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School districts across the US are acting
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Corrections & Clarifications: A previous version of this article should have referred to Anna
Lynn Abeytia as the former school board president of the Cartwright Elementary School
District 83.

Schools across the country are preparing to attempt to shield students from the potential for
heightened immigration enforcement under the incoming administration of President-elect
Donald Trump.

School districts in Chicago, Los Angeles, Phoenix and other U.S. cities have vowed not to
voluntarily assist federal immigration officials and have made plans to train staff members
on how to respond to requests from Immigration and Customs Enforcement agents.

“It’s important for districts right now ... to convey to our immigrant community that schools
are not immigration officials,” said Viridiana Carrizales, the CEO of ImmSchools, an
organization that trains schools on supporting immigrant students.

Immigration advocates say that public schools should have clear policies for responding to
requests from immigration officials.

“For over 40 years, the Supreme Court has recognized that educational access is a guarantee
that should be open to everybody equally, including undocumented children,” said Nicholas
Espiritu, a deputy legal director at the National Immigration Law Center.
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Advocates: Schools should have immigration enforcement
plans

The first thing that parents, teachers and school administrators should know about
immigration enforcement and schools is that access to education is a student's constitutional
right, Espiritu said.

That right was established by the 1982 Supreme Court decision Plyler v. Doe.

Schools can put policies in place to ensure no “killing or infringement of that right” and that
students and parents feel comfortable participating in school, he said.

John Mitchell, an immigrants’ rights attorney for the American Civil Liberties Union of
Arizona, said he believed the objective for K-12 schools should be to adopt policies that
curtail the amount of information provided to federal immigration and law enforcement and
to curtail access to and cooperation with those authorities within the school.

Carrizales said it’s vital that school staff are trained on FERPA, the Family Educational
Rights and Privacy Act, a federal law governing the privacy of student records. Under FERPA,
school personnel cannot disclose a student's records to an immigration official unless the
school has consent from the student’s parent or the official has a valid subpoena or court
order.

Schools should have “very clear protocols” for responding to requests from immigration
officials so that they don’t inadvertently violate students’ rights, Carrizales said. “Having a
teacher or front office school staff not knowing this could be the difference between having a
student be here or be put at risk of deportation.”

Since 2011, it has been official ICE policy not to carry out immigration raids at or near
schools or other “sensitive locations” unless an “exigent circumstance” exists, such as a
national security threat.

That policy was established “in recognition of the potential harms," not only to the kids who
might be part of families of mixed immigration status but also the entire educational
environment of the school, Espiritu said. “No one ... wants to see government vans lined up
and parents being afraid to drop off their kids.”

That policy remained in place during the first Trump administration. NBC News has reported
that Trump intends to rescind it during his second term.
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If the policy were to be reversed, however, Carrizales said it “does not dissolve the
constitutional rights that our students have, or the federal protections that they have like
FERPA ... or the fact that our students can have the right to remain silent and not disclose or
respond to any questions related to immigration status.”

School districts vow not to assist with immigration
enforcement

After Trump was elected in 2016, dozens of school districts across the country adopted “safe
zone” resolutions, declaring their intent to protect students from federal immigration
enforcement, according to the National Education Association.

In anticipation of his return to the White House, school districts have begun to do so again.

The Governing Board of one elementary school district in Phoenix adopted a policy in
December stating the district would not permit immigration enforcement activities on school
property “without a valid warrant or legal order” and would not ask about or document the
immigration status of students or parents. The policy also directed the district to train staff
on FERPA and protocols for responding to law enforcement requests.

The Cartwright Elementary School District’s Governing Board president at the time, Anna
Lynn Abeytia, had Trump’s promises of mass deportations in mind when adopting the policy.
But she said it was also a response to a ballot proposition passed by Arizona voters in
November that, in part, authorized state and local law enforcement to arrest and detain
migrants who cross the Arizona-Mexico border without authorization. Enforcement of that
aspect of the measure, however, is on hold as federal courts decide whether to allow a similar
Texas law to take effect.

Abeytia said she worried about attendance and enrollment dropping in the district as a
response to threats of heightened immigration enforcement activity.

“This community has a high population of undocumented and mixed-status families,” she
said. “I think families are extremely worried.” She hoped the district’s policy would help
maintain a safe environment for students and send a message to families that school leaders
“really care about the kids.”

In November, the Los Angeles Unified School District’s Board of Education renewed its 2016
“safe zone” resolution, which prohibited district personnel “from voluntarily cooperating in
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any immigration enforcement action.” The 2024 version directed the district’s
superintendent to create an implementation plan for that policy. It also established plans to
train staff on responding to requests from immigration personnel for access or information.

Los Angeles Unified has since been preparing to train staff and planning “Know Your Rights”
seminars for families, according to district spokesperson Britt Vaughan.

California Gov. Gavin Newsom sent a letter to school leaders several weeks after the
November election, telling them that the state’s schools are prohibited from requesting Social
Security numbers or inquiring about students’ or parents’ immigration statuses. The state’s
Attorney General, Rob Bonta, also issued guidance to K-12 schools related to protecting
immigrant students.

Since February 2017, Los Angeles Unified has used a reference guide for schools and district
staff with detailed instructions on responding to requests from ICE agents or other federal
immigration officials, Vaughan said.

During the first Trump administration, there were no direct visits from immigration officials
at Los Angeles Unified's school sites, he said.

“It was more common that rumors of immigration officials visiting homes within the
community spread and frightened families, causing them to stay away from public places,
including sending their students to school,” Vaughan said. “And some families withdrew
their student from schools and enrolled them in our Virtual Academy.”

The Board of Education for Portland Public Schools in Oregon approved a resolution in early
January saying the district would not give information or assistance to ICE without a court
order and would provide training to staff on how to respond to requests from ICE personnel.
All requests would go to the district’s superintendent and legal counsel, who would be
authorized to ask for the ICE agent’s credentials and the “legal validity of their request," the
resolution said.

The Board of Education of Chicago Public Schools, too, passed a resolution declaring that the
district would not assist ICE in immigration enforcement. “ICE will not be permitted access
to CPS facilities or personnel except in the rare instances in which CPS is provided with a
criminal warrant,” the resolution said.

New York City Public Schools is set to follow suit, with plans for its governing body to vote on
a resolution later this month declaring that ICE will not be granted access to schools,
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students or student records without a judicial warrant, which district legal counsel would

review.

The resolutions passed by school districts so far have partly been an effort to assuage
families’ fears.

“We want to assure the community ... that they don’t have to worry about anyone coming on
campus without proper legal documentation and perhaps displacing their child,” said Devin
Del Palacio, the author of the policy adopted by the Cartwright elementary district in
Phoenix.

Mitchell, the ACLU of Arizona attorney, said that one objective of “extremely hyperbolic
rhetoric" is to impart fear in immigrant communities.

“Arresting and detaining and legally processing and deporting one person is immensely
resource intensive,” Mitchell said. “And if immigrants simply choose to leave the state or the
country because of a sufficiently hostile climate, then you know, the government can forgo all
those associated costs.”

Advocates don’t want immigrant communities to “do the federal government’s job for them,”
Mitchell said.

Reach the reporter at mparrish@arizonarepublic.com.
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