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Making Americans: Plyler v. Doe and Re-Imagining
Opening the School Door MIGRATI&N

Educator Guide

Overview

— This Re-Imagining Migration educator guide provides
, essential tools for understanding and teaching the

landmark Supreme Court case Plyler v. Doe, which
established every child's constitutional right to public

i A 6‘ education regardless of immigration status—a right
M / now under threat in states across the country.
), y This guide offers educators and school leaders
4 ICJ important tools to help them lead meaningful

professional development conversations, including
PLYLER v. DOE anD ] o i ]
OPENING THe SCHOOL DOOR hosting an all-staff read to facilitating action-oriented
JESSICA LANDER discussions that translate learning into concrete
policy changes. Educators will also find discussion
FOREWORD BY GABY PACHECD, . s
PAESIBENTAND CEOWBF THEDREAN.US. questions, activity plans, and classroom resources
| AFTERWORD BY US REPRESENTATIVE JAMIE RASKIN that build empathy, deepen understanding, and build

- “ belonging across their school communities.
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i i Re-Imagining
Guide Overview Wl

Essential History for All Educators

We are excited to share this guide for the newly released e-book Making Americans:
Plyler v. Doe and Opening the School Door— an excerpt of the award winning book
Making Americans: Stories of Historic Struggles, New Ideas, and Inspiration in Immigrant
Education, written by teacher and author Jessica Lander, recently awarded the_2024
George Orwell Book Award for Honesty and Clarity in Public Language from the National
Council of the Teachers of English for "writers who have made outstanding contributions
to the critical analysis of public discourse.” This e-book spotlights the intimate stories of
the courageous families, lawyers, activists, and judges at the heart of the landmark
Supreme Court Case Plyler v. Doe. In 1982 the Supreme Court enshrined the right for all
students, no matter their documentation status, access to public K-12 schools.

Now, in states across the country, that essential right is under threat. In a time of
increasing xenophobic policy and rhetoric, immigrant-origin students across the country
are bearing the devastating consequences of an unprecedented escalation in
immigration enforcement. The current administration's aggressive deportation agenda
has fundamentally transformed schools from safe havens into sites of fear and
uncertainty, with psychological, economic, and community tolls rippling throughout
communities regardless of the legal status of residents—reaching documented
immigrants, mixed-status families, and naturalized citizens.

These policies have had a particularly profound impact on our nation’s schools: students
are chronically absent, pulled from classrooms by terrified parents, or sitting in class
unable to concentrate as they worry about their family's and their own safety.
Emboldened state legislators in some states are challenging the constitutional right to
education established in Plyler v. Doe, proposing legislation that would exclude
undocumented children from schools entirely or force districts to .report. their
immigration status. The result is an educational crisis that threatens not just individual
students and families, but the very foundation of America's commitment to providing
every child with the opportunity to learn and thrive.

We at Re-imagining Migration believe it is critical that all educators know this story. Understanding our
collective history and present—the laws and cases, but also the stories of the people who courageously
worked for change, advocating for more inclusive schools, helps us to best support our students. In this
guide we share guiding questions to help as you read, process, and apply this history and story to your
school community; ideas for creating and leading an all-staff/all-department read (something we
strongly encourage), and actionable strategies for creating school policies and procedures to make
your classroom and school a more welcoming and nurturing place for all immigrant-origin students.
This work starts with teachers. Educators' success in supporting immigrant youth depends largely on
their own comfort with immigration issues and familiarity with the human stories behind policy debates.
This guide offers an opportunity to start or continue this essential work.
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Hosting an MIGRATISN
All-Staff/All-Department Read

Whether you are a classroom teacher, school head or nonprofit leader, we
strongly encourage you to collaborate with colleagues to host an all-staff read of
Making Americans: Plyler v. Doe and Opening the School Door this school year.

We have found, through conversations with educators across the country, that
few teachers are familiar with the landmark Supreme Court Case Plyler v. Doe,
let alone the essential history leading up to and following this case. We believe
that this e-book will provide educators a robust foundation from which to have
important conversations about how to welcome, support, and nurture a wide
range of immigrant-origin students that might be in your school, including
undocumented students, students from mixed status families, and refugees. To
support a learning community read, we have created guiding questions for pre,
during, and post reading as well as an outline for running a professional
development conversation with staff.

Special Re-Imagining Opportunity!

Award winning author and teacher Jessica Lander has generously agreed to
join 15 conversations around the country with school staff doing readings
of Making Americans: Plyler v. Doe and Opening the School Door. She will

zoom in for up to an hour at a mutually agreed upon time to discuss the
history, policies, themes, and lessons of the book with your staff and share
best practices from her years of teaching and learning with immigrant-
origin students. We hope you are interested in this excited opportunity - if
you are, fill in this google form and we will be in touch!

Jessica Teaching at NCTE Annual Conference Photo Credit: Marvin Young
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Re-Imagining

Guiding Questions for MIGRATI$N

Making Americans: Plyler v. Doe and Opening the School Door

Share these questions with staff or department for them to consider while they read
or if you are reading on your own use these questions to augment your own learning.

Consider selecting five questions from each section to reflect on

Pre-Reading Questions

What were the conversations about school like in your family?

What is the purpose of public education in a democracy?

How might it impact our work if we thought of education, primarily as a right, our students
have instead of a requirement?

Many family stories about migration emphasize the importance of ensuring education for
their children—why do you think that is?

What conditions in our school and community help or hinder newcomers' sense of
belonging and inclusion?

What responsibilities do communities have towards the children who live in them?

How do exclusionary education policies shape not just the excluded, but also those who
are not denied an education? What does it teach non-immigrant students about whose
humanity matters?

During-Reading Questions

If you could speak to any of the people you are introduced to in this chapter, who would it
be? Why? What do you want to say to them? What would you want to learn?

What conditions in Tyler, Texas helped or hindered the Lopez family's inclusion in their
new community? How do these compare to conditions in our school/community today?
What risks did the Lopez family take when they agreed to challenge the law? How do they
explain their choices? How do you explain their choices?

How did specific community members in the chapter create more welcoming conditions
for newcomers? What can we learn from their examples in creating belonging for our
students and their families?

How did the school board's policy create barriers to the Lopez family's integration and
belonging? What similar barriers might exist in schools today?

Judge Justice's father taught him that "a farmer in bib overalls was entitled to no less
dignity than the president of a bank in a pinstriped suit." How might our own upbringing
and core values about human dignity shape how we approach students and families from
different backgrounds?
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Re-Imagining
MIGRATI&N

o Expert testimony revealed that children without education cannot learn "the laws, the
customs, the procedures" needed to become "productive members of society." What
responsibilities does this place on us as educators?

After several of Judge Justice's rulings, "crosses were ignited in the judge's yard," he
received death threats, and "when Wayne walked into a restaurant, others would often
walk out." How do you explain his willingness to keep going when it might have been
easier to leave the community or rule in ways that align with popular sentiment in the
community?

Judge Seals wrote that schools "provide unity to our community of immigrants" and help
"perpetuate our culture." Justice Brennan argued that education maintains "the fabric of
our society." How do these judicial perspectives inform your understanding of
education's role in democracy?

Post-Reading Questions

How are the students, parents, and families in this book similar and different to the
students in our school?

Gaby Pacheco explains that” without access to education a human being is confined to a
smaller world.” What do you think she means, and what are the consequences of being
confined to a smaller world?

How do you explain Lidia’s willingness to risk deportation in order to pursue this legal
case? When taking a courageous action, how do you know when the possible risk is worth
the possible reward?

What do you see as the legacies of the Plyler case for our community? Our students?
And, our country?

After reading this chapter, let’s return to our pre-reading question: How might it impact
our work if we thought of education, primarily as a right, our students have instead of a
requirement?

What are concrete things that we, as a school community, can do to ensure our student’s
rights are honored and upheld?

What practices and policies in our system might we need to re-examine in order to
ensure we are complying with the spirit and legal obligation of ensuring all of our students
and equal education?

After learning this history, what might you take from it that impacts how you teach? What
do you think about and support different students? How do you see your role in your
school and in your community?
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Leading a Professional Development -2 oS

Conversation

Overview

This professional development session engages educators in exploring their own migration
stories to build empathy and deeper understanding of immigrant-origin students’
experiences. Through storytelling, guided discussion of Making Americans: Plyler v. Doe and
Opening the School Door, and collaborative action planning, participants will reflect on their
current practices and identify concrete steps to create more welcoming and inclusive
learning environments for immigrant-origin students. The session emphasizes the
importance of belonging, safety, and cultural responsiveness in supporting immigrant-origin
students. Participants will leave with actionable commitments to strengthen their school
community's support systems.

Time
(45 - 60 minutes)
Essential Questions

e How can educators apply lessons learned from Plyler v. Doe and personal reflection into

concrete actions that create more welcoming and inclusive spaces for all students?
o What practices and policies in our school community currently support or hinder the
sense of belonging for immigrant-origin students?
e How can understanding our own migration stories deepen our empathy for and
connection with immigrant-origin students?

Activity  Timing Instruction

. . Objectives: Create space for participants to share stories of self, to
Moving 15 min ! ft o . ;

. build connections with each other, and to connect with and build /
Stories deepen empathy with immigrant-origin students today.

¢ Introduction to share with staff: Migration means to move. We
all have migration stories in this generation or in the past.
Sometimes those stories are about crossing national or local
borders. Sometimes they are about crossing invisible borders.
Sometimes people migrate by choice, sometimes they are
forced to migrate.

e Here the moderator would ideally share 1-2 sentence examples
of different migration stories from their own life (ex: When | was
10 my family moved from what side of the city to the other,
when my parents were little they moved from one country to

another, etc)... v
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MIGRATI®N

e Pair Activity (5 minutes per question): Ask participants to pair
up with someone else (ideally someone they don’t speak to
often). They will interview each other about their migration
stories using the questions below. You will each have 5 minutes
to focus on one partner's story. Ask a question and then let them
speak until their voice stops, these 5 minutes are for listening
and holding space for one person’s story rather than a back-and-
forth conversation that weaves together both partners' stories
simultaneously.

e Important note: before you begin it is important to note to the
group

o (1) That some people have migration stories that raise
different emotions for each of us, and you might want to
think about what stories you choose to share/feel
comfortable sharing and think about how you respond to
stories shared with you with respect.

o (2) You have control over which of your many migration
stories you share today and if your partner asks you a
question about your story you don’t want to answer, you do
not need to, just move on to another question.

e Questions to ask your partner:

o Personal Story: There is a story behind every experience of
migration. What is yours or your family's?

a.Belonging: Were there people or communities that made
you or them feel like they belonged?

b. Traditions: Are there customs or traditions your family has
maintained from life before they migrated?

e Debrief Discussion: After both partners have time to share.
Bring the group back together to reflect using the following
framework:

= Same: How were your stories the same?
= Different: How were your stories different?
= Gain: What do we gain by sharing them?

Credit: The Moving Stories activity is based on a project developed by Carola
Suarez-Orozco. The closing thinking routine was developed by Project Zero at the
Harvard Graduate School of Education.

Objectives: Participants will have an opportunity to reflect together
Group 15-25 . .
i on the lessons and takeaways from the Making Americans chapter.
Discuss- min  As a group, think about the story of Plyler v. Doe that
ion participants have read and begin by reflecting together, either

as a full group or in small group breakouts on the following:
o Why does this story matter to me?
o Why does this story matter to our school?
o Why does this story matter to our community?
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/ MIGRATI

Closing
Reflect-
ion

e From this discussion shift to more concrete questions about the

»»»»» —T book. Either the moderator can select a few of the questions from
the Pre-During-Post reading Guide, or ask participants to share a few
of the questions that resonate with them for a group discussion.

Credit: The thinking routine was developed by Project Zero at the Harvard Graduate
School of Education.
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MIGRATI&N

In teams, consider having staff:
Ideas for

extension Conduct a Belonging Survey to measure students' sense of belonging
in school to identify spaces / practices to change or build on.

Conduct a Culture Audit (Student Version / Adult Version) to assess and
improve the sense of belonging within a school community by promoting
reflection, discussion, and action. (Printable easy-to-use formatting).

Review and strengthen bullying guidance: Review and strengthen your
policy on bullying, present clear expectations and consequences to
students, and train staff on restorative practices and different scenarios
to ensure a timely and equitable response for all. (The MA AG and DESE
have outlined guidance, Re-imagining Migration offers concrete ideas.)

10
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: Re-Imagining
Teaching Plyler v. Doe M I T

in the Classroom

For classroom teachers, we hope you will consider teaching the story of Plyler v
Doe in your classroom. We believe there are many important lessons for
students to grapple with in this historical lesson that will help them make greater
sense of the past and the present.

¢ Re-Imagining Migration lesson plan for Plyler v. Doe
o Inthislesson (for 8-12th graders) students explore the landmark

Supreme Court case Plyler v. Doe (1982), which established that states
cannot deny public education to undocumented immigrant children.
Through analysis of the 14th Amendment and primary source excerpts
from the Court's majority opinion, students examine how constitutional
rights extend to all people regardless of citizenship status. Students will
engage with questions about belonging, fairness, and education’s role in
society while developing legal document analysis skills.

¢ Jessica Lander’s Teaching Resources

o Jessica created a companion teaching guide for teachers looking to teach
all or sections of her entire book Making Americans: Stories of Historic
Struggles, New ldeas, and Inspiration in Immigrant Education. She has
made this guide freely available on her website here (Scroll down on the
right to the teaching and reading guides. For the questions, activities and
resources connected to Plyler v Doe, these can be found on pages 36-
39). In addition, in the ebook Making Americans: Plyler v. Doe and
Opening the School Door, she includes a link to a robust teaching
resource guide she created for teachers, which we urge you to check out.
Her guide includes lesson plans, classroom strategies, and resources for
supporting undocumented students and students from mixed-status
families.

11
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Additional Resources Re-Imagining

MIGRATI&N

to Support Students

Back to School: Fall Resource Roundup

o These resources—from lesson plans and classroom strategies to community

audits and policy guides—offer practical tools to strengthen belonging, build
resilience, and expand understanding across classrooms and neighborhoods.

Back-to-School Webinar: Centering Belonging

o As schools reopen, immigrant-origin youth face mounting challenges that

threaten their educational success. In this video, Re-Imagining Migration
Program Director Meisha LB breaks down the current barriers these students
encounter and shares actionable strategies educators and communities can
use to create inclusive learning environments.

Supporting Immigrant Students in an Anti-lmmigrant Climate: An Interview with
Dr. Maryam Kia Keating

o This guide is built around an interview with Dr. Maryam Kia-Keating, a clinical

psychologist who specializes in trauma and resilience. It offers educators
practical, relationship-centered approaches for supporting immigrant-origin
students, along with prompts for further reflection and action.

PD Resource Kit: Building Belonging for All Students

o Thisresource set provides everything teachers need to facilitate a 90-minute

professional development workshop focused on building belonging for all
students in their schools and communities. The guide includes research-based
activities that move educators from understanding belonging gaps to taking
concrete action, featuring an evidence-based self-assessment tool and a
structured framework for creating more inclusive learning environments.

» Massachusetts Rapid Response Guide for Educators of Immigrant-Origin

Students
o This rapid response guide was created in the winter of 2025 for educators,

schools, and nonprofits in Massachusetts to provide clear and concise
information, resources, and ideas for supporting immigrant-origin students,
particularly undocumented students and students living in mixed-status
families In light of recent policy changes, potential policy changes, and
heightened xenophobic rhetoric directed at immigrant communities.

12
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