisted of plentiful jobs, cheaper standards of living, and the appeal of small 

town/suburb locales (Lopez and Brown 8).  In the late 1990s, Hispanic immigrants filled 

countless jobs in the agriculture, construction, and manufacturing industries in the southeast 
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(Odem 115).  For example, poultry consumption gradually increased with the rise of the fast 

food industry, particularly Kentucky Fried Chicken, and McDonalds (Kandel and Parrado 259).  

In addition, Americans fueled poultry demand when more people switched to eating poultry 

rather than beef due to health risk concerns (Kandel and Parrado 259).  In reaction, poultry 

processing factories experienced fierce competition for available workers.  Exacerbating the 

small labor poor, the English-speaking native populations associated poultry jobs with harsh 

working conditions, low-skill, and low pay.  Therefore, the poultry industry initiated massive 

recruitment drives to hire Hispanic immigrants on temporary work visas (Zuniga and Hernandez-

Leon 36).  Due to ongoing labor shortages, these employers also accepted undocumented 

workers that immigrated in search of work.  The recruitment effort was successful because 

economic, political, and social conditions in Mexico and the Central American countries were 

turbulent and unstable (Kandel and Parrado 272).    

The 2000 U.S. Census estimated that Georgia’s Hispanic population was 435,227 or 

5.3% of the total population (Williams and Wright 9).  From 2000 to 2010, Georgia’s Hispanic 

population increased significantly by 96% (Gold 1).  During the period, Georgia’s huge spike in 

Hispanic population numbers originated from immigration.  Figure 1 highlights the growth of 

Georgia’s Hispanic population for the years, 2000 to 2010 (Gold 2).   
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Figure 1: Ethnic Composition Population Change in Georgia, 2000-2010

 

Source:  (Gold 2) 
 

The Latino or Hispanic population was about 9% of Georgia’s total population, which was 

approximately 9.6 million (Gold 1).  Foreign-born Hispanics made up 47% of Georgia’s total 

Hispanic population (Lopez and Brown 22).  Figure 2 shows the Hispanic demographic break 

down according to the 2010 U.S. Census (QT-P10-2010).   

Figure 2:  Geography-Georgia:  Hispanic or Latino by Type: 2010 Census Summary

 

Source: (QT-P10-2010) 
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Statewide, Hispanics of Mexican origin represented the largest Hispanic population at 5.4%.  

Yet, the population totals for immigrants of Mexican origin may be considerable higher because 

the U.S. Census does not account for illegal workers (Williams and Wright 11).  So, the exact 

number of undocumented Mexican immigrants is unknown.     

Atlanta, Georgia is a Mecca for entrepreneurship, innovation, and high tech careers 

because of its highly trained workforce.  Atlanta’s dynamic, diverse labor market draws 

businesses and workers to its metropolitan region.   For instance, Atlanta is home to several 

major colleges and universities, including the Morehouse School of Medicine and Georgia State 

University (15 U.S. Cities' Emerging Downtowns).  The most common industry careers are in 

the educational and professional, scientific, and technical services.  Figure 3 highlights common 

industries and occupations in Atlanta as of 2012 (Advameg 8).   

Figure 3:  Common Industries and Occupations in Atlanta, Georgia

 

Source:  (Advameg 8) 
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In addition, Atlanta’s low cost of living, low taxes, and cheap labor attract various other blue-

collar industries, including food-processing (poultry, pork, and seafood), carpet production, and 

manufacturing (Introduction xiv).  For example, Atlanta experienced a construction boom in the 

early 2000’s.  The job market attracted and employed thousands of Hispanic immigrant workers.  

Figure 4 displays the selected economic characteristics for Whites, Blacks, and Mexicans in 

Atlanta’s Clayton, Cobb, and Gwinnett Counties from the year 2006 to 2010 (DP03).   

Figure 4:  DP03-Selected Economic Characteristics, 2006-2010 American Community Survey

 
 
Source:  (DP03) 

 

Mexican laborers filled 45.6% of the natural resources, construction, and maintenance 

occupations in Clayton County, 37.6% in Cobb County, and 40.9% in Gwinnett County (DP03).  

In the construction industry, the percentage of Mexican workers remained consistent at 44.9% in 



7 
 

Clayton, 36.3% in Cobb, and 40.6% in Gwinnett (DP03).  Hispanic of Mexican origin far 

outnumbered the percentages of Whites and African-Americans in the construction sector for the 

three counties.  So, Mexican workers as well as other Hispanic groups were able to fill many 

these manual labor jobs.     

Atlanta is an Emerging Gateway metropolitan area, which is a region that has 

experienced rapid Hispanic immigrant growth during the past 25 years (Singer 8).  Many cities in 

Florida, South Carolina, and North Carolina also share Emerging Gateway status.  Atlanta’s 

Hispanic nationalities include Cuban, Mexican, Guatemalan, Honduran, Nicaraguan, 

Panamanian, Peruvian, and Brazilian, and Colombian.  Figure 5 and Figure 6 show the dramatic 

Hispanic population growth in the U.S. from the year 1990 to 2010 (Center).   

Figure 5:  Hispanic Population in the U.S., 1990 

 

Source: (Center) 
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Figure 6:  Hispanic Population in the U.S., 2010

 

Source:  (Center) 

  

Circled in red, Atlanta’s Hispanic demographic doubled within the two decades. 

Atlanta has fourteen metro area counties (GeoPlatforms).  Within the fourteen counties, 

Hispanic population distributions are uneven.  Figure 7 highlights the geographical relationship 

of each county to the City of Atlanta, which is shown as a red star.   
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Figure 7:  Atlanta’s fourteen metro area counties

 

Source:  (GeoPlatforms) 

 

In the Atlanta metropolitan area, the top two nationalities are of Mexican and Puerto Rican 

origin.  Figure 8 shows the population numbers of Mexicans and Puerto Ricans by County 

(PCT1-2010).   
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Figure 8:  Mexican and Puerto Rican Hispanic Populations by County, 2010

 

Source:  (PCT1-2010) 

 

Mexican populations within each country far exceeded the second largest group, Puerto Ricans, 

by a huge amount.  The Mexican population is the largest Hispanic group in the region.  In 2010, 

Atlanta’s population of Mexican origin was 64% percent of Georgia’s total Hispanic population 

(PCT1-2010).   

Most of the growth in the Mexican population occurred in Clayton, Cobb, and Gwinnett 

counties.  Atlanta’s Clayton, Cobb, and Gwinnett counties had the largest Mexican populations 

on Georgia’s Top 10 Counties List for 2010 (Gold 3).  Hispanics of Mexican ancestry 

corresponded to 71% of the Latino population in Clayton; 60% of the 84,330 Latino population 

in Cobb; and 53% of the 162,035 Latino populations in Gwinnett County (Gold 3).  From 2000 

to 2010, the population increase for the Mexican population was 133% in Cobb County, 181% in 

Clayton County, and 222% in Gwinnett County (PCT1-2010).   
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As the largest immigrant group in the Atlanta area, Mexicans have created an economic 

revival in many towns by paying taxes, and buying consumer goods.  Hispanics of Mexican 

origin have changed the cultural spaces of Atlanta in various other ways.  They have resurrected 

retail spaces and shopping malls, which were in decline due to poor attendance and low revenue.  

Hispanics retailers in Latino markets sell “everything from quinceañera dresses to Western wear 

to religious statues” (Cortese 1).  Three Mexican owned radio stations broadcast in Spanish in 

Atlanta’s metropolitan area (M. W. Rees 38).  In addition, eleven Mexican-owned, Spanish 

language newspapers provide news and information to the Hispanic community (M. W. Rees 

39).  Mexican immigrants have also brought their love of soccer to Atlanta.  The Mexican 

National Soccer team has played several pre-World Cups at the Georgia Dome with an average 

game attendance of 52,000 fans (Creditor).   

 

Demographic Change Issues – Legal Status and Employment Anti-immigration Laws: 

Across Georgia, these demographic changes have created a significant hostile reaction 

from the English-speaking native population toward the Mexican immigrants and other smaller 

populations of Hispanics.  Many biases against Hispanic immigrants abound because of 

misconceptions that they are illegal, steal jobs, do not pay taxes, commit crimes or live on 

welfare.  The reality is far from the stereotypes, but the hostility festers.  For instance, Georgia 

passed the Illegal Immigration Reform and Enforcement Act of 2011, also known as House Bill 

87 (HB87) (G. Rees).  Georgia’s state legislature enacted the repressive anti-immigration law to 

discourage illegal Hispanic immigration to the state.  HB87 denies undocumented immigrants 

access to employment and public benefits.  In addition, the law closes loopholes in employers 

and companies’ accountability for hiring illegal immigrants.  Contractors and individuals, who 
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conduct contractual business with any state department or agency, must verify their workers’ 

legal status through E-Verify (G. Rees).  The Department of Homeland Security runs E-Verify, 

which confirms if an employee is eligible to work in the U.S.  For violating E-verification 

requirements, contractors, subcontractors, and individuals are subject to civil and criminal 

penalties (G. Rees).   

HB 87 also authorizes police officers to detain an individual and request proof of legal 

status/residency if the person is suspected of a crime.  Those crimes can include speeding or 

driving without proper equipment (Valencia and Tripp).  In Georgia, 88% of children, under 18 

years of age and who were born in the U.S., had at least one immigrant parent (2012) (Institute).  

So, many children and their parents of Hispanic origin are afraid that undocumented parents will 

be stopped on a minor traffic violation and deported (Simmons).  For example, between 2007 

and 2011, Cobb County deputies turned over approximately 6,000 illegal immigrants to federal 

authorities for deportation (Simmons).  Also, legal Hispanic workers on work visas have faced 

issues because of HB 87.  They have been harassed, arrested, lost work productivity and wages 

from being detained, and accumulated legal costs (Council).  Cobb County’s law enforcement 

practices have generated apprehension among legal and undocumented Hispanic immigrants.  As 

a consequence, Hispanic immigrants have left Cobb County in droves.  While Cobb County’s 

school enrollment has declined, counties surrounding Cobb County have noted significant school 

enrollment increases, especially for English to Speakers of Other Languages students 

(Simmons).  Hispanic immigrants are settling in new, friendlier locations.  Yet, many Hispanic 

immigrants may not have money reserves.  So, they may face economic instability and increased 

poverty. 
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Cobb County leaders also initiated shut down of day laborer centers (Odem 116).  

Undocumented Hispanic day laborers typically gathered daily in known outdoor locations where 

employers picked them up to work in construction and lawn care.  Numerous Cobb County local 

merchants and customers complained about the congregating day laborers and perceived link to 

crime (Odem 115).  Therefore, Cobb County’s legislators passed “no assembly” laws on private 

property to deter the presence of the day laborers (Odem 116).  In other counties, churches and 

other support groups have opened day labor centers, which offer employment assistance and 

shelter from the elements.  In reaction to one such center in Gwinnett County, protesters wrote 

angry letters to legislators.  To discourage patronage of the center, Gwinnett County local police 

conducted numerous immigration arrests and closed down the publicly financed day laborer 

center (Odem 116-117).  The center shut down within a year of opening in 2001.  In Georgia, 

English-speaking, native populations have created a hostile and unwelcoming environment for 

Hispanic immigrants.       

HB 87’s intent was to discourage illegal immigration to Georgia, prevent undocumented 

workers from using state social services such as education and welfare, and stop the employment 

of illegal immigrants.  Despite the intent, HB 87 has been detrimental to local businesses and 

tourism in Georgia.  The decades of Hispanic population growth meant economic revitalization 

for local businesses and towns with decreasing native populations.   With the mass exodus of 

legal and illegal Hispanic immigrants, local businesses that catered to these patrons closed 

because of lost revenue.  Local area churches also saw revenues drop as Hispanic attendance 

plummeted (Simmons).  In addition, the housing and rental sector may be hurt due to low 

demand in some of Georgia’s counties (Council).  Hispanic workers filled labor shortages in 

many industries such as agriculture and construction.  For the 2011 growing season, Georgia’s 
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agriculture industry could not find enough workers.  The financial loss was staggering at 

between $300 million and $1 billion (Council).  With a loss of Hispanic laborers, many 

businesses may move to other states with larger labor pools.  In 2010, Mexican tourists spent 

$8.7 billion in the U.S.; however, many Mexican and other nationalities from Latin America may 

not visit Georgia because of its anti-immigration policies (Council). 

 

Demographic Change Issues – Education Access Anti-immigration Laws: 

All of the anti-immigration rhetoric, laws, and policies have created an atmosphere of 

persecution and fear for Hispanic immigrants.   In 2012, Georgia Senate Bill (SB) 458 was 

defeated, which would have denied water and sewage services to illegal immigrants (ACLU 10).  

SB 458 also required parents to provide proof of citizenship for children to attend elementary 

school.  Another SB 458 provision banned enrollment for undocumented students to all public 

colleges and universities in Georgia (ACLU 10).  Despite SB 458’s defeat, the University 

System of Georgia Board of Regents approved Policy 4.1.6 in 2010 (Umana 13).  Policy 4.1.6 

prohibited public higher education institutions, such as The University of Georgia, Georgia Tech 

and Georgia State from enrolling undocumented students (Umana 13).  The policy also has 

ramifications for public college funding.  Typically, undocumented students normally pay out-

of-state tuition and fees, which can be four times as much as in-state tuition (Umana 10).  

Without the undocumented students’ tuition payments, Georgia’s public colleges/universities 

may have to replace these revenue losses with higher tuition and fees for in-state students.   

The anti-immigrant sentiment in Georgia has also affected legal Hispanic residents, who 

already have degrees.  In 2011, the Georgia Board of Nursing implemented license renewal 

policies, requiring proof of legal status (Burress).  Georgia’s medical board passed a similar 
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measure for doctors and other health care professionals (Burress).  Unfortunately, the boards did 

not fund the increased staffing to deal with the new requirements.  Due to the enormous backlogs 

for citizenship verification, approximately 1,300 doctors, nurses, and other medical personnel 

could not practice medicine because their medical licenses expired (Burress).  For 2011, another 

41,000 medication practitioners lost work productivity and wages due to the new licensing 

requirements, requiring proof of citizenship (Burress).   

In targeting medicine professionals for proof of legal status, the nursing and medical 

boards created unnecessary obstacles for Hispanic medical practitioners.  Policy 4.1.6 policy 

affected legal, professional Hispanic groups such as Cubans, living in Georgia.  In Georgia, the 

Cuban total population is 25,048 (QT-P10-2010).  The U.S. dry feet immigration policy ensures 

Cubans possess legal status (Peters 8).  In 2006, 40% of Cubans, living in Atlanta, were 

employed in management and professional jobs, such as medical practitioners (Walcott and 

Murphy 162).  In contrast, the majority of undocumented Hispanic immigrants do not have the 

prerequisite educational attainment or English proficiency to obtain medical licenses.  For 

example, the median educational level of undocumented Mexican immigrants is nine years or 

lower of schooling (Lacy 4).   Also, most illegal Hispanic immigrants do not proficiently speak 

or read English to attend college and pass medical bar exams (Lacy 4).  Policy 4.1.6 is 

addressing an issue of undocumented workers that really does not exist in the medical field.  

With the harassment and delays for licensing renewals, medical professionals of Hispanic origin 

may choose to leave Georgia.    
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English Proficiency Impacts: 

For Hispanic immigrants, the major pull factor is jobs in the Atlanta metropolitan area.  

Despite the numerous jobs, many Hispanic immigrants are qualified for only low-skilled, low-

pay occupations in industries, such as hotel and restaurant services, landscaping, and janitorial 

services.  A managerial divide exists along ethnic lines (Kandel and Parrado 269).  Whites and 

Blacks fill managerial positions while the majority of Hispanic workers hold manual labor jobs.  

For instance, Figure 3 shows Whites held 21.8% and Blacks filled 25.6% of the management 

jobs in Clayton County (DP03).  In contrast, Mexican immigrants occupied only 5.3% of the 

management positions (DP03).  The same pattern existed for Cobb and Gwinnett Counties.  

Although some may be undocumented or lack seniority, many Hispanic immigrants, who have 

legal status, have lived in the Atlanta metropolitan region for years.  The primary reasons for the 

limited occupational mobility to management positions for Hispanics are two-fold -- a lack of 

English proficiency, and low levels of educational attainment.  These two factors prevent 

Hispanics from advancing into the higher echelons of management (Kandel and Parrado 270).   

The most important factor for occupational advancement, however, is English 

proficiency.  English is the language of unity in North America rather than an official language.  

Low English proficiency isolates Hispanic members from the broader society.  In addition, anti-

immigrant activists criticize the inability of Hispanic immigrants to speak English.  These 

activists perceive a threat, and condemn the Hispanic groups’ unwillingness to assimilate 

(Cafferty and Engstrom xiv).  The activists’ suspicion leads to ill-conceived policies.  For 

example Georgia’s Senate introduced a 2014 resolution to declare English as the official state 

language, (Kavanaugh 1).  The resolution also required English-only driver’s license exams. 
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In the U.S., English is the primary language of commerce and business (Advameg).  If 

Hispanic immigrants speak English poorly or not at all, they will be limited in conducting day-

to-day business, especially in managerial roles. When business owners and senior managers 

speak only English, Hispanic immigrants are at a disadvantage.  Figure 9 shows the top 

languages other than English spoken in the U.S. (Bureau).   

Figure 9:  Top Languages Other than English Spoken in 1980 and Changes in Relative Rank, 1990-2010

 

Source: (Bureau) 

 

Although Spanish is steadily growing in use, non-Hispanic immigrant groups actively learn 

English as a second language (Cafferty and Engstrom 88).  For this other immigrants groups, the 

incentives to speaking English proficiently are jobs, higher wages, and occupational mobility.  

Therefore, the U.S.’s lingua franca is English.   
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In the U.S., most of the English-speaking native population only speaks English.  Figure 

10 displays Atlanta’s demographics as of 2009 (Advameg).   

Figure 10:  Races in Atlanta, GA, 2009

 

Source:  (Advameg) 

 

According to the 2009 chart, 50.7% of the population was Black alone, and 39.0% was White 

alone in Atlanta.  Hispanics were only 5.4% of the Atlanta’s population (Advameg).  So, the 

expectation is that Hispanic immigrants will imitate other immigrant groups to the U.S., and 

learn English.  Figure 11 shows U.S. Census data of language spoken at home for Whites, 

Blacks, and Mexicans, as the largest Hispanic group, in Clayton, Cobb, and Gwinnett counties 

from the year 2006 to 2010  (B16004).   
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Figure 11:  Age by Language Spoken at Home by Ability to Speak English for the Population 5 Years and Over – 2006 -

2010 American Community Survey

 

Source:  (B16004) 

For 18 to 64 years old, only 2% of Blacks, and 22% of Whites spoke Spanish in Clayton County 

(B16004).   In Cobb County, 2% of Blacks, and 8% of Whites spoke Spanish for 18 to 64 years 

old.  For Gwinnett County, 3% of Blacks and 14% of Whites spoke Spanish (B16004).   

According to Figure 11, Mexican population numbers for speaking English “well” are 

very low.  For Clayton County, 13,864 of Mexican origin from the ages 18 to 64 years old spoke 

Spanish (B16004).  Of these, 4,851 spoke English “not well” and 3,258 speak English “not at 

all.”  In Cobb County, 11,160 Spanish speakers did not speak English “well,” and 3,710 did not 

speak English “at all” out of the 25,538 Spanish speakers (B16004).  32.2% of Mexicans in 

Gwinnett County did not speak English “well,” and 17.4% did not speak English “at all” 

(B16004).  Despite a desire to learn English, many Hispanics do not have the opportunity.  Long 

work hours, lack of transportation, lack of access to classes, and illiteracy in Spanish are cited as 

reasons for the lack of English proficiency (Lacy 6).  Other immigrant groups, such as the 

Vietnamese, were forced to leave as political, social or economic refugees and could never return 
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to their home countries.  They had to learn English to live and work long-term in the U.S.  In 

contrast, many Hispanic immigrants have a desire to and can eventually return to their countries 

of origin.  Having access to Spanish language newspapers and television networks, Hispanic 

immigrant groups can function without learning English.  In addition, many Hispanics reside 

within social enclaves that have churches, clubs and associations, catering to their needs.  While 

residing in the U.S., the need for Hispanic immigrants to speak English is not immediate or dire.  

Thus, English proficiency can be a discriminator for career advancement and managerial position 

access.   

 

Low Education Attainment Impacts: 

 Low educational attainment is an issue for Hispanic immigrants.  Illiteracy in Spanish is 

widespread among foreign-born Hispanic populations.  A 2010 Pew Research report noted that 

“more than half of Hispanic immigrants do not have at least a high school diploma” (Fry 6).  For 

example, Mexican immigrants typically have a median education level of nine years or lower of 

schooling (Lacy 4).  Low educational attainment can become generational.  Economic and 

cultural issues make it very difficult for Hispanic immigrant children to achieve success in high 

school.  Typically, Hispanic immigrant males work in the labor force to earn extra income for 

their families.  They may not have the time to devote to studying, particularly if there is a 

language barrier.  Due to cultural traditions, Hispanic families may encourage females to drop 

out of school after high school in favor of marriage or family care giving (Walcott and Murphy 

162).   

Research has shown that parental involvement often leads to students with higher grades, 

better school attendance, increased motivation, and lower rates of suspension (Education 1).  
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Hispanic immigrant parents, who do not speak English, may not check their children progress in 

school because of non-bilingual school administrators and teachers.  Undocumented Hispanics 

may be apprehensive about dealing with school administrators for fear of deportation.  In 

addition, Hispanic immigrant parents may not be proficient or comfortable in helping their 

children with homework assignments (Luna 70-89).  In and around Atlanta, students are bused 

long distances to attend school.  Normally, Atlanta’s public mass transportation is limited in 

scheduling and routes.  Atlanta’s lack of public transportation availability may restrict Hispanic 

parents’ ability to travel to their children’s schools.  Thus, Hispanic immigrant parents may not 

have adequate transportation to participate in parent-teacher activities.   

Hispanic immigrant children have other obstacles to educational attainment.  Language 

barriers may cause impediments to educational progress and achievement (Crowley, Lichter and 

Qian 12-14).   Funding may limit schools’ ability to pay for bilingual teachers for students, and 

interpreters to communicate with parents (Kandel and Parrado 272).  School age Hispanic 

immigrant children without English proficiency skills increase the need for middle and high 

school English to Speakers of Others Languages (ESOL) classes.  Hispanic immigrant children 

with poor English are isolated academically, and must play catch-up with their English-speaking 

peers.   

In 2011, Georgia tracked 82,112 students enrolled in English language class (Redmon).  

Of those, 42,581 were in Atlanta area schools (Redmon).  Gwinnett County had the most ESOL 

enrollments at 18,834 of Atlanta’s 14 counties (Redmon).  Most ESOL students enter Gwinnett 

County Public Schools as kindergarteners.  At every grade, K-12, ESOL students are tested for 

English Proficiency in Reading, Writing, Speaking and Listening (Webb).  By 2013, Gwinnett 
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County’s number of ESOL enrollments had increased to 27,444 (Webb).  Figure 12 shows the 

October 2013 enrollment (Webb).   

Figure 12:  English Learner Enrollment in Gwinnett County Public Schools, October 2013

Source: (Webb) 

 

The growing Hispanic immigration cannot be ignored; otherwise, the effect will be dire for 

Hispanic immigrants’ children. 

County school boards must be sensitive Hispanic immigrant children’s needs and provide 

cultural services to support academic achievement.  In 2010, Gwinnett County Public Schools in 

the Atlanta metropolitan area operated 123 schools and was the largest school district in Atlanta 

(Rosenberg).  Employing over 20,800 people, Gwinnet County Schools served over 158,000 

students.  For Fiscal Year 2014, the Gwinnett County Public School’s budget was $1.763 billion 

(County 7).  The average cost of educating one child was $7,548 per year (County 7).  The 

Gwinnett County Board of Education consists of six board members, who are voted into office 

and serve for four-years.  (GCPS 3).   For an undetermined reason, no Hispanics are represented 

on the 2014 Gwinnett County Board of Education’s elected governing body.  Gwinnett County 

had the most ESOL enrollments of Atlanta’s 14 counties (Redmon).  Hispanics representation 

should be obligatory on public school boards with high numbers of Hispanic students in order to 

allot appropriate resources to meet the growing Hispanic immigrant population.   

When high school students graduate, they are supposed to attend college.  If students do 

not succeed in high school, they will likely not enroll in college.  In one report, only 7 percent of 

minority students graduate from college with a bachelor’s degree within 10 years (Luna 68).  
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Figure 13 shows U.S. Census data of the Sex by College or Graduate School Enrollment by Type 

of School for Atlanta’s three counties with the largest Mexican populations (B14004).   

Figure 13:  Sex by College or Graduate School Enrollment by Type of School by Age for the Population 15 years and over, 
2006-2010 American Community Survey 

 
Source:  (B14004) 

 

According to Figure 14, Hispanic college enrollment statistics are very low for Atlanta’s 

Clayton, Cobb, and Gwinnett counties (B14004).  In Clayton County, only 107 or 1% of 

Mexican males were enrolled in a public college or graduate school out of the 9,171 males 

annotated for 18 to 24 years old (B14004).  For Cobb County, 1,848 or 3% of Mexican males 

were enrolled out of 54,380.  Finally, Gwinnett County had 174 or 1% Mexican men enrolled out 

of a total 30,181 in the survey.  Mexican females’ results were a little better (B14004).  In 

Clayton County, 42 or 1% of Mexican women were enrolled out of 6,030 for ages 18 to 24 years 

old.  Cobb County had 311 or 2% of Mexican women enrolled out of 12,707 (B14004).  For 

Gwinnett County, 353 or 2% out of 21,663 Mexican women were enrolled for ages 18 to 24 

years old (B14004).  There is a great deal of room for improvement; so, these county school 
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boards must take effective steps to prepare children of Hispanic immigrants to attend college.  

Then, they must provide college counseling in the areas of finance, academics, and degree 

selection.  The alternative is a legacy of generational low-pay, low-skilled Hispanic immigrant 

workers. 

 For Hispanic immigrant working adults, low educational attainment affects occupational 

advancement and ultimately household earnings.  Managers or senior administrators earn better 

wages than manual, low-skilled wage earners.  Atlanta’s median household income is $56,024 

(Forbes.com).  A household consists of all people who occupy a housing unit regardless of 

relationship, according to the U.S. Census Bureau’s definition (Frequently Asked Questions).  

Figure 14 displays U.S. Census data of Income and Benefits for Whites, Blacks, and Mexicans in 

Atlanta’s Clayton, Cobb, and Gwinnett counties (DP03).   

Figure 14:  Income and Benefits (in 2010 Inflation-Adjusted Dollars)

 

Source:  (DP03) 
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In Clayton County, the median household income for Whites is $43,981, Blacks is 43,178, and 

for Mexicans is $31,841 (DP03).  For Cobb County, the median household income for Whites is 

$75,172, Blacks is $47,603, and Mexicans $37,981.  In Gwinnett County, the median household 

income for Whites is $73,499, for Blacks is $52,981, and for Mexicans is $33,374 (DP03).  In 

the counties of interest, Mexican households make considerably less than their White and Black 

counterparts.  Figure 15 shows the median family income for the three races in the counties of 

Clayton, Cobb, and Gwinnett (DP03).   

Figure 15:  Median Family Income, 2010 U.S. Census

 

Source:  (DP03) 

 

The U.S. Census defines a family as two or more people (one of whom is the householder) 

related by birth, marriage, or adoption residing in the same housing unit (Frequently Asked 

Questions).  According to the U.S. Census data, Whites and Blacks’ median family incomes are 

considerable more than their Mexican immigrant counterpart.  Shockingly, Cobb County median 

family income for Whites at $92,528 is almost three times as much as Mexicans’ median family 

income (DP03).  Hispanic immigrants typically work in low-paying jobs, which may account for 
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the huge disparity in the median family income.  In addition, the Hispanic immigrants may not 

have requisite higher education degrees, namely bachelors or higher degrees to qualify for 

managerial or professional positions.  Nevertheless, Figure 14 confirms the dismal rates of 

college attainment for Mexican immigrants in Clayton, Cobb, and Gwinnett counties.   Despite 

the reason for the gaps, the Hispanic population of Mexican origin earns considerably less in 

median family income than Whites or Blacks.    

 

Possible Solutions: 

Anti-immigration laws – Georgia’s anti-immigration hysteria is not based on facts.  In 

2010, Hispanics only made up 8.8% of Georgia’s total population; however, anti-immigration 

activists are pushing their agendas as if Hispanic immigrants are taking over the state and 

stealing their jobs.  Hispanic immigrants with legal permanent visas and those undocumented 

workers fill critical labor shortages in construction, landscaping, poultry, and other service 

industries.  They typically perform the low pay, low skilled jobs in harsh conditions that English-

speaking native populations will not do.  Therefore, for undocumented workers, Georgia’s 

politicians should lobby the local Immigration and Naturalization Service to issue more 

temporary work visas.  The undocumented worker should be given worker status if he/she has a 

place of residence, have lived in the country for five years, have maintained a clean criminal 

record, and have paid taxes, including property and income taxes.   

The benefits to such a policy are numerous.  Local employers in the agriculture, 

manufacturing and seasonal industries would benefit by filling their labor requirements.  Local 

police would have more resources to dedicate to arresting real criminals, such as rapists and 

murderers.  The state of Georgia and its counties would obtain tax revenues from these newly 
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legalized residents.  In addition, Georgia’s immigration officials would be able to track these 

temporary workers.  The undocumented immigrants would have a legal status.  They would also 

have protection from abuse and exploitation due to their illegal status.  They can travel between 

their home country and host country without the threat of deportation.  Foreign tourists, 

particularly Hispanics, would probably increase travel to Atlanta as well as throughout Georgia 

due to the welcoming atmosphere.  Continued harassment of legal and illegal Hispanics serves 

no purpose.  With anti-immigrant sentiment and discrimination, Hispanics will relocate to 

friendlier and welcoming locations. 

Low English proficiency and low educational attainment - For Hispanic immigrant 

adults, free or discounted evening literacy and English classes would increase language 

proficiency.  Many Hispanic immigrants are much poorer than their White and Black 

counterparts.  Therefore, the state or federal government may have to provide small stipends to 

supplement the immigrants’ lost incomes while attending school.  Community colleges and even 

senior high school might be great locations for English classes.  These types are already in place.  

Also, the classes would better tie the immigrants to the community.    

Lack of education for Hispanic immigrants has a direct correlation to low wages, little 

occupational advancement, and poverty.  Schools must raise awareness, provide support, and 

address Hispanic cultural issues.  Local governments must track underperforming schools and 

investigate innovative methods to improve their outreach and effectiveness in teaching Hispanic 

immigrant children.  Although there is separation of Church and State, churches can be a weapon 

against illiteracy through encouraging college and academic advancement.  Hispanic parental 

involvement is important to the educational attainment of Hispanic children.  School systems 

may have to provide transportation for parents to attend parent-teacher conferences if 
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transportation is an issue.  School systems may also have to fund more bilingual teachers.  In all 

of the above, local government, schools and Hispanic immigrants must work together (Roderick 

155). 

 

Conclusion: 

 Foreign-born Hispanic immigrants are a vital part of Atlanta’s labor market.  

Many industries would not survive without Hispanic immigrants in the work force.  Foreign born 

immigrants of Mexican origin are the largest Hispanic group in the Atlanta metropolitan area.  

Mexican workers and the smaller other Hispanic groups contribute to local communities through 

employment in construction, restaurants, retail, and manufacturing.  Still, many Hispanic 

immigrant workers have not attained upward occupational mobility.  The discrepancy may be 

attributable to lack of English proficiency and lower educational attainment.  These factors also 

affect earning power.  Therefore, most Hispanic immigrants are relegated to low paying and low 

skilled jobs that relegate these immigrants to the edge of poverty.  Nevertheless, Hispanics are 

the fastest growing immigrant population in the U.S.  The problems with their inclusion in 

society cannot be easily dismissed.   

Anti-immigrant political forces have implemented policies and laws to stem the tide of 

Hispanic immigration.  Georgia has passed HB 87, which denies social service and employment 

to undocumented workers.  The law also holds employers accountable for hiring illegal workers 

with stiff fines and criminal penalties.  HB 87 also permits police to detain any individual, who 

does not have proof of legal status/residency.  Of Atlanta’s 14 counties, Clayton, Cobb, and 

Gwinnett counties have the largest Hispanic immigrant populations.  Yet, Cobb County local law 

enforcement has made it a priority to round up illegal immigrants for deportation.  Also, Cobb 
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County legislators passed laws restricting Hispanic day laborers from congregating in pick-up 

locations.  Cobb County’s actions have created an atmosphere of fear and suspicion between the 

English-speaking native and the Hispanic populations.  This county’s actions are not unique.  

Unfortunately, Hispanics with legitimate, legal residence status may be caught in the dragnet 

through harassment and frequent detention in order to verify their status.  In reaction to 

Georgia’s anti-immigration laws and policies, Hispanics have left the state for friendlier 

locations.  The impact has adversely affected local businesses and communities with lost 

revenues. 

Anti-immigration laws and policies are short-sighted.  As long as Atlanta is thriving with 

jobs, foreign-born Hispanics will continue to immigrate and live in the area.  Politicians, law 

enforcement school administrators, and teachers must develop comprehensive plans to deal with 

the growing Hispanic immigrant population.  They cannot deport them all.  Instead of fighting 

the flow, Georgia’s legislators should lobby the proper federal authorities to develop a 

comprehensive temporary work visa program.  Such programs would provide a permanent work 

force for agriculture, construction, and manufacturing jobs that Hispanic immigrants have 

traditionally filled.  In addition, Georgia’s immigration officials would be able to track these 

temporary workers.  The undocumented workers would have legal status and be protected from 

abuse and exploitation. The legal status will also help raise Hispanic immigrant income levels 

because they can then freely voice issues, affecting their community.  The Hispanic immigration 

to Atlanta, Georgia, and the impact on Atlanta’s communities is a rich subject, which is worthy 

of more research and study.   

 

 

 


