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Editorial

The Politics of 
Immigration and 
Education

Rand Quinn1, Megan Hopkins2, and 
Lisa García Bedolla3

The United States has endured multiple periods of intensely virulent nativist 
sentiment and policy, from the Know Nothing movement of the 1850s, to the 
decades-long stretch leading to and resulting from the 1882 Chinese Exclusion 
Act, to Operation Wetback in the 1950s. If the first months of the Trump 
presidency are any indication, the nation may well be entering yet another 
such period. The Trump administration’s immigration agenda is expansive. 
Within days of his inauguration, Trump signed an executive order closing the 
U.S. border to certain individuals from Iran, Iraq, Libya, Somalia, Syria, and 
Yemen, and suspending refugee admissions for 4 months. The response from 
both courts and communities was swift, with the courts stepping in almost 
immediately to halt implementation. In June 2017, the Supreme Court 
allowed parts of a revised ban to go into effect, allowing the exclusion of visa 
applicants without a “bona fide” connection to the United States. Trump has 
also cut in half the number of refugee visas the United States will offer in 
2017, severely limiting access to those arguably most in need. Although some 
questions remain regarding whether Trump will be able to follow through on 
his campaign promise to build a wall along the U.S.–Mexico border, it is 
clear that he has plans to significantly increase border militarization. His 
administration has also taken steps to limit immigrants’ appeal options to 
significantly speed up deportations.
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Whether successful or not, these efforts, coupled with increases in 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) raids, have had a chilling 
effect on immigrant children and their families, as well as their school com-
munities. Media reports suggested that ICE raids within communities such as 
Las Cruces, New Mexico, led to spikes in student absences, with parents 
keeping their children home out of concern they would be arrested by ICE 
agents while taking their children to or from school (Blitzer, 2017). These 
fears were not unfounded given reports of an unauthorized man in Los 
Angeles being detained by ICE agents while dropping his children off at 
school earlier that month (D’Angelo, 2017). ICE agents have also been 
reported detaining unauthorized immigrants in courthouses, another location 
that was “off limits” for ICE enforcement during the Obama administration 
(Schladen, 2017).

The actions taken by Trump and officials in his administration reinforce 
particular ideas about who is worthy of access to the United States and the 
opportunities therein. These ideas about immigrants and immigration are 
not new. They reflect the “social construction of deservedness” that has 
long informed and legitimized the development and implementation of 
U.S. public policies (Ingram & Schneider, 2005). In their pathbreaking 
book, Policy Design and Democracy, Anne Schneider and Helen Ingram 
(1997) contend,

[P]olicy designs reflect the social constructions of knowledge, target 
populations, power relationships, and institutions in the context from which 
they emerge and these are conveyed to citizens through the messages, 
interpretations, and experiences that people have with public policy . . . Many 
policy designs contain the footprints of a degenerative form of politics in which 
the social construction of issues and target populations are strategically 
manipulated for political gain. These designs separate target populations into 
“deserving” and “undeserving” groups, thereby legitimating the conferral of 
beneficial subsidies or regulations for the former and neglect or punishment for 
the latter. (pp. 5-6)

Thus, groups deemed “deserving” (e.g., veterans, the elderly) often receive 
the most policy benefits, whereas groups perceived as “undeserving” (e.g., 
immigrants) receive fewer benefits or face punitive policies (Ingram & 
Schneider, 2005; Schneider & Ingram, 1993).

Since the 1990s, the political and policy discourse in the United States has 
framed immigrants, particularly (but not exclusively) the unauthorized, as 
undeserving of policy benefits.1 In 2009, political scientist Samuel Huntington 
summed up the core of these concerns about the “clash of civilizations” 
caused by immigration to the United States from Latin America:
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The persistent inflow of Hispanic immigrants threatens to divide the United 
States into two peoples, two cultures, and two languages. Unlike past immigrant 
groups, Mexicans and other Latinos have not assimilated into mainstream U.S. 
culture, forming instead their own political and linguistic enclaves—from Los 
Angeles to Miami—and rejecting the Anglo-Protestant values that built the 
American dream. The United States ignores this challenge at its peril.

These concerns have translated into legislation, particularly at the state level, 
including Arizona’s SB1070, which, among other provisions, required non-
citizens to carry documentation of their migration status at all times and made 
it a crime for them to be caught without said documentation. Texas recently 
passed SB4, a law that requires that state law enforcement officials comply 
with federal detainer requests and, like SB1070, allows local and state law 
enforcement officers to inquire about individuals’ migration status. At the 
federal level, Congressional concerns that new immigrants will strain the 
public service infrastructure, “take jobs” from citizens, and fail to assimilate 
have informed past policy decisions (Hochschild & Burch, 2007).

At a time when more than a quarter of the U.S. population is either an 
immigrant or the child of immigrants (López & Radford, 2017), it is impor-
tant to consider how these Americans are being framed in terms of their 
“deservedness” for public policy benefits. This is especially important within 
the field of education given that one quarter of U.S. children (18.7 million) 
are first- or second-generation immigrants.2 In addition, 5.1 million U.S. chil-
dren are living with at least one unauthorized parent. Of those, 79% are U.S. 
citizens (Capps, Fix, & Zong, 2016). The immigrant experience, and how 
immigrants are constructed within public policy debates, thus affect a large 
number of children attending U.S. schools.3

Overview of the Special Issue

In light of what may be an attempt to radically reformulate immigration and 
education policies in the United States, the Politics of Education Association 
has dedicated this special issue of Educational Policy to addressing the con-
temporary politics of immigration and education across the preK-16 pipe-
line. We took a broad view of this topic and encouraged contributors to 
explore the politics of immigration as expressed in schools, universities, 
neighborhoods, and communities, as well as the political causes and conse-
quences of policy and their effects on communities, families, and students in 
the United States.

The eight articles in this volume seek to understand how the social con-
struction of immigrants in the current political climate shapes the educational 
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experiences of immigrant children and families. The articles utilize various 
theoretical perspectives and methodological approaches. If immigrants are 
constructed in the policy discourse as threats, what does this mean for their 
educational experiences and the educational opportunities they are provided? 
With the Trump administration’s proposed and implemented policies, the 
new orientation of the U.S. Departments of Homeland Security and Education, 
and the accompanying anti-immigrant rhetoric, we can expect major impacts 
for students, schools, and communities.

Nonetheless, our discussion of the negative construction of immigrants 
and related policies should not be interpreted to suggest that immigrant 
Americans have passively accepted these constructions; that is not the case. 
Policymaking is not strictly top-down. Those affected by policy have agency, 
which we see through resistance to predominant rhetoric and via community 
organizing efforts. The most obvious example of this was the 2006 immigrant 
marches, which comprised one of the largest mass mobilizations in U.S. his-
tory. Another is the continued organizing and protests undertaken by immi-
grant rights groups across the country, from the Coalition for Humane 
Immigrant Rights of Los Angeles (CHIRLA) to Casa de Maryland to Make 
the Road in New York. The articles in this special issue also show the many 
ways, large and small, immigrant students and their parents resist these nega-
tive framings.

The first three articles provide an overview of contemporary federal and 
state education policy pertaining to immigrants. In “Immigrant Students in 
the Trump Era: What We Know and Do Not Know,” Chi Nguyen and Maraki 
Kebede revisit the literature on two contemporary and salient policies that 
have implications for immigrant students in the current political context: 
Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) and school choice. Through 
a lens of acculturation theory, the authors use content analysis to argue that 
immigration status and race are often conflated, variations across immigrant 
groups overlooked, and rural communities underrepresented in the scholar-
ship on immigrant students’ experiences. These critiques serve as a founda-
tion for recommendations to policymakers and administrators to reject a view 
of immigrants as a homogeneous monolith in favor of a more nuanced 
approach which can serve to advance our understandings of how DACA and 
school choice policies differentially affect immigrant students and families.

Not all migration is voluntary, of course. Melinda Lemke’s article, 
“Trafficking and Immigration Policy: Intersections, Inconsistencies, and 
Implications for Public Education,” expands our understanding of immigra-
tion policy by exploring how forced displacement has unique implications 
for social and educational policy. Her analysis of the intersections and incon-
sistencies among trafficking, immigration, and asylum policy at the federal, 
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state, and school district levels provokes a call for interdisciplinary study to 
better understand how youth who are “subjects in transit” are affected by 
these policies.

Sophia Rodriguez and Timothy Monreal explore the link among policy, 
discourse, and experience in “‘This State Is Racist . . . ’: Policy Problematization 
and Undocumented Youth Experiences in the New Latino South.” The 
authors use critical policy discourse to analyze a proposed South Carolina 
Senate Resolution. The authors demonstrate how policy can authorize and 
circulate narratives and, in particular, how the threat narrative of this resolu-
tion bolsters the case for restrictive immigration policy. The article also pres-
ents evidence that the themes of these narratives are at play not only in policy 
discourse but also in the experiences of undocumented youth, who speak 
about their “othering,” and strained relationships to schooling, peers, and 
teachers.

The next three articles examine current challenges and opportunities for 
immigrant students in U.S. public schools. In “Analyzing the Achievement 
and Isolation of Immigrant and U.S-.Born Students: Insights From PISA 
2012,” Jeanne Powers and Margarita Pivovarova compare and contrast math-
ematics achievement and school composition for first-generation immigrant 
students and U.S.-born students. Central to their findings are that race, wealth, 
and gender—as well as characteristics of the schools they attend—tend to 
account for differences in achievement between these groups, rather than stu-
dents’ immigration status. Moreover, a substantial proportion of U.S.-born 
students do not attend school with immigrant students. This type of isolation 
limits U.S.-born students’ opportunities to interact with immigrant peers and 
to develop cross-cultural friendships. As the authors point out, “Public 
schools remain one of the key institutions where young people can learn to 
live and work with peers whose life experiences and perspectives may differ 
from their own.”

Expanding on these ideas, Madeline Mavrogordato and Julie Harris focus 
on school choice policy in “Eligiendo Escuelas: English Learners and Access 
to School Choice,” and examine whether and how an emphasis on school 
choice exacerbated inequities for immigrant students, and particularly those 
who are learning English (i.e., English learners or ELs). Their findings, 
focused on students in a large urban school district, reveal that parents of 
students currently identified as ELs were significantly less likely than parents 
of students who were formerly ELs or never ELs to send their children to a 
choice school, especially at the high school level. Current policies related to 
school choice, then, are not facilitating equitable access for parents of ELs, 
and these inequities may be exacerbated if more federal educational resources 
are diverted to support school choice as has been promised by the Trump 
administration.
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While all children have free access to K-12 education under federal law, 
undocumented students are not afforded the right to access public higher edu-
cation. In “Finding Freedom: Facilitating Postsecondary Pathways for 
Undocumented Students,” Michael Trivette and David English explore how 
undocumented students navigate college access and choice in Georgia, where 
state policy bans them from attending competitive public institutions of 
higher education, and requires out-of-state tuition at all remaining colleges 
and universities. Their study presents both challenges and opportunities. On 
one hand, findings from qualitative interviews suggest that undocumented 
students tend to limit their own school trajectories, given that not all post-
secondary pathways are available to them. On the other hand, the study offers 
some hope by uncovering the work being taken up by Freedom University, an 
unaccredited school led by university faculty and community members, 
where more than 30 high school students and recent graduates receive sup-
port in gaining admission to college.

The final two articles in this special issue explore how narratives can and 
cannot be used to enact change for immigrant-origin students within schools. 
In “Organizational Politics of Parental Engagement: The Intersections of 
School Reform, Anti-Immigration Policies and Latinx Parent Organizing,” 
Samantha Paredes Scribner and Erica Fernández use an in-depth, multi-year 
critical qualitative study to explore the ways in which dominant narratives 
about the school context (e.g., a school as “full service” or a “turnaround 
school”) either hindered or hurt Latinx parents’ attempts to influence school 
outcomes. Their analysis attempts to disentangle “the complex organizing 
life within an urban elementary school to highlight the ways in which orga-
nizing logics infuse power relations, and position parents in ways that can 
limit their participation within the politics of the school.” They show how 
institutional school organizing, namely the community and turnaround school 
frames, worked directly against Latinx parents’ interests and made it difficult 
for them to engage in school processes. However, they find that the Latinx 
parents in their study were able to push against these dominant narratives to 
challenge their subordinate position within the school setting.

In “I Think Immigrants ‘Kind of Fall Into Two Camps’: Boundary Work 
by U.S.-Born Community Members in St. Louis, Missouri,” Lisa Dorner, 
Emily Crawford, Joel Jennings, J. S. Onésimo Sandoval, and Emily Hager 
also explore narratives, but this time turning the focus on its head. While 
most scholars exploring issues of migration focus on immigrants, Dorner 
and colleagues focus on U.S.-born Americans, starting from the central 
question, “How do U.S.-born Americans understand immigration?” Using 
27 in-depth interviews, their project “aimed to understand not only what 
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were individuals’ attitudes, but also how they formed these attitudes.” They 
focus on the “boundary work” these respondents are engaging in, which they 
define as “the process of delineating ‘us’ versus ‘them’ and the underlying 
aspects that provoke such differentiation.” They argue that “understanding 
how community members draw boundaries between themselves and immi-
grants can help us to understand individuals’ claims, beliefs, or actions about 
immigrants’ access to education.” Their findings show that respondents 
often expressed conflicting opinions, shifting their positive or negative 
views of immigrants depending on whether they were talking about specific 
immigrants they knew—friends, neighbors, or co-workers—versus an 
unspecified “immigrant” or “illegal.” And, although they found that many 
respondents used these “us” versus “them” heuristics to talk about groups, 
some did what they call boundary blurring, a breaking down of these dichot-
omous framings. They see this blurring as signaling “broad themes upon 
which educators and policymakers could build” to re-frame anti-immigrant 
discourses. At a minimum, their study shows why it is important for scholars 
to be attentive to the ways that narratives can structure attitudes toward 
immigrants and immigration.

Taken together, the articles in this special issue teach us about the varied 
ways that public policy, institutions, and migration status intersect to influ-
ence the educational opportunities afforded to immigrants and their children 
in the United States. They also show the many ways that immigrants use 
those institutions to gain more equitable educational outcomes. The variety 
of conceptual frames, methodological approaches, and levels of analysis used 
in these articles reveal how multi-faceted and complex the relationship is 
between immigration and education, and push us to consider the diversity 
within and between immigrant groups. They also show how far we need to go 
in reconstructing immigrants in the policy discourse before our schools will 
be able to effectively serve their immigrant-origin students. The current polit-
ical climate makes us pessimistic about the likelihood that positive change 
will happen in the near term, yet we see glimmers of hope in community 
organizing and policy advocacy efforts led by immigrants and their allies. 
These efforts are critical as immigrant children and youth struggle to get the 
recognition, services, and institutional supports they deserve to reach their 
full potential within our nation’s schools.
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Notes

1. We would mark the passage of Proposition 187 in California, a 1994 ballot initia-
tive that denied access to social services of unauthorized immigrants and their 
children, as the start of the most recent anti-immigrant wave, followed the 1996 
welfare reform bill (P.L. 104-193), which placed public benefits restrictions on 
legal immigrants, the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility 
Act of 1996 (P.L. 104-208), and numerous other anti-immigrant pieces of legis-
lation at the state and local levels.

2. Data from Child Trends. Retrieved from https://www.childtrends.org/indicators/
immigrant-children/

3. This anti-immigrant context intersects with justifications for public schooling 
in general. Historically, the creation of our nation’s Common Schools (which 
became our public schools) was rationalized in large part as a requirement of 
democratic citizenship (Tyack, 2001). The expansion of White male suffrage 
beyond the propertied elite in the mid-19th century created a need for these 
newly franchised citizens to be educated; yet, those who were not citizens—
which at that time included women and most people of color—were not viewed 
as deserving of such opportunities. White women, as an example, were con-
structed in the public discourse as “Republican Mothers,” and were only pro-
vided the basic education needed for them to carry out these roles. Moreover, 
free Blacks in the northeast were afforded access to few, if any, public education 
services, as many jurisdictions did not offer such opportunities to Black chil-
dren (Moss, 2009). How public education is conceptualized, and who is deemed 
a deserving citizen, thus shapes the educational opportunities afforded different 
sectors within U.S. society.
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