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“Research & Practice” features educational research that is directly relevant to the work of classroom teachers. Here, I invited 
Dafney Blanca Dabach, Aliza Fones, and Natasha Hakimali Merchant to share their research on teaching in mixed-citizenship 
classes. Since 2012, this team of researchers has collaborated on the Civic Lessons and Immigrant Youth (CLAIY) study in order 
to understand how committed, skilled, and experienced social studies teachers teach inclusively about civics when not all youth 
in the classroom have access to the same citizenship rights. Alongside youth who have full citizenship rights through birth or natu-
ralization, some are students with undocumented status, some have temporary visa status, some have permanent residency status 
without voting rights, and others who have U.S. citizenship may be part of mixed-status families. Although the authors focus on 
teaching about citizenship in mixed-citizenship U.S. Civics classes, many of their research-based recommendations are relevant 
to teachers working in classrooms in which all students have formal citizenship, as well as educators teaching all grade levels and 
subject areas.

—Patricia G. Avery, “Research & Practice” Editor, University of Minnesota

When Some Students are Undocumented, 
and Some are Not: Teaching Civics in Mixed-
Citizenship Classrooms
Dafney Blanca Dabach, Aliza Fones, and Natasha Hakimali Merchant1

“[In my other government class in my old school] it was the president elections. So everybody was like, ‘Oh, you know, 
I’m going to be 18 and I’m going to vote and I’m going to vote for this person’ ... [I felt] like I couldn’t vote.”

—Daniel, student with undocumented status, age 182

As Daniel’s words highlight, undocu-
mented youth experience heightened 
moments of exclusion in certain places 
and at particular times. Civics class-
rooms can be such places, especially 
during times of hypernational focus such 
as national elections. Daniel found civ-
ics subject matter challenging, but not 
because the concepts were hard for him 
to grasp. What was hard about civics 
was that it made visible the contradic-
tions in his experience as a youth with 
undocumented status in school. Like 
other students, he was required to take 
U.S. Civics for a presumed transition to 
adult citizenship duties; yet within the 
traditional curriculum Daniel was invis-
ible and was continually reminded that 
he could not participate within society in 
the same ways as his peers who had full 
citizenship rights.

In Daniel’s old school, his civics 
teacher was rigid and stuck to a civ-
ics curriculum that only exacerbated 

his sense of disjuncture—that is, the 
disconnect between the ideals being 
taught and his lived experience. He 
hated the class, where his teacher not 
only did not account for different kinds 
of citizenship but was also not skilled 
at developing meaningful relationships 
with students. In contrast, in his new 
school his civics teacher had a profound 
understanding of community struggles 
(including undocumented status) and, 
importantly, she cultivated deep rela-
tionships with her students—so much so 
that while Daniel did not reveal his citi-
zenship status to his fellow classmates, 
he felt comfortable revealing his status 
to his teacher, Ms. Aguilar. 

We came to know Daniel, Ms. Aguilar, 
and other teachers and their students 
while we conducted a study of high qual-
ity civics teaching in mixed-citizenship 
classrooms. In other words, although 
students who had formal citizenship 
were not necessarily aware of their class-

mates’ citizenship status, teachers were 
aware of the vast array of citizenship 
statuses of their students. For example, 
some students were U.S. citizens, either 
by birth or naturalization; others were 
officially sanctioned “permanent” resi-
dents without voting and other citizen-
ship rights (i.e., “green card” holders); 
others were temporarily-authorized 
migrants (visa holders whose visas were 
still current); and yet others were undoc-
umented. And later, once the Deferred 
Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) 
program was established, there was an 
even greater range of variation within 
the undocumented status category.3 To 
add to the complexity, some were U.S. 
citizens, yet still impacted by immigra-
tion enforcement policies because their 
parents were undocumented. 

We carried out our study to learn 
from skilled, committed, and experi-
enced teachers in what is complex ter-
rain. Under the 1982 Plyler v. Doe U.S. 
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Supreme Court ruling, undocumented 
students are guaranteed a right to a free 
and public education in K-12 schools.4 
While Plyler offers needed protections, 
it also “comes at the price of invisibil-
ity” and often operates as a “don’t ask, 
don’t tell policy.”5 In social studies class-
rooms especially, it is easy to fall into 
the trap of talking about undocumented 
people as if they are not in the room, 
especially if debating immigration policy 
or discussing voting in normative ways.6 
Yet undocumented students, formerly 
undocumented people, and youth from 
mixed-status families are part of the fab-
ric of our educational system.7

In this article, we focus on the idea 
of citizenship status normativity (CSN). 
CSN highlights how citizenship privi-
lege operates and assumes a taken-for-
granted status, especially for those who 
occupy dominant positions, whether 
or not they are aware of it. CSN is 
based on an untroubled and idealized 
conception of citizenship—one that 
legitimizes the status-quo built into the 
intersectional hierarchies of citizenship. 
It renders invisible the belonging and 
claims-making of those who are denied 
formal citizenship rights. And currently, 
it plays a role in perpetuating inequali-
ties in classrooms: When educators nor-

malize citizenship hierarchies and only 
address the rights of formal citizens in 
civics education, permanent residents, 
temporarily-authorized immigrants, 
and undocumented students are invali-
dated, and all youth become deprived 
of a richer understanding of civic and 
political participation. 

CSN becomes especially problematic 
in social studies classrooms where it can 
intensify disjunctures (the gap between 
civic ideals and students’ lived realities). 
Rubin describes how disjunctures are 
sometimes a barrier to learning in social 
studies classrooms for underserved 
youth; they can engender a variety of 
responses, including resignation or 
anger.8 Disjunctures are exacerbated for 
many undocumented youth who learn 
about a society in which they do not have 
the same rights. Even as many undocu-
mented youth are politically engaged, 
teachers can work to reduce students’ 
sense of disjuncture and foster an 
increased sense of belonging, community, 
and learning for all students. Moreover, 
if, alongside the rights of formal citizens, 
we also include examples of civic and 
political practices that transcend formal 
citizenship, we can offer more meaning-
ful and accessible forms of civic and 
political participation.9 Here, we argue 

for the importance of collectively chal-
lenging citizenship status normativity for 
more equitable educational experiences 
for all students. In what follows, we first 
provide some context about how we 
think about “citizenship.” Second, we 
share a brief overview of our research. 
And third, we share about teachers from 
our study who challenged CSN in prac-
tice and we provide a summary of what 
we learned from them. 

Contextualizing “Citizenship”
“Citizenship” reads differently to differ-
ently powered individuals. Some have 
never had their citizenship questioned 
while others’ citizenship and belonging 
is often seen as suspect.10 “Citizenship” 
can be synonymous with systems of 
gatekeeping and precarity where inclu-
sion is only granted to a select group.11 
Here, we emphasize the significance of 
both formal and everyday experiences 
of citizenship and highlight the ways in 
which normative citizenship intersects 
with race and other dominant forms of 
control.12 Historically, normative citi-
zenship has stood for “whiteness, set-
tler coloniality, heterosexuality, male-
ness, affluence, and able-bodiedness.”13 
Meanwhile, others have articulated 
alternative forms of citizenship that 
challenge the status quo.14

In terms of citizenship and immigra-
tion status, it is crucial to understand the 
history of how these systems came to be. 
Ngai’s scholarship documents the rise of 
a regime of exclusion in immigration pol-
icy based on racialization.15 Furthermore, 
as these regimes emerged, policies that 
had previously extended voting rights to 
noncitizens were rescinded.16 Indeed, for 
most of U.S. history (1776–1926) many 
states and territories extended some form 
of voting rights to noncitizens.17 However, 
once noncitizens became increasingly 
non-white, such policies were eliminated. 
We highlight this history to contextualize 
how immigration and citizenship poli-
cies change over time, are connected to 
systems of power, and are not inher-
ently moral. And as Martin Luther King 
Jr. argued, there is a difference between 
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what is moral and what is law.18

Because of the disjunctures between 
the ideals and realities of citizenship, 
teachers’ messaging about citizen-
ship and political action is especially 
significant. Even well-intentioned 
teachers can inadvertently normalize 
outsider status for those whose belong-
ing is constantly under scrutiny. In a 
previous study, a teacher positioned 
her students as “noncitizens” when 
she conflated their language status (as 

“English learners”) with their citizenship 
status.19 Addressing a class of emergent 
bilinguals during a moment of national 
importance, she made assumptions 
about their citizenship status, saying 

“You can’t vote, right?”, emphasizing 
what she thought they could not do. Yet 
we knew there were other teachers who 
had thoughtfully navigated this complex 
terrain and we set out to find them.

The Civic Lessons and Immigrant 
Youth (CLAIY) Study
We developed the Civic Lessons and 
Immigrant Youth (CLAIY) study, a 
multi-sited ethnographic study designed 
to better understand the complex nature 
of civics instruction in mixed-citizenship 
contexts. Our central question was: “How 
do skilled and experienced civics teach-
ers who support immigrants’ rights teach 
about elections in mixed-citizenship set-
tings where some youth have full citizen-
ship rights and others do not?” During 
an eight-month process, we carefully 
selected case study teachers who were 
nominated by different stakeholders as 
skilled and experienced in working with 
immigrant youth. In interviews, these 
teachers articulated support of immigrant 
rights and awareness of the range of citi-
zenship statuses in their classrooms. We 
conducted nearly 90 hours of classroom 
observation, and carried out multiple 
interviews with teachers and students 
over the course of a year.20

What We Learned from Teachers
Setting up the Space: Inclusive Language 
and Signaling Practices
As a starting place, our participants 

developed important safety-related prac-
tices, including using spoken and visual 
language in ways that challenged citizen-
ship status normativity and affirmed the 
presence of undocumented students. 
First, all teachers asked students to avoid 
using the dehumanizing label of “illegal” 
when referring to undocumented peo-
ple.21 Here, we also highlight how one of 
our participants, Ms. Scott, went beyond 
this by normalizing undocumented sta-
tus within the classroom space; she made 
sure undocumented students were vis-
ible in the classroom and the school, 
while also being protected. An example 
of her intentionality could be seen by 
everyone who came into her classroom: 
she posted resources for undocumented 
students in plain sight in a highly visible 
part of the classroom. She wanted “any 
kid walking in the classroom ... to see this.” 
For undocumented youth, it served a sig-
naling function that she was a safe person. 
To others with full citizenship rights, it 
raised the idea that theirs was not the 
only status in the space. Reflecting on 
this she said:

You don’t whisper about [undoc-
umented status], you say it out 
loud. I mean, don’t ever name a 
kid in terms of documentation 
but ... to openly talk about ... un-
documented students ... in a very 
affirming way, in a natural way 
and to always talk about the op-
tions that exist for them and al-
ways make them very public and 
available. 

She endeavored to normalize undocu-
mented youth by “always trying to rec-
ognize the fact that not everybody has 
documentation and that’s a pretty normal 
thing, it’s very normal here at this school, 
and that it’s very normal in America.” Ms. 
Scott challenged CSN by recasting what 
is “normal.”

Teachers Can Complicate 
Conceptions of “Citizenship”
The teachers in our study held broad 
and inclusive conceptions of citizenship 

that went beyond legal definitions. They 
described citizenship as belonging and 
contributing to a community. They also 
framed their understanding of citizen-
ship within a historical context, drawing 
connections between groups that have 
historically been denied formal citizen-
ship. In making these connections, they 
offered a different perspective on citizen-
ship, one that did not preclude youth’s 
participation in politics and provided 
ways to think about citizenship within 
a larger context. In Ms. Keller’s words: 

There’s actually a fair bit of his-
tory to inspire how people can 
effect political change even when 
they aren’t fully recognized citi-
zens … women somehow got a 
constitutional amendment to 
get the right to vote while being 
completely disenfranchised—so 
it can happen.22

Here, Ms. Keller gave an example 
of another group of people who were 
denied the right to vote at the time, but 
nevertheless participated in the politi-
cal process. In this way, she provided 
an interpretive resource for students.23 
Sociologist Irene Bloemraad found that 
when immigrants had access to interpre-
tive resources (ideas and symbols that 
helped them interpret their political 
participation as legitimate), they partici-
pated politically at higher rates. Here, 
we highlight how drawing on historical 
examples of others who faced formal 
exclusions—and making that connection 
explicit to youth—is an important part of 
adding interpretive resources. 

Similarly, Ms. Scott would histori-
cally contextualize citizenship in ways 
that acknowledged the contradictions 
between the ideals and realities of citi-
zenship: 

The notion of always having stu-
dents in every unit, essentially, 
come back to that question of 
who is an American, what is 
America.... We would talk about 
the fact, “It is 1914, and you’re 
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a woman…. You are a citizen 
but you can’t vote. What does 
that mean?” Then the notion of, 

“What does it mean to be a Black 
man in 1910? You’ve got the Fif-
teenth Amendment but it’s not 
really enforced,” so just the no-
tion of the social construct versus 
the actual implementation of the 
legal piece.... “Okay, so we have a 
Fourteenth Amendment. Is it be-
ing applied? Are we enforcing it?” 

These questions openly addressed dis-
junctures and connected them to histori-
cal experiences of citizenship for those 
who faced exclusions. 

Furthermore, Ms. Scott connected 
formal exclusions to undocumented 
status within the classroom space. For 
example, when she invited a student 
to share how he had volunteered for a 
campaign (despite not being able to vote 
because he was under 18), she made a 
connection between his formal citizen-
ship restriction (being too young to vote), 
to another formal citizenship restriction 
(not having formal citizenship status 
required for voting). She addressed the 
class following the student’s excited com-
ments about the power of participating 
despite voting age restrictions and she 
added: “It doesn’t matter whether you’re 
a citizen or not, none of that matters…. 
Anybody can get out a vote drive, if that’s 
what you want, or go to work with an 
interest group, or politically participate. 
It doesn’t matter about your documen-
tation status.” Naming undocumented 
status in this way served to challenge 
citizenship status normativity while 
also providing an example of pathways 
to political participation.

Apprenticeship to Political 
Processes: The Know-How
In addition to challenging citizenship 
status normativity through inclusive lan-
guage and providing symbolic resources 
that contextualized and legitimized the 
political participation of those who have 
historically faced exclusion, an impor-
tant aspect of teachers’ instruction was 

providing actual know-how about engag-
ing with political processes.24 In other 
words, how does one actually engage 
in tactics to effect change? In a politi-
cal letter-writing unit that Ms. Aguilar 
developed, she provided and modeled 
such tactics and apprenticed youth into 
actual practices of political participation. 
What was especially significant about 
the letter-writing unit was that she mod-
eled the practice of making political 
demands—something key across politi-
cal movements, including the immigrant 
rights movement. Writing letters was not 
merely a dry exercise, but one where 
youth could define their views while 
also articulating next steps of action from 
elected officials. Importantly, learning 
about politics was embedded in relation-
ships of trust:

There has to be a relationship. 
There has to be trust there.... If 
you teach from the idea that what 
you teach in that class can be em-
powerment for students, it shifts 
the perspective.… Not “This is 
the USA. We have one president, 
one vice president. This is his 
cabinet.” You don’t teach ... with 
that tone. You teach with the idea 
that the more knowledge that 
they have about society around 
them and norms and laws and 
functionality of government ... 
the more they are going to be 
able to access what is rightfully 
theirs, regardless of citizenship. 

Knowledge about the political system 
and know-how about effecting politi-
cal change are essential, and predicated 
on strong relationships. The sequence 
is important: creating safe and inclusive 
spaces based on strong relationships 
is first, contextualizing citizenship in 
ways that provide interpretive resources 
comes next. Adding in technical know-
how is a final part of this process. 

Summary of Principles
In addition to sharing examples from 
practice, we also distilled principles 

from watching teachers develop their 
craft in mixed-citizenship settings. The 
following is a summary of these prin-
ciples, designed to aid teachers in the 
foundational and relational work that 
underpins the practices that challenge 
citizenship status normativity: 

1.  Safety is central in teaching about 
citizenship when citizenship can-
not be assumed. We define safety 
as freedom from harm or the threat 
of harm—not merely a sense of 
comfort. Safety can be intentionally 
cultivated and involves signaling 
through both verbal and non-ver-
bal linguistic tactics; these tactics 
can position undocumented people 
as legitimate participants in school 
spaces. 

2.  Teachers’ awareness, conscious-
ness, and discernment are essential 
in addressing matters of safety in 
context. What may be safe in one 
setting may not necessarily be safe 
in another. Different participant 
structures (for example one-on-one, 
small group, or whole class) can 
raise or lower students’ sense of 
safety depending on what students 
are expected to divulge about their 
personal histories or backgrounds, 
including something as seemingly 
simple as where they are “from” or 
where they were born.25 

3.  Building deep and trusting rela-
tionships with students is essential. 
When teachers know students well, 
they are in better positions to mini-
mize disjunctures because they have 
a better understanding of students’ 
realities and they can more readily 
address the gaps between civic ide-
als and realities. 

4.  Teachers who cultivate interpre-
tive resources that nurture students’ 
sense of belonging and reinforce 
their legitimacy as political actors 
provide more generative learning 
environments. 
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Conclusion
Addressing disjunctures and productively 
challenging citizenship status normativity 
opens up classrooms for more meaning-
ful participation and learning for all stu-
dents, including undocumented youth. 
The teachers we worked with provided 
examples of how to do so. Sometimes 
they did so in subtle ways, for example, 
with a passing analogy to other groups 
who faced de jure restrictions or a quick 
reference to a posted resource for undoc-
umented students; other times they did so 
more explicitly with the apprenticeship 
of how to make political demands. They 
also opened our eyes about underlying 
issues surrounding teaching youth about 
civics and electoral politics. Thinking 
back to Daniel and Ms. Aguilar, with 
whom we started this article, we reflect on 
how foundational relationships are. Ms. 
Aguilar’s deep knowledge of her students 
reduced disjunctures because she had a 
pulse on what was actually happening in 
students’ lives.26 Sometimes she bridged 
these disjunctures in one-on-one con-
versations during class time, other times 
she did this through whole class instruc-
tion or after school. Understanding stu-
dents’ lives within community settings 
was part of what made her so effective. 
By understanding how teachers address 
the possibilities of civic inclusion despite 
structural exclusions, we hope to foster 
learning environments that transcend 
the formal boundaries of citizenship. 
The need for reducing disjunctures and 
challenging citizenship status normativ-
ity grows in importance every day as we 
strive to create more equitable schooling 
for all. 
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linguisticanthropology.org/i-word/.
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22.  As we note, this example is a powerful one, yet 
historical narratives surrounding women’s suffrage 
must account for the role of Black women, 
Whiteness, and race in the movement. See Tammy 
L. Brown, “Celebrate Women’s Suffrage but Don’t 
Whitewash the Movement’s Racism,” American 
Civil Liberties Union (August 24, 2018), www.aclu.
org/blog/womens-rights/celebrate-womens-suffrage-
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Nineteenth Amendment,” www.nps.gov/articles/
african-american-women-and-the-nineteenth-
amendment.html

23.  Irene Bloemraad, Becoming a Citizen: Incorporating 
Immigrants and Refugees in the United States and 
Canada (Berkeley, Calif.: University of California 
Press, 2006).

24.  Irene Bloemraad talks about how both interpretive 
and instrumental resources are important. 
Interpretive resources are ideas and symbols that 

help participants interpret their political participa-
tion as legitimate, while instrumental resources 
provide information and tactics of how to partici-
pate politically. See previous note and also 
Bloemraad, “‘The Great Concern of Government”: 
Public Policy as Material and Symbolic Resources,” 
in Outsiders No More? Models of Immigrant 
Political Incorporation, eds. Jennifer Hochschild, 
Jacqueline Chattopadhyay, Claudine Gay, and 
Michael Jones-Correa (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2013), 195–208.

25.  Alongside teacher moves that cultivate safety, we 
also draw attention to how sometimes safety is cul-
tivated by providing space and flexibility of options 
so that students who may be undocumented are not 
put in positions where they are forced to reveal their 
status or information that might render them as 
potentially undocumented. Mangual Figueroa 
writes about how conscientious teachers carried out 
activities to celebrate where students were “from” 

in ways that created safety dilemmas for undocu-
mented students. See Ariana Mangual Figueroa, 

“Speech or Silence: Undocumented Students’ 
Decisions to Disclose or Disguise Their Citizenship 
Status in School,” American Educational Research 
Journal 54, no. 3 (2017): 485–523. Importantly, the 
creation of alternative spaces for undocumented 
youth (and allies) outside of mixed-status class-
rooms is also essential. We saw this through the 
creation of student clubs to support undocumented 
students outside of class time. We also highlight the 
work of Sepúlveda in creating alternative peda-
gogical spaces. See Andrea Dyrness and Enrique 
Sepúlveda III, Border Thinking: Latinx Youth 
Decolonizing Citizenship.

26.  Rubin, “‘There’s Still not Justice.’”

Dafney Blanca Dabach is an Associate Professor at the University of Washington’s College of Education in Seattle, on unceded Coast Salish land. She is a founding 
member of the PIECE (Putting Immigration and Education in Conversation Everyday) research collaborative. Her work has appeared in the Harvard Educational Review, 
American Educational Research Journal, and Theory and Research in Social Education, among other venues. She can be reached at dbd1@uw.edu. Aliza Fones is an 
Assistant Professor of TESOL/Applied Linguistics at the University of Northern Iowa, on unceded Sauk and Meskwaki land. She examines the contexts and policies 
that shape the experiences of emergent bilingual students and their teachers, especially focusing on the education of refugee and immigrant youth. Her current research 
includes community-based practicum experiences, and youth participatory action research examining racial inequity in schools. Natasha Hakimali Merchant 
is an Assistant Professor of Multicultural and Social Studies Education at the University of Washington Bothell, on unceded Willow Sammamish land. She teaches 
interdisciplinary courses addressing issues of equity in schooling and education. Her research interests investigate how the Muslim-other is approached in social studies 
curricula and how Muslim-bodies resist against, and acquiesce to, curricular conceptions of Islam and Muslims. 

S o c i a l  E d u c a t i o n
368


