
Fostering Belonging:
A Guide to Addressing Anti-Immigrant Bullying in Schools

A Re-Imagining Migration Guide



The Guide:

This guide is designed for educators aiming to address anti-immigrant bullying and
promote a sense of belonging among all students. It offers practical strategies for
self-reflection, classroom discussions, professional development, and community
involvement. Recognizing the importance of each school’s unique culture, we encourage
collaborative development of action plans to prevent, counter, and respond to bullying
incidents.

About Re-Imagining Migration

Re-Imagining Migration believes that schools have the potential to help individuals and
communities navigate demographic change effectively. We see schools as greenhouses for
inclusion and belonging, counteracting harmful anti-immigrant sentiment. Recognizing
that teachers and school leaders are actively seeking the training and resources they need,
Re-Imagining Migration has designed a research-based approach that provides practical
tools and strategies. Our goal is to empower educators to promote the dispositions that
enable newcomers to thrive, foster positive relationships among peers, and help
communities successfully navigate the predictable tensions that arise with demographic
change. By focusing on belonging and inclusion, we aim to create environments where
everyone feels valued and supported.
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How to Use This Guide

This guide is designed to help you address anti-immigrant bullying and foster a sense of
belonging for all students. Here are some suggestions on how to use it effectively:

Self-Reflection
● Reflect on Practices: Consider your own practices and biases regarding bullying.

Think about what is happening on the surface and what might be unseen in terms
of student experiences.

● Follow Up with Discussions: Engage in conversations with colleagues to explore
different perspectives and insights related to bullying.

Classroom Implementation
● Each school and classroom has its own culture, so it’s important to speak with your

team and think carefully about whether direct discussions of anti-immigrant
bullying would help or hinder efforts to prevent and respond to bullying. Ensure that
any discussions take place in a safe and supportive environment.

● Discussion Prompts: Use various tools, including scenarios, to facilitate classroom
discussions that help students express their thoughts and feelings about bullying.

Professional Development Sessions
● Workshop Activities: Integrate scenarios into professional development workshops to

encourage staff reflection and strategy development for addressing bullying.
● Simulation Exercises: Use simulation activities to practice appropriate responses to

bullying incidents in a supportive environment, ensuring that participants feel safe
and respected throughout the process.

Staff Meetings
● Collaborative Reflection: Facilitate discussions among staff members using various

tools to collaboratively reflect on how to better support students facing bullying.
● Action Planning: Develop action plans based on reflections and discussions to

enhance school climate and inclusivity.

Community Involvement
● Incorporate Family Input: Share information from the guide with families and

community members to foster a collaborative approach to addressing bullying.
● Resource Sharing: Provide additional resources and information to families to

support their understanding of the issue and encourage their involvement.



Discussions of School Policy

● Revisit your school, district, and state anti-bullying policies. Take note of the
language. Does it explicitly address anti-immigrant bullying? If not, work with
leadership in your school, district, and state to ensure that they communicate
proactively about respect for immigrant-origin youth while working to address the
gaps.

● Conduct a similar review of the ways bullying incidents are reported. Research
indicates that anti-immigrant bullying incidents are less likely to be reported.
Consider if changes in the reporting structure might help.

Creating Action Plans

● Utilize This Guide: Use the insights and strategies outlined in this guide to help
develop comprehensive action plans aimed at preventing, countering, and
responding to anti-immigrant bullying.

● Collaborative Development: Work with your team to create tailored action plans that
reflect your school’s unique culture and needs, ensuring that all voices are heard in
the process.

● Implementation and Evaluation: Implement the action plans and regularly evaluate
their effectiveness, making adjustments as necessary to foster a safe and inclusive
environment for all students.



Education and Immigration: Schools' Role in Student Privacy Protection

The relationship between schools and federal immigration authorities is governed by a
complex framework of legal precedents, federal policies, and educational rights that
prioritize student privacy and educational access over immigration enforcement. This
framework fundamentally establishes schools as safe havens for all students, regardless of
their immigration status.

According to the U.S. Department of Education, Secretary of Education Betsy DeVos
(2017-2021) clarified that "schools are not, and should never become, immigration
enforcement zones."

The cornerstone of this protection lies in the landmark 1982 Supreme Court decision Plyler
v. Doe, which established the constitutional right of all children, regardless of immigration
status, to access public K-12 education in the United States. This ruling not only guaranteed
educational access but also laid the groundwork for protecting student privacy regarding
immigration status.

The Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) serves as a crucial legal barrier
preventing schools from sharing student information, including immigration status, with
federal authorities. Under FERPA, schools cannot disclose student information without
explicit parental consent, except in specific, limited circumstances. This protection extends
to all aspects of a student's educational record, effectively creating a shield between
educational institutions and immigration enforcement agencies.
Schools are explicitly prohibited from engaging in practices that might discourage
enrollment or attendance based on immigration status. This includes:

● Not requiring students or families to disclose their immigration status
● Not requesting documentation that might reveal immigration status
● Not sharing any information about students' or families' immigration status with

federal authorities

As of November 2024, the concept of schools as "sensitive locations" has been formally
recognized by both Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) and Customs and Border
Protection (CBP). This designation means that immigration enforcement actions should
not occur at or near school facilities absent extraordinary circumstances. This policy helps
ensure that educational environments remain safe and welcoming for all students. It is
important to monitor this policy as it could be subject to change.

For more information please refer to the National Association of Secondary School
Principals website.



Overview

Anti-immigrant bullying, despite its prevalence, is often overlooked and unaddressed,
leading to detrimental effects on all students, schools, and communities.

Frequency and Prevalence

● Approximately 60% of school administrators report incidents of anti-immigrant
bullying in their institutions.

● Despite the high frequency, many incidents go undocumented or unaddressed,
indicating a gap in reporting and response mechanisms.

School Culture Indicators:

● Anti-immigrant bullying often serves as a barometer of deeper institutional and
systemic issues within the school environment. Its presence can reveal:

○ Unaddressed biases in curriculum and teaching practices
○ Gaps in multicultural education and inclusion initiatives
○ Limited representation of diverse perspectives in leadership and

decision-making Insufficient support systems for immigrant families and
students

○ Hidden barriers to full participation in school life
○ Normalized microaggressions that go unchallenged
○ The degree of cultural responsiveness in school policies and procedures

● Rather than viewing anti-immigrant bullying as isolated incidents, we should
understand it as a reflection of underlying institutional patterns that demand
systemic changes in both daily practices and overarching policies.

Distinct Characteristics of Anti-Immigrant Bullying

● Cultural and Social Context: Unlike other forms of bullying, anti-immigrant bullying
often stems from broader societal prejudices and misconceptions about
immigration. It requires a deeper understanding of historical and social contexts to
address effectively.

● Complexity of Intervention: Addressing anti-immigrant bullying necessitates more
comprehensive strategies, including cultural competency training for staff and
educational interventions that promote empathy and understanding of diverse
experiences.

● Impact on School Climate: The prevalence of anti-immigrant bullying can
significantly affect the overall school climate, potentially creating an environment
where immigrant students feel unsafe or unwelcome.



● Bystander Behavior: Non-immigrant students are less likely to intervene in cases of
anti-immigrant bullying compared to other forms of bullying. This lack of
intervention can perpetuate a culture of silence and fear.

● Policy Gaps: Many schools may lack specific policies addressing anti-immigrant
bullying, leading to inconsistent responses and interventions.

Impact on Immigrant Students

● Targeted students often experience increased stress, anxiety, and depression.
● Academic performance may suffer, with some students avoiding school or specific

classes.
● Long-term effects can include decreased self-esteem and difficulties in social

integration.

Effects on Peers and School Community

● This lack of intervention can create a culture of silence and fear, affecting the overall
school climate.

● Bystander apathy may reinforce discriminatory attitudes and behaviors.

Broader Community Impact

● Anti-immigrant bullying can reflect and perpetuate wider societal prejudices.
● It may hinder community cohesion and integration efforts.
● Long-term consequences can include decreased civic participation and social trust

among immigrant populations.

Teacher and Peer Responses

● Teachers often report feeling underprepared to address anti-immigrant bullying
effectively, more so than with other forms of bullying.

● Cultural competency training for staff and students is essential but often lacking,
particularly in addressing the unique aspects of anti-immigrant bullying.

We hope this summary serves as a call to action, highlighting the urgent need for
comprehensive strategies to address anti-immigrant bullying in schools, focusing on
immediate intervention, education, community engagement, and empowering bystanders
to create a more inclusive and supportive school environment.



Reporting and Responding

Research suggests that anti-immigrant bullying incidents are indeed less likely to be
reported by immigrant and non-immigrant students and staff for several reasons:

Barriers to Reporting for Some Immigrant Students and Families

● Language and Communication Challenges: Immigrant students, especially those
who are English language learners, may struggle to effectively communicate
bullying experiences to school staff or authorities. The language barrier can make it
difficult for them to accurately describe incidents or express the emotional impact.

● Cultural Differences: Some immigrant families come from cultures where reporting
bullying is not common or is seen as a sign of weakness. They may be unfamiliar with
the reporting processes in their new country's school system..

● Fear of Consequences: Immigrant students and their families may fear that
reporting bullying could draw unwanted attention to their immigration status or lead
to negative consequences. This is particularly true for undocumented immigrants
who may worry about deportation or other legal repercussions. However, it is a
mistake to think that only undocumented students might fear consequences.
Students in families with legal documentation may fear that reporting an incident
could impact their applications for visas, green cards, or citizenship.

● Internalized Stigma: Immigrant students who experience persistent bullying may
internalize negative stereotypes or stigma, leading to feelings of shame that prevent
them from seeking help.

● Social Isolation: Bullied immigrant students often experience social isolation, which
can make it harder for them to find allies or witnesses who can support their claims.

Systemic Issues That May Impact the Broader Community

● Lack of Trust in Authorities: Immigrant communities may have a distrust of
authority figures based on experiences in their home countries or negative
interactions in their new country. This can make them hesitant to report incidents to
school officials or law enforcement.

● Insufficient Support Systems: Schools may lack adequate support systems or
culturally competent staff to effectively address bullying against immigrant students.



This can discourage reporting if students and families believe their concerns won't
be taken seriously or handled appropriately.

● Normalization of Discrimination: In some cases, anti-immigrant sentiment in the
broader society can lead to a normalization of discriminatory behavior. Immigrant
students may come to see certain levels of bullying as "normal" and not worth
reporting.

Addressing these barriers requires a multi-faceted approach, including cultural sensitivity
training for school staff, clear and accessible reporting mechanisms, and efforts to build
trust with immigrant communities. Schools should also work to create inclusive
environments that celebrate diversity and actively combat anti-immigrant sentiment.

Reflection
As you review these barriers, consider what you can do to support students impacted by
anti-immigrant bullying? Who else might be helpful? What might you want school staff to
be aware of?

The next section of this guide focuses on suggestions for preventing and responding to
anti-immigrant bullying incidents.

Immediate Intervention



Address the Behavior:

● Confront the Bullying: Immediately intervene when you witness or hear about
anti-immigrant taunts. Use calm, firm language to stop the behavior and separate
the students involved if necessary.

● Support the Targeted Student: Provide immediate support to the student who was
targeted. Offer a safe space for them to express their feelings and reassure them that
the school is committed to their safety and well-being.

● Encourage Bystanders to Intervene: Educate bystanders on the importance of
intervening when they witness anti-immigrant taunts. Emphasize that their actions
can make a significant difference in supporting the targeted student.

Investigate the Incident:

● Gather Information: Conduct a thorough investigation to understand the context
and severity of the incident. Speak with witnesses and gather all relevant
information.

● Document the Incident: Keep detailed records of the incident, including statements
from witnesses, the targeted student, and the perpetrator.

● Report the Incident: Each community has its own reporting procedures. Learn your
school's bullying policy. Learn your mandated reporting regulations. Ensure you
know and follow yours.

Follow-Up Actions

Consequences and Accountability:

● Apply Appropriate Consequences: Based on the school's anti-bullying policy, apply
appropriate consequences to the perpetrator(s). Ensure that the consequences are
educational rather than purely punitive, helping the student understand the impact
of their actions.

● Restorative Practices: Implement restorative practices to address the harm caused
by the bullying. Facilitate a restorative circle or mediation session where the
perpetrator can hear from the targeted student about the impact of their actions
and work towards making amends.



Educational Interventions:

● Address Misconceptions: Be prepared to address and correct misconceptions or
biased statements that may arise during discussions. Use these moments as
teaching opportunities to promote understanding and inclusivity.

● Promote Empathy and Understanding: Provide historical and social context to help
students understand the roots of stereotypes and how they have evolved over time.
Encourage non-immigrant students to reflect on their roles as allies and discuss how
they can advocate for their immigrant peers.

● Regularly Assess Students’ Sense of Belonging: Implement a routine of using
student surveys and pulse checks to measure feelings of belonging. This can help
identify and possibly prevent future incidents.

● Communicate Clearly: Ensure that your school clearly communicates that
anti-immigrant bullying will not be tolerated.

● Re-examine School Policies: Ensure your school bullying policies directly address
anti-immigrant bullying.

Ongoing Support and Monitoring

Note: School Counselors and Immigration Status:

It is imperative that school counselors understand that School counselors are not
mandated to report a student's immigration status. In fact, there are strong protections in
place to prevent this:

● Federal law prohibits schools from requiring students to provide information about
their immigration status. The 1982 U.S. Supreme Court ruling in Plyler v. Doe
established that undocumented children have the right to a public K-12 education.

● Schools are not required to collect information on students' immigration status. The
Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) prevents schools from releasing
students' education records, including information about immigration status, except
in very limited circumstances.

● School counselors have a responsibility to provide services to all students regardless
of their citizenship status. They are expected to advocate for students' access to
services and prevent discrimination.



● Schools are considered "safe havens" for undocumented students. School officials,
including counselors, should not divulge confidential information to outside
agencies without proper legal documentation.

● If immigration agents request information from a student's education records,
schools are advised to require a subpoena or warrant and consult with the school
district's attorney before releasing any information.

● In fact, school counselors are encouraged to:
○ Provide information and support to undocumented students and their

families about educational rights and opportunities12.
○ Assist students in navigating college access and finding funding for their

educational goals.
○ Offer counseling and mental health support for students impacted by

immigration-related stressors.
○ The role of school counselors is to support and advocate for all students,

regardless of their immigration status, not to report or enforce immigration
laws.

● Check-Ins:
○ Regular Monitoring: Regularly check in with the targeted student to ensure

they feel safe and supported. Monitor the situation to prevent further
incidents.

○ Counseling Services: Offer counseling services to both the targeted student
and the perpetrator. Counseling can help the targeted student process their
experience and provide the perpetrator with tools to change their behavior.

● Professional Development:
○ Cultural Competency Training: Ensure that all staff members receive ongoing

training in cultural competency, anti-bias education, and strategies for
addressing bullying and discrimination.

● Reflective Practices: Encourage staff to reflect on their own practices and biases.
Create opportunities for continuous learning about the experiences and needs of
immigrant-origin youth.

Consider using the scenarios in the next section individually or in a group to promote
discussion and reflection.



Scenarios for Reflection

Before Using the Scenarios

As we strive to create a safe and inclusive environment for all students, it is essential to
address the complexities of bullying, particularly anti-immigrant bullying, in our classrooms.
We suggest you use the following scenarios with school staff. However, some educators
might want to use them with their students. We understand that temptation. Engaging
students in discussions about real-life scenarios can foster empathy, understanding, and
proactive behavior. However, it is crucial to approach these conversations thoughtfully and
sensitively.

If you are considering using the scenarios with students, consider the following:

1. Understanding Your Students: Reflect on the diverse backgrounds and experiences
of your students. Consider whether they may have personal connections to the
topics being discussed and how this might influence their reactions.

2. Creating a Safe Space: Establish ground rules for respectful dialogue. Make it clear
that the classroom is a safe space for sharing thoughts and feelings, and encourage
students to support one another.

3. Assessing Readiness: Evaluate whether your students are ready for these
discussions. Consider their age, maturity, and previous exposure to topics related to
bullying and discrimination.

4. Providing Support: Be prepared to offer emotional support during and after
discussions. Ensure that resources, such as counseling services, are accessible to
students who may need them.

5. Framing the Conversation: Set a positive tone by emphasizing the importance of
empathy, respect, and allyship. Encourage students to think critically about how they
can contribute to a supportive school environment.

By thoughtfully considering these aspects, you can create a meaningful context for
discussing scenarios related to anti-immigrant bullying. Doing so will not only enhance
students' understanding of the issue but also empower them to take positive actions in
their school community.



Scenarios

1. Witnessing Bullying: A student overhears classmates making derogatory
comments about a peer's accent. Discuss how they might feel and what actions they
could take to support their classmate.

2. Exclusion from Activities: A group of students excludes a new immigrant student
from joining their lunch table. Explore the feelings of both the excluded student and
the group, and brainstorm what a good outcome looks like and how to achieve it..

3. Social Media Harassment: A student receives hurtful messages on social media
related to their cultural background. Discuss the impact of online bullying and
strategies for reporting and supporting the victim. Additionally, explore how another
student sees a friend posting negative comments about another student online and
how they can express concern and suggest more positive ways to communicate.

4. Cultural Misunderstandings: A student brings traditional food to school, and some
classmates make fun of it. Facilitate a conversation about cultural differences and the
importance of respect and curiosity.

5. Language Barriers: An immigrant student struggles to communicate in class due to
language barriers. Discuss how classmates can offer support and how teachers can
create an inclusive environment for all learners.

6. Positive Allyship: A student stands up for a peer who is being bullied for their
background. Discuss the qualities of a good ally and the potential positive outcomes
of standing up against bullying.

7. Backlash: The student who decided to support their immigrant peer now becomes
a target of bullying and harassment as well. You see them starting to take on the
negative behavior that they once criticized. How do you explain their behavior and
what can you do to help?

8. Group Exclusion: A student notices classmates laughing and whispering while
another student stands alone, looking upset. Discuss how they might feel and what
steps they could take to include the excluded student or speak up about the
behavior.

9. Inappropriate Jokes: A student hears classmates telling jokes that are offensive to a
particular culture. Discuss options for addressing the jokes and encouraging a more
respectful conversation.

10. Classroom Discussions: During a conversation about cultural topics, a student
notices someone’s contributions being dismissed. Discuss how they can validate the
student’s input and promote a more inclusive dialogue.



Finding Solutions:

Family Involvement:

● Engage the Families of Both the Targeted Student and the Perpetrator: It is
essential to involve the families of both the victim and the perpetrator in the
conversation about bullying and its consequences. Engaging families helps to create
a support network around students, reinforcing the message that bullying is
unacceptable. By communicating the school’s commitment to a safe and inclusive
environment, families can better understand the school's policies and the
importance of addressing bullying behavior. This collaboration can also help parents
recognize their role in modeling respectful behavior and open dialogue at home.

● Involve Families in Finding Solutions: When families are involved in discussions
about bullying incidents, they can provide valuable insights into their children’s
behaviors and motivations. This collaboration allows for a more comprehensive
approach to resolving conflicts and developing solutions that address underlying
issues. Additionally, involving families fosters a sense of community and shared
responsibility, making it clear that everyone has a role in creating a safe school
environment.

Community Resources:

● Collaborating with local organizations can significantly enhance the support
available to immigrant-origin youth. Community resources, such as cultural
organizations, advocacy groups, and mental health services, can provide students
with additional support systems outside of school. These resources can offer
workshops, counseling, and mentorship programs tailored to the unique challenges
faced by immigrant students, helping them navigate cultural adjustments and social
integration. Safe “third spaces” can be particularly important for young people who
feel isolated or bullied at school.

● By partnering with local organizations, schools can create or identify programs that
celebrate cultural diversity and promote understanding among students. Engaging
the community sends a strong message that the school values diversity and is
committed to supporting all students, which can improve overall student well-being
and academic success.



Engaging Bystanders

Research indicates that non-immigrant students report that they are less likely to intervene
in cases of anti-immigrant bullying compared to other forms of bullying. It’s important to
recognize that the choices made by bystanders are shaped by a range of factors, including
the students’:

● Sense of Responsibility: The degree to which bystanders feel personally responsible
for intervening affects their likelihood of action.

● Feelings of Empathy: Higher levels of empathy towards the victim increase the
likelihood of intervention.

● Self-Efficacy: Bystanders who believe they can effectively intervene are more likely
to do so.

● Group Dynamics: The presence and reactions of other bystanders can influence
individual behavior, sometimes leading to diffusion of responsibility.

When it comes to responding to Anti-Immigrant Bullying there are additional factors that
impact the decision to intervene, including

● Cultural Competency: Research indicates that non-immigrant students are less
likely to intervene in cases of anti-immigrant bullying compared to other forms of
bullying, suggesting a lack of cultural competency or understanding of immigrant
experiences.

● Societal Prejudices: Anti-immigrant bullying often stems from broader societal
prejudices, which can influence bystander behavior if these prejudices are
internalized.

● Lack of Awareness: Bystanders may not fully understand the impact of
anti-immigrant bullying or recognize certain behaviors as bullying due to cultural
differences.

● Language Barriers: In cases where language differences are present, bystanders
might feel less equipped to intervene effectively.

● Fear of Social Repercussions: In communities where anti-immigrant sentiment is
prevalent, bystanders might fear social backlash for defending immigrant peers.

● Political Climate: The political climate surrounding immigration can make some
bystanders hesitant to get involved.

● Lack of Specific Intervention Strategies: Schools may need to provide specific
guidance on addressing anti-immigrant bullying, leaving bystanders unsure of how
to respond.

Below are several ways bystanders can make a positive difference. Recognizing that many
students don’t seem to know how to respond to anti-immigrant bullying, share the ideas
below and explore what these ideas might look like in their schools with them.



Immediate Reporting:

○ Notify an Adult: Bystanders should feel encouraged to report the incident to a
teacher, counselor, or another trusted adult right away. This ensures that the
situation is addressed promptly and appropriately.

● Providing Comfort:
○ Support the Targeted Peer: After witnessing an incident, bystanders can

approach the targeted student to offer comfort. Simple gestures, such as
asking if they are okay or expressing solidarity, can help the victim feel less
isolated.

● Confronting the Perpetrators:
○ Direct Intervention: If it feels safe, bystanders can confront the perpetrators

during or immediately after the incident. They can say things like, “That’s not
okay,” or “You shouldn’t talk to them like that.” This shows the perpetrator that
their behavior is unacceptable.

○ Group Intervention: If there are multiple bystanders, they can collectively
confront the perpetrators, which can provide additional safety and support.

● Encouraging Dialogue:
○ Initiate Conversations: Bystanders can engage the perpetrators in a

conversation about their actions, asking questions like, “Why did you say
that?” This can prompt reflection and discourage future incidents.

● Creating a Supportive Environment:
○ Foster Inclusivity: Bystanders can actively work to create a culture of

inclusivity by promoting friendships among diverse groups of students. They
can invite the targeted peer into activities or conversations, helping to
integrate them into the social fabric of the school.

● Documenting the Incident:
○ Record Details: Bystanders can take notes on what they witnessed, including

the time, location, and specifics of the incident. This documentation can be
useful for reporting the incident to school authorities.

● Follow-Up Actions:
○ Check-In Later: After the incident, bystanders can check in with the targeted

student to see how they are feeling and if they need further support. This
ongoing support can help the victim heal from the experience.

● Participating in Awareness Campaigns:



○ Get Involved in School Initiatives: Bystanders can participate in or help
organize anti-bullying campaigns, workshops, or discussions that promote
awareness about the impact of bullying and the importance of standing up
against it.

● Modeling Positive Behavior:
○ Lead by Example: Bystanders can model respectful behavior in their

interactions with all peers, setting a standard for others to follow. This can help
create a more positive school culture overall.



Template: Action Plan for Addressing Anti-Immigrant Bullying

1. Immediate Responses

What actions will you take immediately when witnessing anti-immigrant bullying?

Action 1:

Description: ________________________________

Responsible Person(s): ________________________________

Timeline: ________________________________

Action 2:

Description: ________________________________

Responsible Person(s): ________________________________

Timeline: ________________________________

2. Follow-Up Actions

What follow-up actions will you take to support the targeted student and address the
incident?

Action 1:

Description: ________________________________

Responsible Person(s): ________________________________

Timeline: ________________________________



Action 2:

Description: ________________________________

Responsible Person(s): ________________________________

Timeline: ________________________________

3. Ongoing Support

What ongoing support will you provide to ensure a safe and inclusive environment?

Support Action 1:

Description: ________________________________

Responsible Person(s): ________________________________

Timeline: ________________________________

Support Action 2:

Description: ________________________________

Responsible Person(s): ________________________________

Timeline: ________________________________

For more support and training related to anti-immigrant bullying, visit
reimaginingmigration.org or contact us using this link.

https://reimaginingmigration.org/contact/

