
PACIFIC ISLAND STUDENTS
The Compacts of Free Association (COFA) are international agreements that allow 
citizens of the Republic of the Marshall Islands, the Federated States of Micronesia, and the 
Republic of Palau to freely travel, live, work, and study in the United States, and U.S citizens 
to do the same within these nations. These independent countries are known as the Freely 
Associated States (FAS).1 
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Regional Educational Laboratory (REL) Pacific serves educators in American Samoa, the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands, the Federated States of Micronesia, Guam, Hawaii, the 
Republic of the Marshall Islands, and the Republic of Palau. To address the priorities and interests of these jurisdictions, REL Pacific works in partnership with school districts, state departments of 
education, and others to use data and research to improve academic outcomes for students. For a full list of references, please visit https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/pacific/
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Many FAS students and their families have found success in 
postsecondary education and career fields over decades of 
migration to and from Hawai’i, including jobs in government, 
healthcare, interpretation, and construction.12

Nearly one out of every three Federated States of Micronesia 
(FSM) citizens lives outside the FSM.13

Students from the Freely Associated States (FAS) make up more 
than 25% of the Guam Department of Education’s student 
population.14

Working together to sustain cultural practices in a new context, 
a group of Pohnpeians in Kansas City formed a chiefdom, or a 
place-based organized social system, to serve the estimated 
1,000 Pohnpeians living in the area.15

Springdale, Arkansas is home to the largest population of 
Marshallese in the mainland United States, with estimates of 
between 6,000 and 15,000 Marshallese living in Northwest 
Arkansas and the neighboring region. Pacific Islander students 
total about 12% of the Springdale School District.16

Palau has one of the highest positive net migration rates in the 
Pacific region, meaning that more Palauans are returning to 
Palau than the number who out-migrate.17 

How did the COFA begin?

What is the immigration status 
of FAS citizens in the U.S.?

What programs and services are 
available to qualifying FAS students 
and families in the U.S.?

How long will the COFA last?

Following World War II, the islands that now make up the Freely 
Associated States (FAS) of the Pacific were designated as the 
United Nations Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands, which was 
administered by the United States from 1947 to 1994. The COFA 
are treaties between the United States and the sovereign nations 
of the FSM and the Marshall Islands (1986) and the Republic 
of Palau (1994) which granted the United States permission to 
maintain a military presence in the Pacific. 

The COFA agreements allow the United States to negotiate 
land usage for military bases and operate armed forces in 
the region. In exhange, the United States provides economic 
assistance in the form of programs, grants, and services to 
FAS governments and their citizens. FAS governments have 
access to U.S. Government supports such as funding for public 
education systems, Pell Grants, the  U.S. Postal Service, the 
Federal Aviation Administration, and the Federal Emergency 
Management Agency.8 

FAS citizens have a unique immigration status that allows them to 
freely live, work, and study in the United States; however, they are 
neither “legal permanent residents” nor “qualified non-citizens.”  
This status often complicates access to government services such 
as Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), 
Medicaid, and non-temporary driver’s licenses. Children born 
in the United States are U.S. citizens by birth; therefore, many 
families have mixed citizenship.10 

Students and their families who are FAS citizens residing in 
the United States pay the same federal and state taxes as U.S. 
citizens, and therefore are eligible for different kinds of federal 
and state public services. Services that FAS citizens in the United 
States can access include:

After more than 30 years since the original Compact 
negotiations, Compact funding is set to expire in 2023 for Palau 
and 2024 for the Marshall Islands and FSM, with the option 
to renegotiate. These negotiations, which will focus on issues 
of human rights, migration, economic assistance, and defense 
relations, are expected to have a significant impact on students 
and their families.11
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For more information about this infographic, contact REL Pacific by email at relpacific@mcrel.org. 

For more information regarding early literacy, visit REL Pacific’s website at: 

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/pacific/partnerships.asp 
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