










 

ensure young immigrants have access to resources that meet their changing needs and plans. However,  

many service providers face challenges using practices that honor young immigrants’ lived experiences  

and cultural wealth.3 These challenges include unfamiliarity with, or indifference to, culturally and linguisti-

cally responsive practices as well as structural roadblocks to implementing practices. Although many young  

immigrants encounter challenges in their academic and career trajectories (e.g., learning a new language,  

economic obstacles, family separations), they also carry many strengths from their experiences and iden-

tities as young immigrants. They can leverage their lived experiences, resiliency, and connection to their  

communities to identify and work toward education and career goals. Young immigrants can also find  

support from family, educators, and community resources.4 These strengths provide a strong foundation  

that adults can build on to help young immigrants achieve their goals. 

This guide offers suggestions for taking a strategic, targeted approach to serving young immigrants.  

Although young immigrants and nonimmigrant youth may experience similar challenges (e.g., financial  

hardship) and hold similar education and career goals, young immigrants face additional structural obsta-

cles that adults must consider when providing academic and career support. For instance, research finds  

that young immigrants are underserved in schools,5 leading to lower graduation and college enrollment  

rates.6 Newly arrived young immigrants, like other minoritized youth, face inequitable access to teachers  

who are prepared to serve them, including those with endorsements to serve language learners, and inad-

equate instructional time to reach learning goals. Additionally, young immigrants face unique barriers to  

gainful employment in the U.S.7 Young immigrants, especially undocumented youth with low educational  

attainment, are pushed into the secondary labor market, which is characterized by long hours, low wages,  

and unsafe and unsanitary work conditions that limit opportunities for socioeconomic mobility.  

3   Purgason, L. L., Honer, R., & Gaul, I. (2020). Capitalizing on cultural assets: Community cultural wealth and   
immigrant-origin students.  Professional School Counseling, 24(1), 2156759X20973651. 

4   Hos, R. (2020). The lives, aspirations, and needs of refugee and immigrant students with interrupted formal   
education (SIFE) in a secondary newcomer program. Urban Education, 55(7), 1021–1044. 

5   Manspile, E., Attwell, M., & Bridgeland, J. (2021). Immigrant students and English learners: Challenges faced in high  
school and postsecondary Education. Civic Enterprises. 

6   Deussen, T., Hanson, H., & Bisht, B. (2017). Are two commonly used early warning indicators accurate predictors of  
dropout for English learner students? Evidence from six districts in Washington state (REL 2017–261). U.S. Depart-
ment of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Evaluation and Regional Assis-
tance, Regional Educational Laboratory Northwest; Kanno, Y., & Cromley, J. G. (2013). English language learners'  
access to and attainment in postsecondary education. TESOL Quarterly: A Journal for Teachers of English to Speakers  
of Other Languages and of Standard English as a Second Dialect, 47(1), 89–121. 

7   Canizales, S. (2022). Work primacy and the social incorporation of unaccompanied, undocumented Latinx youth in  
the United States. Social Forces, 10(3), 1372-1395; Vanelli, L. (2022). Roadblocks to workforce inclusion for young adult  
immigrants: Charting the path forward. Upwardly Global. 
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Finally, this guide is especially important right now and for the future: Recent national statistics indicate  

that immigrants make up almost 14 percent of the U.S. population and account for 26 percent of all children  

below the age of 18.8 Second-generation immigrant children (children born in the U.S. to at least one  

parent who was born outside the U.S.) make up 88 percent of all immigrant children, while the remaining  

12 percent were born outside the U.S. As this diverse portion of our population continues to grow, it is  

essential that adults learn how to best support young immigrants in their schools and communities.  

Who is this guide for? 
This guide is for adults who work with organizations that provide education and career resources to 

immigrants in middle to late adolescence and early adulthood (e.g., below age 30). These adults may be 

educators or service providers who work in diverse settings, including school districts, higher education 

institutions, or community-based organizations. Throughout the guide, we broadly refer to these settings 

as “organizations.” 

The practices in this guide apply to organizations at different stages of supporting immigrant  

youth in their academic and career pathways: organizations preparing to work with young immigrants,  

organizations currently providing services and supports for young immigrants, and organizations looking  

to sustain and improve effective practices for young immigrants.9 

The practices in this guide also apply to a range of other educational and community-based organizations 

in diverse communities across the U.S. Organizations in cities experiencing growth in their immigration 

population, for example, may use this guide to prepare to serve new community members. While some 

organizations operate in immigrant-friendly states and jurisdictions, others do not. The recommendations 

in this guide apply to organizations in both settings, with specific recommendations on partnerships and 

networks to support organizations in challenging and contentious political environments. 

Where did the recommendations in this guide come from? 
During the spring and summer of 2023, we conducted a literature review to understand effective, evidence-

based practices for supporting young immigrants in their college and career pathways. (The literature 

included in this review, along with additional information about how the literature review supports the 

promising practices in this guidebook, is listed in appendix B.) We wanted to learn from people on the 

8 Ward, N., & Batalova, J. (2023). Frequently requested statistics on immigrants and immigration in the United States. 
Migrations Information Source. https://www.migrationpolicy.org/ 

9 Some organizations may not collect information from program participants, such as citizenship status, to know if 
they serve young immigrants. Organizations may not collect this information for multiple reasons, including pro-
tecting young immigrants from disclosing potentially unlawful behavior. This guide is best used by organizations 
that can or already do collect information about young immigrants’ specific needs. 
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ground about practices they used or experienced that were showing promising results. To that end, we  

conducted a series of interviews with staff members at 23 youth-oriented, immigrant-serving organi-

zations, primarily in Arizona and Texas,10 and facilitated two focus groups with young immigrants. More  

information about the research process is provided in appendix C. This guide is the result of those  

conversations, summarizing promising practices for providing education and career services to  

young immigrants, as described by staff members at immigrant-serving organizations and by  

young immigrants themselves. 

GUIDING LENS. HIGHLIGHTING YOUTH VOICE 

Youth voice encompasses a range of ways that young people engage in and influence the issues 
and institutions that affect their lives. When youth are positioned to be decision makers and are 
supported by adults, they have the power to positively influence their worlds in culturally relevant 
ways and increase their sense of connection and responsibility to their environments. In research, 
youth voice involves providing young people the time and space to describe their experiences and 
perspectives on pressing issues, then using their insights to shape the findings and implications of 
the work. 

The promising practices we promote in this guide are grounded in youth voice. It was important 
that this guide reflect the perspectives of young immigrants as well as the organizations that serve 
them. We conducted focus groups with high school-aged and college-aged young immigrants 
currently receiving services from immigrant-serving organizations to better understand what 
resources they used and still need as they navigate their education and career pathways. The 
insights from these focus groups are integrated throughout the guide. 

10   We talked to representatives from local education agencies, community-based organizations, faith-based 
organizations, colleges and universities, and alternative high schools. 
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How do you navigate this guide? 
This guide is divided into three sections: organizational approaches and strategies, comprehensive  

services, and organizational partnerships (table 1). These sections represent three foundational areas   

that emerged from our literature review that organizations can focus on to improve services for young  

immigrants. These areas align with national research and promising practices around fostering a sense   

of belonging among young immigrants and their families while addressing young immigrants’ diverse  

educational and career goals.  

Each section is further divided into three levels of organizational readiness: prepare, practice, and  

sustain.  Organizations may be at different levels of readiness for each of the three foundational areas. If an  

organization is just beginning its journey in a foundational area, the team should begin with the “prepare”  

section to become ready to serve young immigrants. As the organization better understands the founda-

tional area from the perspective of its local young immigrant population, the organization can move to  

“practice” to develop its capacity to better serve young immigrants. Once the organization establishes effec-

tive practices, the team can focus on the “sustain” section, working to embed practices into their operations  

in a sustainable way.  

Table 1. Foundational areas of focus for organizations that support young immigrants’   
education and career pathways 

Organizational  
approaches and  
strategies 

Comprehensive  
services 

Organizational  
partnerships 

Prepare Review internal policies   
and practices for cultural  
responsiveness for   
young immigrants 

Evaluate the relevance and 
usability of current offerings  
for young immigrants 

Assess organizational   
partnerships and   
identify gaps relevant   
to young immigrants 

Practice Train staff in culturally   
responsive and trauma- 
informed practice 

Develop culturally responsive 
academic, career, and   

 postsecondary transition 
support, as well as wrap-
around services 

Foster partnerships with   
core organizations to   
support young immigrants 

Sustain Continue progress on 
cultural responsiveness   
by engaging young  
immigrants, families,   
and staff members 

Establish systems to adapt  
services based on the shifting  
needs of young immigrants 

Embed program within the  
local immigrant community 

Source: Education Northwest analysis of relevant literature and interviews and focus groups with immigrant- 
serving program leaders and young immigrants. 



 

  

 

 

 
 

 

Organizational approaches 
and strategies 
Many immigrant-serving organizations use trauma-informed approaches and culturally responsive prac-

tices to help young immigrants pursue their academic and career goals. These approaches and strategies  

guide the organizations in their respective missions and contexts.  

This section provides insights from current practitioners and national research on how to prepare for, prac-

tice, and sustain organizational approaches and strategies that meet the needs of young immigrants as  

they define, plan, and act on their academic and career goals (table 2).  

Table 2. Strategies to enact organizational approaches to better serve young immigrants 

Readiness Activity Strategies 

Prepare Review internal policies and prac-
tices for cultural responsiveness  
for young immigrants 

1.  Speak with young immigrants about their experiences 
and needs 

2. Identify where policies and practices may be harmful 
or inaccessible to young immigrants 

Practice Train staff in culturally responsive  
and trauma-informed practice 

1.  Provide staff with training in culturally responsive 
practices and trauma-informed approaches 

2. Understand migration-related trauma 

Sustain Continue progress on cultural   
responsiveness by engaging  
young immigrants, families,   
and staff members 

1.  Foster young immigrants’ critical consciousness 

2. Engage families of young immigrants 

3.  Hire staff members with similar backgrounds and  
lived experiences to young immigrants 

Source: Education Northwest analysis of relevant literature and interviews and focus groups with immigrant-
serving program leaders and young immigrants. 
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