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Overview

• What is the impact of immigration policies on children in 

the US?

• What is the current landscape of policies and practices 

related to immigrant children and families, particularly in 

the context of the rapid influx of unaccompanied 

children?

• What existing evidence can we draw upon to guide 

social work practice and education related to this 

population?



Learning Objectives

1. Examine the rapidly changing landscape of migration 

to the U.S. and how these issues impact social work 

practice, especially related to child welfare;

2. Assess current federal policy related to immigration 

and the ways in which it negatively impacts family 

and child well-being. 

3. Identify further research needed to answer critical 

questions related to practices and outcomes for 

migrant children and families.



Outline of Presentation

1. New challenges to child welfare systems with 

unaccompanied minors

Thomas M. Crea

2. Policy developments impacting children in immigrant 

families

Sunny Harris Rome

3. Implications for social work education: Reaching students 

and practitioners

Robin Hernandez-Mekonnen

4. National Collaboration: Creating a forum to collect, 

advance, and disseminate practice, policy and research

Alan Dettlaff



Unaccompanied Minors

Thomas M. Crea, PhD, MSW

Graduate School of Social Work

Boston College

“La Bestia” – “the train of death”



Increase in unaccompanied 

children

• Encountered –

FY 2014 (67,339) vs. FY 2013 (38,045)

77% increase

• Increase numbers primarily from the “Northern 

Triangle”: El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras



Unaccompanied Children Encountered by Border Patrol

[FY 2009-2013; FY 2014 through September 30]
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US Border Patrol: http://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/stats/southwest-border-unaccompanied-children



UACs in ORR Custody, October 2008 through 

May 2014 (monthly referrals)

Congressional Research Service: http://fas.org/sgp/crs/homesec/R43599.pdf

http://fas.org/sgp/crs/homesec/R43599.pdf


Public Framing of the Issue

Border Control

versus

Humanitarian Child 
Welfare Crisis



Reasons for Increases?

• “Push” factors

– Extreme poverty 

– Child maltreatment 

– Gang-related violence

–

–



Reasons for Increases?

• “Pull” factors

– Family reunification

– Searching for work opportunities

– Human trafficking

Sources:

http://www.uscrirefugees.org/2010Website/3_Our%20Work/Child_Migrants/FINAL_ENGLISH_VERSION.pdf

http://www.americanprogress.org/issues/immigration/report/2014/07/24/94396/the-surge-of-unaccompanied-

children-from-central-america-root-causes-and-policy-solutions/

http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/orr/programs/ucs/about

http://www.uscrirefugees.org/2010Website/3_Our Work/Child_Migrants/FINAL_ENGLISH_VERSION.pdf
http://www.americanprogress.org/issues/immigration/report/2014/07/24/94396/the-surge-of-unaccompanied-children-from-central-america-root-causes-and-policy-solutions/
http://www.americanprogress.org/issues/immigration/report/2014/07/24/94396/the-surge-of-unaccompanied-children-from-central-america-root-causes-and-policy-solutions/
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/orr/programs/ucs/about


Increasing proportion of 

younger children

http://www.latimes.com/nation/nationnow/la-na-illegal-immigration-unaccompanied-minors-20140724-story.html#page=1 



What happens upon arrival?

• Trafficking Victims Protection Reauthorization Act 

(TVPRA)

– Simultaneous shelter and placement into removal proceedings

– Transfer to federal custody within 72 hours (Office of Refugee 

Resettlement)

– Detention -- shelters or detention centers; OR

– Release -- sponsor care (parent, relative, family friend) or 

federal foster care

• Among children in federal care (Office of Refugee 

Resettlement [ORR]):

– Approximately 65% are ultimately placed with a sponsor 

– 75% spend an average of 61 days in detention centers, while 

sponsors may be undergoing a lengthy home study

Sources:

http://www.vera.org/sites/default/files/resources/downloads/the-flow-of-

unaccompanied-children-through-the-immigration-system.pdf

http://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/dramatic-surge-arrival-

unaccompanied-children-has-deep-roots-and-no-simple-solutions

http://www.vera.org/sites/default/files/resources/downloads/the-flow-of-unaccompanied-children-through-the-immigration-system.pdf
http://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/dramatic-surge-arrival-unaccompanied-children-has-deep-roots-and-no-simple-solutions




Research Priorities

• Virtually nothing is known about these children following 

their involvement with ORR and federal detention 

centers*

Pressing research questions:

1. To what extent are federal screening and processing 

protocols trauma-informed and child friendly?

2. What is the quality of the vetting process for sponsors?

3. What are safety and placement outcomes for children 

and families while they await deportation proceedings?

4. What services are available for these children and 

families, and are they being accessed?

5. What is the quality of these services in terms 

of cultural competence?

* Source:

http://www.vera.org/sites/default/files/resources/downloads/the-

flow-of-unaccompanied-children-through-the-immigration-

system.pdf

http://www.vera.org/sites/default/files/resources/downloads/the-flow-of-unaccompanied-children-through-the-immigration-system.pdf


The Policy Landscape

Sunny Harris Rome, MSW, JD

George Mason University



The Problem At-A-Glance

The goals of the child welfare system are 

safety, permanency, and well-being;

None of these are priorities of the 

immigration system

• Unaccompanied minors

• Undocumented youth – DREAMers

• Citizen children in mixed-status 

families



Obama Administration 

Initiatives

• Prosecutorial discretion:

Prioritize pending cases

 Threat to national security or public safety (criminals)

 Recent unauthorized entrants & border crossers

 Fugitives, unauthorized re-entrants, visa fraud

18



Under Obama (cont’d)
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• Deferred Action for Childhood 

Arrivals (DACA)

 Came to USA as children (before age 16); 

under age 31

 In school or have completed HS education 

or military service

 No significant criminal record

 Work permit & protection from deportation 

for 2 years (+)

 722,651 applications (as of June 2014); 

685,544 granted



Under Obama (cont’d)
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• ICE Parental Interest Directive (August 2013)

Ensures that parents in detention can

 Maintain contact with their children

 Make decisions about their children’s care

 Participate in court proceedings that affect their 

parental rights



Under Obama (cont’d)
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But:

• Record number of deportations

2  million + 

Secure Communities Program

Increased border control

Appropriations to enforcement 

agencies (ICE & CBP)



In Congress

22

Comprehensive Immigration Reform 
(passed by U.S. Senate 2013)

 DREAM Act

 HELP Separated Families Act

 Permits delayed filing for TPR

 Restores some discretion to immigration 
judges

 Special provisions to protect unaccompanied 
minors (appointed counsel; no solitary 
confinement)

Stalled in House

 Democrats threatened discharge petition

 Obama threatens executive order



In the States

23

Refusing cooperation with Secure Communities
 California, Connecticut, New York Massachusetts

 Baltimore, Chicago, Newark, NYC, Philadelphia, 
Santa Cruz

Reuniting Families Act
 California

State DREAM Acts
18 states provide in-state tuition

 4 states extend financial aid to undocumented 

students

 3 states prohibit undocumented students 

from receiving in-state rates; 

 2 states prohibit undocumented students 

from  enrolling in post-secondary schools



Be an Advocate !

• Support Comprehensive Immigration Reform

 Pressure House of Representatives to act

 Keep children & families front & center

• Elect pro-immigration candidates

• Seek increased discretion, curbs on deportation

• Promote state & local initiatives

• Monitor court decisions

• Oppose policies that undermine birthright citizenship 

or restrict access to housing, employment, 

education,  health care, & social services 
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Implications for Social 

Work Education: 

Reaching Students and 

Practitioners

Robin Hernandez-Mekonnen PhD, MSW 

Child Welfare Education Institute, 

Master in Child Welfare Education Program (MCWEP)

The Richard Stockton College of NJ                     



Objective:

• Integrate current knowledge into 

real time child welfare practices

– Translate current research into best 

practices 

– Highlight the importance and variety of the 

immigrant experience in child welfare 

practice 

– Provide CPS workers and supervisors 

knowledge and tools for working with 

immigrant families 



Title IVE- Child Welfare 

Training Partnerships 

• Approximately 147 Title IV-E programs exist in 35 states

(CSWE, 2011).

• At least 1853 students received Title IV-E support in the 

2011-2012 academic year (BSW or MSW) (SWPI, 2012).

• Create a natural pipeline for disseminating current knowledge 

and into relevant practice. 

• Developing curricula/workshops on timely 

issues is vital in addressing immediate 

concerns such as:

– Increase in detention/deportation

– Refugee resettlement (UAC)

– Trafficking



New Jersey- Master in Child 

Welfare Program (MCWEP)

• Child Welfare Education Institute (CWEI) at Stockton 

College

– Houses MCWEP, BCWEP, and the Southern region 

training partnership.

• MCWEP- Consortium of 3 MSW programs

– Stockton, Monmouth, Rutgers

• 58 Students/35 county offices- all Supervisor or Casework 

Supervisors

– Overseeing or serving cases statewide

• Each school has a Graduate Coordinator

– Meet bi-monthly with DCF Administrators

• Quarterly Learning Communities

– Day long retreats tailored to developing statewide cohort

– Interactive instruction engaging critical thinking with 

current topic matter 



Learning Community Methods*

•Ascertain concrete 

practice strategies 

and identify 

tangible resources

•Understand the 

role of trauma, 

legal status and 

ICE detention upon 

immigrant families

•Define the obstacles 

& barriers to 

effective 

engagement, 

permanency and or 

closure.

•Explore the 

prevalence of 

immigrant/ 

immigration impacted 

families on DCF 

caseloads

Needs Barriers

ResourcesFactors

*Using a Critical Thinking Model 
http://www.criticalthinking.org/ctmodel/logic-model1.htm

http://www.criticalthinking.org/ctmodel/logic-model1.htm


Background- NJ



Background-NJ



DCF Involvement- Need

• Investigation- NJ SPIRIT

– Parental Nativity

– Field unpopulated

• Currently unable to ascertain the number of 

families with at least one parent with a 

foreign nationality

– Additional DCF research required

– Challenge to MCWEP =1165 estimated active 

cases with immigrant families 

• Importance of data in practice

– Ability to assess bilingual/interpreter needs

– Ability to assess service provider needs



Barriers to Serving 

Immigrant Families

• How do we Know where to start?

– Is the child a citizen? 

– Are all children in the family citizens? 

– What are the parents’ status’?

• Language

– What language is spoken? 

– Who can translate?

– What services exist?

• What are peoples’ views, values on 

immigration? 

• How does that impact decisions?



Obstacles

• Why is DCF involved? 

– No parent

– Child abuse

– Child neglect

– Cross reporting requirement

• Case Flow Chart – MCWNN Resource

– Is there police/prosecutorial involvement?

– Does this result in an ICE  Detainer?

– Confidentiality



Factors:

Laws & Confidentiality 

• In a U.S. climate that has become increasingly hostile to 

immigrants and where deportation fears prevent families from 

seeking services, it is important that the role of the public child 

welfare agency is clearly explained to immigrant families. 

Currently, no federal law requires state and local officials to 

affirmatively enforce federal immigration laws. Therefore, state and 

local officials have no duty under federal law to report noncitizens.

• In working with immigrant families, it is critical to underscore the 

agency’s commitment to resolving the immediate issues of 

protecting children from abuse and neglect. This mandate includes 

a certain confidentiality provision that is designed to promote and 

protect the working relationship and the child’s right to privacy. 

– MCWNN 2009 Status and Relief Options Toolkit



Factors: 

Child Protection -Case Practice Model

• Immigrant families encounter many barriers to 

protecting themselves and  their children. Successful 

case planning includes an assessment of accessible 

community resources and  their effectiveness so that 

service  recommendations are realistic for and  

accessible to family members.

• Migrant Parents’ Guide to Preventing 

Family Separation

– Available in Spanish

– It is helpful for DCF worker to be part of this plan

– Can be used for undocumented kin caregivers as 

well



Factors: Ongoing Services-

Trauma in Immigrant Families

– A trauma-informed practice framework that 

encompasses family-focused, community-

based and  culturally competent strategies 

may assist  child welfare  staff in accessing 

critical supports and resources in refugee 

and  immigrant communities to facilitate 

positive outcomes.



Resources

• Engage/Interact

– T/F quiz http://cw.routledge.com/textbooks/readingsfordiversity/section3/ch-02-e.pdf

– Personal/familial journey to the U.S 
http://cw.routledge.com/textbooks/9780415892940/data/4%20Personal%20Familial.pdf

• Information

– Women’s Refugee Commission 
http://www.womensrefugeecommission.org/resources/document/1031-make-a-plan-

migrant-parents-guide-to-preventing-family-separation-english

– MCWNN http://research.jacsw.uic.edu/icwnn/practice-toolkits/

• Child Welfare flowchart

• Immigration and Status relief options

• State Court related opinions

– ICE Parental Interests Directive Fact Sheet  
• https://www.ice.gov/about/offices/enforcement-removal-operations/parental-

directive.htm

– NJ DCF Policy

• Undocumented Kin placements permitted under certain 

circumstances related to the best interest of the child (7/14) 

http://cw.routledge.com/textbooks/readingsfordiversity/section3/ch-02-e.pdf
http://cw.routledge.com/textbooks/9780415892940/data/4 Personal Familial.pdf
http://www.womensrefugeecommission.org/resources/document/1031-make-a-plan-migrant-parents-guide-to-preventing-family-separation-english
http://research.jacsw.uic.edu/icwnn/practice-toolkits/
https://www.ice.gov/about/offices/enforcement-removal-operations/parental-directive.htm


Questions?


