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A B S T R A C T

The number of unauthorized children and families in the U.S. is approaching a record high. Current estimates
indicate that over five million youth in the U.S. are unauthorized immigrants or live in unauthorized families.
These youth are at-risk to lose a parent or primary guardian to deportation as well as to experience serious
disruptions in their academic and psychosocial functioning because of current U.S. immigration policies and
practices. However, as institutions with a prerogative to provide all students with a free and appropriate
education, public K-12 schools can provide necessary academic and behavioral supports to unauthorized
students and families. With the goal of assisting this at-risk student population, this review addresses the current
state of affairs faced by unauthorized U.S. students and families as well as public education's role in addressing
the needs of these students.

The U.S. has a long and complicated immigration history. Different
groups of immigrants have been favored, accepted, discriminated
against, and even banned from entering the country because of
prevailing laws, policies, practices, and public perceptions harbored
by dominant members of society (Newman, 2013; Olneck, 1989). In
response to this, the compulsory U.S. public education system has had
to accommodate students with diverse nationalities, cultural back-
grounds, and native languages. Whether successful or not at accom-
plishing the former, the story of U.S. immigration and K-12 public
education have been interwoven throughout the 20th century (Suarez-
Orozco, 2001). Recently, however, this narrative has become increas-
ingly complicated as millions of U.S. immigrants are classified as being
“unauthorized”1 and do not have legally recognized status as citizens.
Moreover, many of these individuals have children who attend schools
who may or may not be legal U.S. residents (Negrón-Gonzales, 2013;
Passel, Cohn, Krogstad, & Gonzalez-Barrera, 2014; Wessler, 2011). This
then presents a dilemma to public K-12 educational institutions—in-
stitutions that have an onus to provide “free and adequate education”
(FAPE) to all students, regardless of their background or citizenship
status.

This review addresses the current state of affairs unauthorized
students and families face in the U.S. as well as public education's role
in addressing these student's needs. First, the phenomenology of

unauthorized immigration is reviewed within the current U.S. context.
In this section, the effects of deportation, forced parental removal, and
anti-immigrant policy and practices are discussed as well as how these
practices impact students' academic and psychosocial functioning.
Second, information is provided on educational initiatives, laws, court
cases, and school-based service-delivery frameworks that can be
utilized to help unauthorized students and families. More specifically,
ways to support legal pathways toward citizenship, student enrollment
and participation, academic success and psychosocial functioning, and
family-school-community connections are reviewed for this vulnerable
population.

1. The phenomenology of unauthorized immigration

Law and policy changes over the past thirty years have contributed
to a spate of unauthorized immigrants and families in the U.S. (Passel
et al., 2014). Subsequently, an unprecedented number of youth also
have unauthorized status or live with an unauthorized parent or
primary caregiver. Current estimates indicate that 5.3 million youth
(approximately 10% of the 50.1 million U.S. student population) are
classified as unauthorized or live with at least one parent with this
status (U.S. Department of Education, 2015; Yoshikawa, Suárez-
Orozco, & Gonzales, 2016). Of these youth, about 775,000 do not have
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citizenship, permanent-resident status, refugee status, or any other form
of temporary residency status for work, education, or domicile. How-
ever, in contrast to these individuals, the great majority of youth who
are vulnerable to current U.S. immigrant enforcement policies—ap-
proximately 4.5 million youth—have at least one unauthorized parent
who could be in jeopardy of being deported or detained by U.S.
Immigration and Customs Enforcement officers (USICE; Passel et al.,
2014). Thus, as previously presaged, in light of the 18.7 million first-
and second-generation immigrant youth in the U.S. who have citizen-
ship, 28% or over five million are either personally or indirectly
affected by current U.S. policies and practices toward unauthorized
family members (Child Trends, 2013).

Reasons for immigrating to the U.S. have varied across different
historical periods, and groups of immigrants have emigrated from
different parts of the world to produce a highly heterogeneous
population at different phases in U.S. history (Suarez-Orozco, 2001).
However, regarding contemporary unauthorized immigration, some
commonalities exist about the etiology, reasons for emigrating, and the
ways that immigrants are impacted by existing laws and policies.
Currently, unauthorized immigrants from Mexico are the largest
demographic group impacting the U.S., comprising about 50% of the
total unauthorized population (Krogstad & Passel, 2015). These indivi-
duals often cross the U.S./Mexican border to pursue occupational
opportunities, seek family reunification, or leave high-conflict commu-
nities. Additionally, a significant percentage of these individuals reside
in the U.S. and become unauthorized when their visas expire or are not
renewed (Hoefer, Rytina, & Baker, 2010). In general, they seek benefits
to improve their personal and family plight and they desire to be part of
the U.S. social fabric.

Over the past decade, an increasing number of unauthorized
individuals have also been emigrating from Central American countries
such as Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador. Similar to as in certain
conflict regions in Mexico (e.g., Tamaulipas, Nuevo Leon), individuals
from these countries often emigrate to escape violence or personal
harm. However, in contrast to immigrants from Mexico, individuals
immigrating from Central America tend to be younger and unaccom-
panied by caregivers as they are forced to flee violent communities,
gang and cartel membership, human trafficking, and other adverse life
experiences (Crea, Lopez, Taylor, & Underwood, 2017; Krishan
Aggarwal et al., 2016). Essentially, these youth are fleeing danger
and despite the heavy emotional costs associated with parental separa-
tion, parents of these youth are willing endure these costs because of
the hope that their children will be safer in the U.S. According to USICE
estimates, the number of unauthorized immigrant youth from Central
America grew from 6000 to 7000 per year prior to 2011 to over 66,000
in 2014 (USICE, 2015). These rates then dropped to about 35,000 in
2015 and have continued to decrease as many of these youth have been
resettled in the U.S. by the Department of Health and Human Services
Office of Refugee Resettlement and because of actions of the U.S. and
Mexican governments, which have worked toward preventing the
immigration of individuals from Central America on the U.S.-Mexico
border (Chishti & Hipsman, 2016). The latter may be more impactful
than the former and many argue that U.S. and Mexican governmental
actions have placed an unknown number of children's lives in jeopardy.
Moreover, consistent with this problem, the United Nations (UN)
considers the detention of immigrant youth is a child rights to be a
patent violation of international policy (General Comment No. 6; UN
Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2012). However, it is important
to note that such violations are not always reported, pursued, or
contested. For example, in violation of U.S. federal law, investigative
reports indicate that unauthorized youth often are held by U.S. Customs
and Border Officials in detention centers for greater than 72 h where
they have limited contact with the outside world and access to basic
resources (Koball et al., 2015).

1.1. Deportation and removal practices

Deportation or the forced removal of unauthorized immigrants from
the U.S. has increased substantially during the Bush and Obama
Administrations. Between 319,000 and 435,000 individuals were
removed each year from 2007 through 2014 and the majority of these
individuals were non-criminal offenders. In fact, according to the U.S.
Department of Homeland Security (2014), the number of non-criminal
unauthorized immigrants surpassed the number of deported unauthor-
ized immigrants who were criminal offenders in every year since 2001.
These findings are particularly concerning in light of executive orders of
the Trump Administration in 2017 that purport to hasten the detain-
ment and deportation of millions of unauthorized immigrants living in
the U.S. Furthermore, these orders aim to defund “sanctuary cities”
(e.g., New York, Los Angeles, Chicago, Philadelphia, Boston, Denver,
New Orleans), involve hiring over 15,000 more immigration and border
patrol officers, and end the exiting “catch-and-release” procedures in
which unauthorized immigrants in the U.S. are not supposed to be
detained while they await court hearings. Essentially, despite political
rhetoric suggesting that law enforcement officers would focus their
efforts on deporting unauthorized immigrants with criminal records,
given previous practices and the current discourse, all unauthorized
immigrant children and families likely are targeted by increasingly
draconian and arbitrary immigrant removal practices in the U.S.
(Shear & Nixon, 2017).

To date, the great majority of deported unauthorized immigrants
have been detained in the U.S./Mexican borderlands and the ways in
that they have been identified disproportionally target Latinos. For
example, 91% of individuals who were deported between 2004 and
2013 were Latino according to the U.S. Department of Homeland
Security, even though Latinos only constitute 73% of the total
unauthorized U.S. immigrant population (U.S. Department of
Homeland Security, 2014). Furthermore, of those who have been
recently deported (N = 235,413), the great majority were working
class men from Mexico (N = 146,132), Guatemala (N = 33,249), El
Salvador (N = 21,920), and Honduras (N = 20,309; Golash-
Boza &Hondagneu-Sotelo, 2013; USICE, 2015). Thus, U.S. deportation
practices disproportionally target working-age Latino men and discri-
minate against Latino families.

Perhaps because of biases toward deporting non-criminal Latino
unauthorized immigrants, the Obama Administration authorized policy
changes in 2010 that encouraged USICE to focus more intently on
identifying unauthorized immigrants who had been criminally con-
victed versus those who did not. However, as previously discussed, this
change was not immediately sweeping and its effects have only recently
been noticed. For example, deportation rates dropped for the first time
in the past decade in 2015 to about 315,000 individuals. Additionally,
in the same year, a greater percentage of deported individuals were
convicted criminals versus non-criminals (59% compared with 41%).
However, cautious optimism is warranted about this change because
the lion share of individuals deported in 2015 still were from the
borderlands (N = 165,935) versus the U.S. interior (N = 69,471),
suggesting that USICE is still discriminating against unauthorized
Latino immigrants (USICE, 2015). Furthermore, USICE has been pub-
lically criticized for the noted drop in deportations and some nativist
groups and organizations have called for the agency to increase
deportations to pre-2015 estimates or beyond and executive orders by
the Trump Administration that deliberately aim to hasten the deporta-
tion of millions of unauthorized immigrants (Vaughan, 2016).

As foreshadowed above, the current deportation practices of
unauthorized immigrants place a significant burden children and
families. Although current estimates are approximations, a significant
percentage of deported individuals are parents. Between 1998 and
2007, an estimated 100,000 parents of U.S.-born citizens have been
deported according to the U.S. Department of Homeland Security and
the same agency estimates that over 46,000 parents with at least one
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U.S.-born child were deported in the first half of 2011 alone (U.S.
Department of Homeland Security, 2009, 2012). Therefore, considering
how total of 396,906 individuals were deported by ICE in 2011,
approximately a quarter (22%) of deported individuals are parents of
children left behind in the U.S. (Wessler, 2011). Over time, the practice
of deporting parents of U.S.-born immigrant children has resulted in the
degradation of families and has placed a significant burden on remain-
ing caregivers, relatives, neighbors, social service agencies, and educa-
tional institutions to support youth who remain in the U.S.

1.2. Impacts of anti-immigrant policy and practice

The ways that anti-immigrant policies and practices negatively
impact youth are various. Some youth are directly hurt by parental
loss, yet others are impacted because of a fear of being personally
victimized. In addition, many others are hurt by these policies because
of cascading stressors, vulnerabilities, and risks associated with aggres-
sive U.S. immigration policies and practices. Although it is not possible
to quantify the overall magnitude of adversity experienced by children
and families who are affected by the former, existing research does
illustrate some commonalities. In general, youth impacted by anti-
immigrant policy and practice experience higher rates of parental loss,
greater disruptions in psychosocial functioning, increased risk for
mental health problems, and more significant problems academic
underperformance when compared to their peers who have not been
impacted by these policies and practices (Abrego, 2006; Bean,
Brown, & Bachmeier, 2015; Gonzales, 2010; Potochnick & Perreira,
2010). In what follows below, these impacts are discussed in greater
detail as they negatively impact children's functioning.

1.2.1. Parental detainment and deportation
Research on the effects of having a parent detained or removed by

USICE is limited, largely because of legal, ethical, and logistical
difficulties associated with conducting such research (Yoshikawa
et al., 2016). However, preliminary results from a pilot study that
included 38 youth that had a family member detained or deported by
USICE suggest that the related psychosocial effects are similar to
becoming homeless (Thompson, 2016). Yet, in contrast to a sample of
homeless youth (N = 30), youth who had a family member deported or
detained in the same study, maintained more positive views of their
relationships with parents and more negative views of school climate as
measured on the School Climate Measure (Zullig, Koopman,
Patton, & Ubbes, 2010), a multidimensional measure of the aforemen-
tioned construct. These results imply that youth who have parents
deported still perceive that they have positive relationships with their
parents yet they may feel less comfortable at school where they may be
subjected to perceived or actual peer victimization.

1.2.2. Psychosocial impacts
Results from a study by Sulkowski, Bauman, Wright, Nixon, and

Davis (2014) partially explain the previous findings by Thompson
(2016). In this study, students from families that had recently immi-
grated to the U.S. (N = 280) were found to be more likely to be
victimized (e.g., physically hit, teased, called names, socially excluded)
by peers because of their race, religion, and family income compared to
their non-immigrant counterparts. Additionally, they reported having
little recourse for self-protection from peer victimization and to benefit
little from bystander interventions that often are effective for other
victimized groups. Similarly, yet more recently, a study by Maynard,
Vaughn, Salas-Wright, and Vaughn (2016) replicated and extended
these findings. Specifically, immigrant youth (N = 12,098) were more
likely to report being victimized than native-born youth were, even
after controlling for a range of other demographic variables. Further-
more, in the same study, immigrant youth displayed elevated rates of
interpersonal, socioemotional, health, and substance use problems
compared to their non-immigrant peers. Therefore, although no

research has directly investigated the impact of peer victimization on
unauthorized immigrant youth (or youth with unauthorized parents),
these youth also are likely to be vulnerable to prevailing anti-immigrant
sentiments and behaviors in the U.S.

In a recent review, Yoshikawa et al. (2016) identify several factors
that negatively impact the psychosocial functioning of youth from
unauthorized families. Some of these include the polarizing political
discourse that currently is targeting these youth for mass deportation,
social ostracization, and even violence in some cases (Swanson &Maria
Torres, 2016). It is of little surprise then that anecdotal reports indicate
that unauthorized immigrant youth often feel like pariahs or outsiders
in the U.S. (Gonzales, Suárez-Orozco, & Dedios-Sanguineti, 2013). Thus,
as unauthorized immigrant youth forge their unique identities, they
must do so in a politically charged environment that is exclusionary and
hostile to them, which adds additional developmental challenges over
and beyond ones usually faced by other groups of marginalized youth
(Gonzales & Chavez, 2012; Gonzales et al., 2013).

In light of the adjustment and developmental challenges they face, it
is also not surprising that youth from unauthorized families report low
feelings of social belonging, high rates of stigmatization, distrust of
authority figures and social institutions, and general feelings of hope-
lessness, anxiety, frustration, disorientation, and dread about the future
(Abrego, 2006; Gonzales, 2010; Gonzales & Chavez, 2012; Gonzales
et al., 2013; Yoshikawa et al., 2016). Furthermore, although additional
research is needed to establish specific patterns of vulnerability,
preliminary studies suggest that unauthorized youth are at-risk for a
range of mental health problems. For example, a study by Landale,
Hardie, Oropesa, and Hillemeier (2015) found higher symptoms of
internalizing (e.g., depression, anxiety, social withdrawal) and exter-
nalizing (e.g., conduct problems, aggression) psychopathology in youth
with unauthorized parents (N = 859) compared to youth in legally
recognized families. Similarly, a study by Allen, Cisneros, and Tellez
(2015) found that youth with a deported parent (N = 23) were
significantly more likely to display externalizing and internalizing
forms of psychopathology than were children whose parents were not
deported or in the process of deportation (N = 52), over and beyond
the influence of previous trauma exposure as measured on the UCLA
PTSD Reaction Index Trauma History Checklist (Steinberg, Brymer,
Decker, & Pynoos, 2004). Lastly, an earlier study by Potochnick and
Perreira (2010) found that having an unauthorized parent was related
to higher levels of self-reported anxiety in first-generation immigrant
Latino youth. To summarize, current U.S. immigration policies and
practices negatively impact the psychosocial development and school
adjustment of unauthorized children and families, which then places
these individuals at risk for negative educational and life outcomes.

1.2.3. Academic impacts
Research also indicates that having unauthorized status or having

an unauthorized parent is an affront to students' academic success. A
study by Bean et al. (2015) found that growing up in a family with an
unauthorized parent was associated with between 1.25 and 1.5 fewer
years of overall K-12 school attendance, which can significantly stunt
academic performance and reduce the likelihood of high school
graduation. Additionally, other studies have found that having an
unauthorized parent is associated with lower levels of academic
achievement and educational progress across childhood and adoles-
cence (Brabeck, Sibley, Taubin, &Murcia, 2015; Ortega et al., 2009;
Yoshikawa, 2011). Lastly, one study even found that economic hardship
experienced by unauthorized parents can have a deleterious impact on
children's cognitive functioning (Yoshikawa, Godfrey, & Rivera, 2008).
Thus, as suggested by existing research, stress associated with having an
unauthorized parent is a hindrance to the academic success of children
and adolescents.

M.L. Sulkowski Children and Youth Services Review 77 (2017) 62–68

64



2. Educational policies and practices that can assist unauthorized
students and families

Several educational policies and practices can be utilized to assist
unauthorized children and families. These include helping to provide a
pathway to citizenship, facilitating school enrollment and participation,
supporting students' academic success and psychosocial functioning,
and fostering family-school-community connections. To date, however,
no unified strategy or framework exists to assist unauthorized students
or children from unauthorized families. Thus, it is up to creative
educators and allied professionals to work together to accomplish this
important aim and support these student's rights to a FAPE. With this in
mind, the remainder of this review provides an overview of existing
policies and practices that can be utilized in different ways by different
individuals in schools to protect and support unauthorized children and
families.

2.1. A pathway to citizenship

As the numbers of unauthorized children and families have in-
creased significantly during the past few decades, legislators have been
met with an increasing sense of urgency to provide an effective legal
pathway to citizenship. Although much of the legislative work in this
regard has been stymied in Congress and has yet to result in
comprehensive immigration reform, the Obama Administration ad-
vanced two important policy efforts in 2012 that purport to help
unauthorized minors and parents of U.S. citizen children. These two
efforts include the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA)
program and the Deferred Action for Parents of Americans and lawful
Permanent Residents (DAPA; Obama, 2014). Collectively, DACA and
DAPA provide short-term protections from deportation, social security
numbers, work permits, and improved access to higher education for
approximately half of the unauthorized youth population living in the
U.S.

Since DACA's implementation in June 2012, approximately 700,000
youth and young adults had their applications approved, according to
U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (2015). However, despite
potentially benefiting 3.7–5 million unauthorized immigrants, an
expansion of DACA and DAPA has not yet gone into effect because of
various state-level lawsuits and legal obstacles. Most recently, in June
2016, the U.S. Supreme Court reached a deadlocked 4-4 decision on the
expansion of DACA and DAPA, which resulted in the maintenance of a
lower court's injunction to block the program. Perhaps this would not
have occurred if there had been a fully-confirmed court; however, the
upshot of this decision has effectively forestalled progress on U.S.
immigration reform and a legal pathway to citizenship for millions of
individuals as well as any increased protections from deportation.

Existing research on DACA suggests that the program helps children
and families. Following the attainment of DACA, reductions in fears
associated with being deported have been reported and participation in
the program is associated with greater integration and involvement in
U.S. society (Wong & Valdivia, 2014). More specifically, participating
individuals report greater degrees of civic engagement
(Wong & Valdivia, 2014), a greater sense of national belonging
(Teranishi, Suárez-Orozco, & Suárez-Orozco, 2015; Wong & Valdivia,
2014), and higher educational aspirations, including college enrollment
(Teranishi et al., 2015). Furthermore, DACA participation is associated
with an increased likelihood of obtaining a driver's license, opening
bank accounts and credit cards, seeking preventative health care
services, trusting in police/authorities, and persisting toward gradua-
tion in higher education (Gonzales, Terriquez, & Ruszczyk, 2014;
Teranishi et al., 2015; Wong & Valdivia, 2014).

Because of the notable benefits of DACA, educators face an onus to
help children and families to enroll in the program and push for their
immigrant status to be changed from temporary to permanent
(Yoshikawa et al., 2016). This is particularly important because only

about 65% of DACA-eligible individuals apply according to a study by
the Migration Policy Institute (2015). Common reasons for not applying
include having limited English proficiency, unawareness of DACA or
the benefits it could confer, not being able to afford the application fee,
having difficulty accessing and completing needed paperwork, and a
general lack of trust in the U.S. government (Gonzales et al., 2014;
Hooker, McHugh, &Mathay, 2015).

Regarding the last concern, an important caveat is warranted. In the
wake of the 2016 presidential election, the social and political discourse
in the U.S. has becoming strikingly contentious and anti-immigrant as
the discussion on removing unauthorized immigrants has been reinvi-
gorated (Philbin & Ayón, 2016; Wang, 2016). As part of this discourse,
legislators have suggested using DACA enrollment data as a way to
identify unauthorized families for deportation (Preston &Medina,
2016). This, of course, has alarmed current DACA enrollees as well as
likely discouraged others who are eligible from applying. Moreover,
this discourse has validated existing fears that many DACA-eligible
individuals have harbored. In support of this notion, a study by
Teranishi et al. (2015) found that approximately 90% of undergraduate
students enrolled in DACA (N = 909) reported worrying about the
deportation of a family member compared to about 75% of unauthor-
ized immigrants who were not enrolled in the program.

To preserve DACA and protect current enrollees and their families,
new bipartisan legislation has recently been proposed by U.S. Senators
(i.e., “The Bridge Act”; Mascaro, 2016). If passed, individuals who
qualify for DACA would be provided three additional years of protec-
tion from deportation under the status of “provisional protected
presence,” which would allow them to continue to work, attend school,
and serve in the U.S. military. The impetus for this act is to delay the
deportation of DACA-eligible individuals until a more comprehensive
federal immigration plan can be developed and implemented. However,
as of the writing of this review in April 2017, it is unclear what policies
and practices will prevail under the current presidential administration,
which is openly hostile to the plight of unauthorized immigrants.

2.2. School enrollment and participation

School enrollment and participation is an important protective
factor for at-risk, vulnerable, and marginalized students (Sulkowski,
2016). However, in light of the current anti-immigrant sentiment in the
U.S. as well as concerns about immediate deportation, many unauthor-
ized children and families fear that they will be identified and reported
to ICE (Gonzales et al., 2014; Wang, 2016). However, no current law or
policy requires educators, attendance officers, administrators, school
resource officers, or any other school personnel to ask, check, or report
the immigration status of the students or families they serve to ICE or
any other government agency, organization, party, or group. In fact,
according to the 1982 U.S. Supreme Court case, Plyler v. Doe (457 U.S.
202), asking students questions about their immigration status may
discourage students from unauthorized families from enrolling in
school, thus violating their federal right to a FAPE (Olivas, 2012).
Essentially, the ruling in Plyler v. Doe struck down a Texas state statute
that denied funding for unauthorized immigrant children's education as
it was deemed to be in violation of the Fourteenth Amendment.
Furthermore, this ruling also prohibited existing practices that barred
children from unauthorized families from enrolling in K-12 public
schools. Thus, a precedent exists in which schools are discouraged from
inquiring about the immigration status of the students and families they
serve.

Schools often require various forms of identification, immunization
records, and other forms of documentation for school registration and
enrollment. However, for obvious reasons, unauthorized children may
lack these records, especially if they are homeless or unaccompanied by
a biological parent, legal guardian, or custodial adult (Sulkowski, 2016;
Sulkowski & Joyce-Beaulieu, 2014). Consequently, by following stan-
dard enrollment practices, these youth may be prohibited from entering
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school and receiving educational services. To protect these youth—and
homeless students more generally—the McKinney-Vento Act (McK-VA;
42 U.S.C. 11431 et seq.) was authorized by Congress in 1987 and
recently re-authorized under the 2015 Every Student Succeeds Act
(ESSA; Pub.L. 114–95). The McK-VA ensures that homeless or unac-
companied K-12 students have equal access to a FAPE; and under the
act, homeless students are defined youth “who lack a fixed, regular, and
adequate nighttime residence.” The McK-VA guarantees immediate
enrollment for homeless students (regardless of their immigration
status) as well as the provision of supports that can help stabilize
students' educational placements such as transportation services to and
from school if they are highly mobile (i.e., unaccompanied, displaced,
doubled-up, or pushed-out) or have an unstable place of residence.

The previous laws and court rulings protect the enrollment of
unauthorized immigrant students and students from unauthorized
families. Additionally, they provide opportunities for educators to
enfranchise and educate these youth without fear of having to identify
their immigration status or place their families in jeopardy of being
detained or deported by USICE. However, in addition to enrolling these
students, an onus is on educators to ensure that unauthorized students
and students from unauthorized families feel comfortable to learn and
succeed in school. In other words, consistent with existing laws, it is up
to concerned educators to ensure that these students have full access to
a FAPE and supportive resources—and not just exist in schools.

2.3. Academic success and psychosocial functioning

The cumulative effects of exploitation, marginalization, stigmatiza-
tion, parental loss, residential instability, and other cascading adverse
life experiences places unauthorized students and students from
unauthorized families at-risk for academic underperformance and
disruptions in their psychosocial functioning (Brabeck et al., 2015;
Landale et al., 2015; Ortega et al., 2009; Potochnick & Perreira, 2010;
Yoshikawa et al., 2016). Additionally, because of a range of access
barriers, these youth often do not receive adequate (or any) academic
or psychosocial supports in the community (Mapp &Hornung, 2016).

Public schools, however—as institutions with the prerogative to
provide FAPE to all students regardless of their immigration status,
living situation, nationality, country of origin, or native language—-
provide a unique opportunity to support the academic success and
psychosocial functioning of unauthorized children and families.
Research suggests that schools tend to be trusted public institutions
that can reduce disparities in mental health service access and use
(Cummings, Ponce, &Mays, 2010). Additionally, at-school service
utilization rates tend to be higher than they are in community health
settings because of reduced transportation and logistical obstacles
associated with service access (Ginsburg, Becker, Kingery, & Nichols,
2008). Thus, schools may be optimal environments to support the
academic and psychosocial needs of unauthorized students.

Currently, schools across the U.S. are addressing students' diverse
academic and psychosocial needs through the provision of multi-tiered
systems of support (MTSS). One early study found that statewide MTSS
training efforts were occurring in 90% of U.S. states, which suggests
that these efforts are now being implemented in most U.S. school
districts in some capacity (Hoover, Baca, Wexler-Love, & Saenz, 2008).
The overall impetus behind MTSS is to provide all students with
appropriate learning supports to ensure their educational success and
well-being as well as to intervene early to address the needs of
struggling students. To date, this educational service-delivery frame-
work has been applied to address youth with various academic,
behavioral, and mental health needs and according to most models,
core MTSS components include the use of universal screening, early
intervention service delivery, collaborative problem solving, progress
monitoring, and the application of intervention services across different
levels of intensity (Bradshaw, 2013; Fletcher & Vaughn, 2009; National
Association of State Directors of Special Education, 2008;

Sugai & Horner, 2009).
Some key advantages of the MTSS service-delivery framework is

that it can be calibrated to meet the needs of all students, regardless of
their individual characteristics by triaging services to students who are
most in need as well as because no formal diagnosis or IDEIA
classification is needed to receive services. In other words, the provision
of MTSS-related services does not require a specific disability as
classified under IDEIA, a formal diagnostic evaluation, or any specific
change to a student's educational programing. Instead, services deliv-
ered under a MTSS framework can be provided to prevent diagnosing or
classifying a student with a disability or condition (Sulkowski & Joyce-
Beaulieu, 2014). Thus, pertaining to unauthorized immigrant children
or children from unauthorized families, without having to evaluate
these students formally, educators can provide supportive interventions
to address academic skill deficits as well as provide them with mental
health services such as counseling services, functional behavioral
assessments/behavior intervention plans, and other psychosocial sup-
ports that can benefit them significantly. See Sulkowski and Joyce-
Beaulieu (2014) and Sulkowski and Michael (2014) for a more
comprehensive reviews on school-based service delivery for at-risk
and vulnerable students under a MTSS framework.

As an important caveat related to school-based service-delivery, it is
worth noting that teachers and administrators cannot unilaterally bear
the responsibility for supporting unauthorized children and families.
These individuals often display overlapping financial, health care,
mental health, and residential needs. Therefore, it is important for
educational professionals to engage human rights organizations, local
non-profit agencies, juvenile justice courts, health and human service
clinics, and local religious institutions to support this population. For
example, in Southern Arizona, partnerships between local K-12 public
schools, non-profit organizations such as Youth On Their Own,2 and the
MIND Clinic at the University of Arizona's College of Medicine3 allow
for unauthorized children and families to receive pro bono educational,
medical, and mental health services. Additionally, faculty from the
James E. Rodgers College of Law at the University of Arizona
periodically provide free legal services, technical assistance, and
consultation to individuals who could be negatively impacted by
aggressive U.S. immigration policies and practices. To bolster their
own success, educators in other communities could benefit by taking
inventory of the full range of services that are available in their
communities by reaching out to professionals in related disciplines
(e.g., social work, school psychology, nursing) who may be more aware
of extant charitable, social service, religious, and pro-bono medical/
mental health services.

2.4. Family, school, and community connections

Mitchell and Bryan (2007) describe school-family-community part-
nerships as initiatives among school personnel, families, community
members, and community-based organizations (including businesses,
churches, libraries, and social service agencies) that involve working
together to accomplish mutual goals aimed at increasing the academic,
emotional, and social success of students. Research on these partner-
ships suggests that they can increase students' educational outcomes,
empowerment for parents, and social capital for families
(Henderson &Mapp, 2002; Lapan, Osana, Tucker, & Kosciulek, 2002).
Furthermore, these partnerships have also been found to promote

2 Youth On Their Own is a non-profit dropout prevention program that supports the
graduation and continued success of homeless, unaccompanied youth in Pima County.

3 The MIND Clinic provides medical students and school psychology graduate students
the opportunity to enhance their clinical and teaching skills by working with underserved
populations such as undocumented children and families. The MIND Clinic helps future
medical, psychiatric, and psychological professionals learn about community service and
gives these individuals insight into how socioeconomic and cultural factors impact
health/mental health and access to care.
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resilience, academic achievement, and psychosocial adjustment in
immigrant students (Bass, Shields, & Behrman, 2004; Roffman,
Suarez-Orozco, & Rhodes, 2003). However, despite their promise, no
studies could be located on the effects of school-family-community
partnerships for unauthorized immigrant students.

As previously described, unauthorized students and families often
feel particularly isolated and ostracized from participating in U.S.
society. Moreover, many have personally been affected by aggressive
immigration enforcement practices and worry about future victimiza-
tion. For example, a survey of DACA-eligible youth (N = 2684) found
that 68% of respondents reported that they personally knew someone
who had been deported and 76% reported worrying “some to all of the
time” about someone they know being deported (Gonzales et al., 2014).
Additionally, results from a study investigating the use of health care
and public assistance among Mexican-origin families (N = 142) follow-
ing Arizona's 2010 Supporting Our Law Enforcement and Safe Neigh-
borhoods Act (SB 1070)4 indicates a decline in use of preventive health
care services and public assistance after the act was authorized
(Toomey et al., 2014). Collectively, results of these studies suggest that
families who are vulnerable to aggressive U.S. immigration policies are
justly reticent to interact with agencies that could disclose their
immigration status.

Considering this, educators must carefully engage unauthorized
immigrant students and families as well as be mindful of the worries
they have when connecting them with community agencies. Therefore,
to facilitate effective family, school, and community connections,
educational leaders can reach out to trusted members of immigrant
communities (or trusted allies from the outside community) such as
ministers, human rights workers, immigration attorneys, university-
based immigrant resource centers, refugee resettlement organizations,
homeless shelters, and social service agencies with a history of helping
unauthorized immigrants. Unfortunately, during the current paradigm
of anti-immigrant policy, practice, and negative public sentiment
toward unauthorized immigrants, an extensive network of supportive
community resources or connections does not exist. Instead, educators
need to investigate resources available in their local communities and
rely on word of mouth and careful vetting prior to recommending
potential community supports.

3. Conclusion

Millions of unauthorized immigrant students and families currently
reside in the U.S. These students have a right to a FAPE, even if they are
not recognized as legal citizens. Therefore, an onus is on K-12 public
educational institutions to ensure that unauthorized immigrant students
and students from unauthorized families receive the educational
services and psychosocial supports they are mandated to receive.
Despite difficulties with engaging this population, educators are in an
auspicious position to help this at-risk population because no laws
currently exist requiring them to assess or report the immigration status
of the students or families they serve. Therefore, as key stakeholders
who can make a difference in the lives of at-risk and vulnerable
students, this review aimed to broaden knowledge on the impacts of
current U.S. immigration policy and practice for unauthorized students
and families, particularly as they pertained to educational access.
Additionally, information was provided on how educational initiatives,
laws, court case presidents, and service-delivery frameworks can help
this vulnerable population. In particular, information was provided on
supporting legal pathways toward citizenship; facilitating school en-
rollment and participation; supporting students' academic success and

psychosocial functioning; and facilitating family, school, and commu-
nity connections. During such uncertain times, concerned and caring
educators can spearhead efforts to include, support, and stabilize a
vulnerable yet highly promising population of students who live in the
U.S.
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