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Stress Related to Immigration Status in Students:  
A Brief Guide for Schools  
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loss of appetite, changes in sleep (e.g., nightmares), crying, clinginess, and feelings of fear. 
Additionally, these children can later exhibit PTSD-like symptoms, including anxiety, 
withdrawal, and anger/aggression, as well as academic declines at school (for a summary 
report about the psychosocial impact of detention and deportation see: Brabeck, Lykes, & 
Lustig, 2013).  

In two 
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This toxic stress may be intensifying in the current political climate. Over fiscal year 
2016, 92% of those deported from the interior of the U.S. had previously been convicted of a 
crime.2 Following the new administration’s directive to define deportable offenses more 
broadly, however, many unauthorized immigrants who previously had not been considered 
high priority targets may now be at greater risk for immigration enforcement action. In the first 
major immigration strike under the Trump presidency, Immigration and Customs Enforcement 
(ICE) launched coordinated raids in at least 12 states, resulting in over 680 detentions of 
“criminal aliens” – now defined as any unauthorized immigrant - over the course of one week.11 

The current administration has also repeatedly called into question the future of the Deferred 
Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program—President Obama’s executive order 
providing temporary relief from deportation action for many undocumented youth, 
heightening the uncertainty and anxiety felt by these “DREAMers.”  

Behavioral/Emotional Signs of Immigration Status-Related Stress in the Classroom:
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x Be willing to talk. When students reveal immigration status-related issues, don’t be 
afraid to talk about it. Some students may talk openly about their fears and anger, and 
many may have questions. Don’t hesitate to answer questions as honestly as you can, 

https://v3.boardbook.org/Public/PublicItemDownload.aspx?ik=39770800
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o Be aware of the peer dynamics in your school environment. Deal directly with 
any derogatory language or behaviors from peers that are rooted in 
condescending attitudes towards immigrants and use these as teachable 
moments.  

x Share accurate and helpful information.  
o Assure students that any information the school has about a student’s 

immigration status is protected through FERPA; the only way the federal 
government can obtain immigration status information from school officials is 
through a warrant or subpoena signed by a federal magistrate.  

o Inform students and their families of these rights, resources, and 
recommendations from the National Immigration Law Center and/or distribute 
“know your rights” cards which provide simple but important tips for how to 
respond to encounters with ICE agents.   

o Be proactive and hold meetings for families who may have questions. Consider 
bringing legal experts and other social service programs to present about 
relevant topics.  

o Remember that some parents may keep their children at home if there are threats 
of deportation raids in the community. Research also suggests that Latina/o 
children and families may have a distrust of authorities, sometimes conflating 
police with ICE officials.12,13 This may be especially true in localities that have 
engaged in 287(g) agreements with ICE, which deputize local law enforcement 
officers as arms of the federal government. As of the writing of this article, there 
are 38 such law enforcement agencies that have been delegated this authority14 
but new immigration directives from the Department of Homeland Security have 
called for the expansion of this program.15 Stay informed on the situation in your 
community and be sensitive to parents’ fears. 

x Provide direct support and start a referral list.  
o Arrange counseling for students, or if necessary, provide appropriate referrals. 

Learn about the trusted social service agencies, legal supports, churches or 
religious organizations and other resources in your area. Collaborate with these 
agencies so that you can feel confident in your referrals, especially given that 
some families will be hesitant to access services or may not be eligible.  

o Adolescents may also appreciate the opportunity to discuss their stressors with 
peers in similar situations through discussion circles and support groups. 

x Encourage advocacy.  
o Adolescents and young adults may feel empowered and gain access to valuable 

support and resources by volunteering for advocacy organizations. Create space 
for students’ civic engagement through supportive school policies. 

x Stay informed and educate your faculty and staff. 
o Administrators should take responsibility for staying informed about changes in 

policies and laws regarding immigration and deportation. For example, a policy 
memorandum by ICE in 2011 established that agents are to refrain from 
enforcement actions (e.g., raids) at certain ‘sensitive locations’ such as schools 

https://www.nilc.org/issues/immigration-enforcement/everyone-has-certain-basic-rights/
http://unitedwedream.org/thank-deportation-defense-card-handy-phone/
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and universities, hospitals, churches and other places of worship, 
funerals/weddings, and public demonstrations such as marches or rallies. It is 
possible that this policy memorandum may be reversed; therefore, school leaders 
should remain informed about possible changes.16 

o Provide professional workshops for school personnel around the challenges that 
students who are undocumented or who have undocumented family members 
face, the protections around student information provided by FERPA, the legal 
limits of what ICE can and cannot do, and creating culturally competent and 
responsive classroom environments.  

Schools may not be able to address the root causes of immigration status-related stress for the 
children they serve, but through increased awareness, proactive policies, displays of support, 
and providing access to information and resources, they can do their part to live their mission of 
supporting our community’s students and families.  

 

 

Resource Guides for Schools 

 

Immigrant and Refugee Children: A Guide for Educators and School Support Staff – 
American Federation of Teachers (2016) 

https://firstfocus.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/ICE-Raids_Educators-Guide-20161.pdf  

This comprehensive guide provides information for school personnel about the rights of 
undocumented children and parents and how to respond to ICE raids. Specific materials are 
provided to share with families regarding their rights in the context of detainment or 
deportation.  

 

Resource Guide: Supporting Undocumented Youth - U.S. Department of Education (2015) 

https://www2.ed.gov/about/overview/focus/supporting-undocumented-youth.pdf  

https://firstfocus.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/ICE-Raids_Educators-Guide-20161.pdf
https://www2.ed.gov/about/overview/focus/supporting-undocumented-youth.pdf
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