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A GUIDE FOR EDUCATORS AND SCHOOL SUPPORT STAFF

THIS GUIDE WAS created for educators, school support staff and service providers  

who teach, mentor and help open the doors of opportunity for undocumented 

youth and unaccompanied and refugee children currently living in the 

United States. Educators, school support staff and service providers are often 

the first individuals a student and/or family comes out to as undocumented. 

Immigrant 
and Refugee 

Children
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Moreover, they are often the first ones to witness the impact of 
increased enforcement measures on students and their families. 

Schools should be safe havens that embrace all students and fam-
ilies, regardless of citizenship and national origin, and that includes 
unaccompanied and refugee children. The 1982 U.S. Supreme Court 
case Plyler v. Doe ruled that undocumented children have a consti-
tutional right to receive a free public K–12 education, which pro-
vides the means to becoming a “self-reliant and self-sufficient par-
ticipant in society,” the court wrote, and instills the “fundamental 
values necessary to the maintenance of a democratic political sys-
tem.” However, today’s increased enforcement measures by the 
Department of Homeland Security and campaign promises made 
by the incoming administration threaten that right for thousands 
of undocumented youth and the 4.1 million U.S.-born children who 
live in mixed-status households with at least one parent or family 
member who is undocumented.

FACTS ABOUT  
UNDOCUMENTED STUDENTS 

An undocumented student is an aspiring citizen who came to the 
United States without legal documentation or who has overstayed 
his or her visa. These students:

 Often don’t know they are undocumented until they begin the 
college application process;

 Don’t qualify for federal grants or loans, even if they are in finan-
cial need and their parents pay taxes;

 Are racially and ethnically diverse, from all corners of the world, 
and are part of the 11.5 million undocumented immigrants in the 
United States.

EDUCATOR’S FAQ ABOUT IMMIGRATION RAIDS

What impact do raids have on children and youth? Research consis-
tently shows that immigration enforcement actions have a harm-
ful impact on the health, safety, academic performance and over-
all well-being of children, including U.S. citizen children living in 
mixed-status families. According to a 2010 report by the Urban 
Institute, children who witnessed parents or family members appre-
hended in a home raid were much more likely to experience symp-
toms of post-traumatic stress disorder than children whose parents 
were arrested in other settings, including greater changes in sleep-
ing and eating patterns and much higher degrees of fear and anxiety. 
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Several teachers in North Carolina 
also reported significant behavioral 
changes and increased absenteeism 
among students following a local 
community raid, including among 
U.S. citizen students.

Are there places where raids are pro-
hibited? Yes, with exceptions. According 
to a policy memorandum released 
by the Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement (ICE) agency in 2011, 
commonly referred to as the “sensi-
tive locations memo,” ICE officers and 
agents are to refrain from enforcement 
actions at least at the following locations 
and events:

 schools (including preschools, pri-
mary schools, secondary schools, col-
leges and universities, and other insti-
tutions of learning, such as vocational 
and trade schools); 

 hospitals;
 churches, synagogues, mosques and 

other institutions of worship, such as 
buildings rented for the purpose of reli-
gious services;

 funerals, weddings and other public 
religious ceremonies; and 

 public demonstrations, such as a 
march, rally or parade.

Note: The sensitive locations policy 
memorandum may be reversed. School 
leaders should stay informed about pos-
sible changes.

Is there a federal law that prevents 
schools from sharing student informa-
tion? Yes. Under the Family Educational 
Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA), 
schools are prohibited, without paren-
tal consent, from providing information 
from a student’s file to federal immigra-
tion agents if the information would 
potentially expose a student’s immi-
gration status. If ICE agents present a 
school with a removal warrant (depor-
tation order), the school is still permit-
ted to refrain from providing student 
information, as the warrant is admin-
istrative, not judicial. Under FERPA, 
schools may disclose directory infor-
mation without consent, but they are 
required to allow parents and eligible 

students a reasonable amount of time 
to request that the school not disclose 
directory information about them. 
Some schools [and the Southern Poverty 
Law Center] have also interpreted the 
Plyler decision as prohibiting them from 
requiring students to provide Social 
Security cards or birth certificates as a 
condition of enrollment, test taking or 
participation in school activities. For 
more on FERPA, see familypolicy. ed.gov/
ferpa-parents-students 

WHAT EDUCATORS, SCHOOL  
SUPPORT STAFF AND  
COMMUNITIES CAN DO

 Issue a statement—in English and in 
other languages spoken at the school—
articulating that the school supports 
immigrant students/parents and affirm-
ing publically that it is a welcoming site.

 Stress the importance of taking 
proactive steps to ensure the safety 
and well-being of children and entire 
communities.

 Distribute “know your rights” mate-
rials to students, families and commu-
nities about what to do if a raid occurs 
or an individual is detained. unitedwe 
dream.org/toolbox

 Identify a bilingual person at your 
school who can serve as the immigra-
tion resource advocate in your building 
or on your campus.

 Work with parents to develop a fam-
ily immigration raid emergency plan.

 Provide a safe place for students to wait 
if a parent or sibling has been detained.

 Provide counseling for students who 
have had a family member detained by 
ICE.

 Work with your school board to pass a 
resolution affirming schools as welcom-
ing places of learning for all students, dis-
tancing the schools from enforcement 

actions that separate families.
 Strengthen relationships with 

local institutions of higher educa-
tion and community-based orga-
nizations that can support the 
needs of unaccompanied children 

and students with interrupted formal 
education.

 Maintain—in English and in other 
languages spoken at the school—a list 
of resources, such as the names of men-
tal health providers, social workers, pro 
bono attorneys and local immigration 
advocates and organizations that can 
be shared with your students and their 
families. 

 Partner with a pro bono attorney, legal 
aid organization or immigrant rights 
organization to schedule a “know your 
rights” workshop on campus to inform 
students and families about their rights.

 Find out if there is a local immigra-
tion raid rapid response team. These 
teams usually consist of attorneys, 
media personnel and community lead-
ers who may be able to provide support.

 Participate in National Educators 
Coming Out Day, held annually on 
November 12, and “come out” in sup-
port of undocumented students.

 Participate in National Institutions 
Coming Out Day, held annually on 
April 7. unitedwedream.org/nicod 

For additional tools and model reso-
lutions to create safe, welcoming envi-
ronments for all students, visit aft.org/
immigration/ICEraid and view the tool-
kit for this story.

TAKING ACTION BEYOND  
THE CLASSROOM

Advocate to stop raids and halt deporta-
tion proceedings. Unaccompanied chil-
dren and youth should be in school, not 
in detention centers awaiting depor-
tation. Educators can play an import-
ant role in protesting raids and halting 
deportation proceedings. For example, 
if a student has been detained by ICE, 
you can send a letter of inquiry to the 
U.S. Department of Homeland Security, 

Download the full guide, including  
tear-and-share resources for students  

and families. t-t.site/AFT-pledge 

http://www.unitedwedream.org/toolbox
http://www.unitedwedream.org/toolbox
http://www.unitedwedream.org/nicod
http://www.aft.org/immigration/ICEraid
http://www.aft.org/immigration/ICEraid
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asking for prosecutorial discretion to 
be exercised or considered, or you can 
file a formal civil rights complaint with 
the U.S. Department of Education’s 
Office for Civil Rights.

You can also distribute the United 
We Dream deportation defense guide, 
which was published to inform members 
of Congress and other elected officials 
about the role they can play in stopping 
the deportation of their constituents 
and other community members.

Elected officials have successfully 
advocated for individuals in removal 
proceedings for years and continue 
to employ this process to help immi-
grant communities even today. The 
guide is also a useful resource for com-
munity advocates and people in depor-
tation proceedings seeking support 
from their elected officials. To down-
load the guide, visit unitedwedream.org/
deportationdefenseguide.

Adopt resolutions. School districts 
are responsible for ensuring the safety 
and well-being of all their students 
while they are in school. One way to cre-
ate a welcoming school environment 
and protect undocumented students 
while in class and on school grounds is 
to pass a resolution that restricts ICE 
agents’ access to school property, sim-
ilar to the one the Los Angeles Unified 
School District (LAUSD) passed in 
February 2016. The LAUSD resolution:

 Forbids immigration enforcement 
agents from going on campus without 
approval from the superintendent and 
the LAUSD law office.

 Forbids school staff from asking 
about a student’s immigration status 
or that of family members.

 Provides teachers, administrators 
and other staff with training on how to 
deal with immigration issues and how 
to notify families in multiple languages 
of issues.

 Asks all schools to treat students 
equitably, including those receiving 
free and reduced price meals, trans-
portation and other services.

 Requires the superintendent to come 

up with a plan to provide assistance and 
information for students and families 
“if faced with fear and anxiety related to 
immigration enforcement efforts.”

Such resolutions can also improve 
protections for students by affirming 
that the schoolhouse doors are open to 
all students, no matter their prior aca-
demic attainment or their language profi-
ciency. For additional information about 
what actions cities and counties can take 
to protect immigrants and make commu-
nities welcoming places for all, visit Cities 
for Action. citiesforaction.us

Make public statements. Educators, 
administrators, students and commu-
nity allies can make public statements 
denouncing immigration enforcement 
raids to reassure students and families that 
their local school remains a safe haven.

 Statement from Kevin M. Maxwell, CEO 
of the Prince George’s County (Maryland) 
Public Schools: bit.ly/1shXnvW.

 Statement from the San Francisco 
Unified School District reassuring fam-
ilies that any ICE request for access to 
a district school will go through a thor-
ough review process: bit.ly/1OTMTHV.

Create an online petition to prevent 
a student’s deportation. Online peti-
tions are powerful tools for building 
public awareness and community sup-
port. See the petition below for 19-year-
old Kimberly Pineda Chavez, who was 
detained in the United States after escap-
ing violence in Honduras. notonemore 
deportation.com/portfolio/kimberly

Organize a rally or walkout opposing 
ICE raids and deportations. In February 
2016, educators and community allies 
in Durham, North Carolina, organized 
a rally in support of a high school stu-
dent detained by ICE. Actions like this 
help to support individuals fighting their 
deportation cases. The student’s teach-
ers even mailed school assignments to 
his detention facility to help him stay on 
top of his work. “There is nothing that 
will hold me back from giving a kid his 
classwork and finish their education and 
graduate,” teacher Ellen Holmes told a 
local news station.  

EDITOR’S NOTE This content was orig-
inally published by the American 
Federation of Teachers (AFT) and its 
partners: United We Dream’s Dream 
Educational Empowerment Program, 
the National Immigration Law Center 
and First Focus. This excerpt was 
adapted and reprinted with generous 
permission from the AFT. 

Resources
Additional examples, resources and 
tools to take action:

Take Action to Stop Deportations
unitedwedream.org/action/
stop-deportations/open-cases 

Post-Election Talking Points and 
Resources
ilrc.org/daca-talking-points

Post-Election Resource for Schools
ilrc.org/post-election-resource-schools

Know Your Rights and What 
Immigrant Families Should Do Now
ilrc.org/know-your-rights-and-what-
immigrant-families-should-do-now

Family Preparedness Plan 
ilrc.org/family-preparedness-plan

TOOLKIT
Support and affirm your immigrant students with these resources. visit » tolerance.org/immigrant-guide

http://www.unitedwedream.org/deportationdefenseguide
http://www.unitedwedream.org/deportationdefenseguide
http://citiesforaction.us
http://bit.ly/1shXnvW
http://bit.ly/1OTMTHV
http://www.notonemoredeportation.com/portfolio/kimberly
http://www.notonemoredeportation.com/portfolio/kimberly
http://unitedwedream.org/action/stop-deportations/open-cases
http://unitedwedream.org/action/stop-deportations/open-cases
https://www.ilrc.org/daca-talking-points
http://www.ilrc.org/post-election-resource-schools
http://www.ilrc.org/know-your-rights-and-what-immigrant-families-should-do-now
http://www.ilrc.org/know-your-rights-and-what-immigrant-families-should-do-now
http://www.ilrc.org/family-preparedness-plan
http://www.tolerance.org/immigrant-guide

