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We Are Here:  
Civic Education through 
Southeast Asian Deportation 
Community Defense
Van Anh Tran 

In elementary classrooms, teaching immigration often begins 
and ends at Ellis Island—without discussions of racist migra-
tion policies or engagement with current issues.1 Although 
contemporary immigration is rarely discussed with elemen-
tary students, the number of young people from immigrant 
and/or refugee backgrounds in the U.S. continues to rise.2 
This exploration of Southeast Asian (SEA) deportation com-
munity defense provides opportunities for young people to 
understand the relationship between power, migration, and 
citizenship. Civic education “typically stresses allegiance to 
the nation” and can be “exclusionary toward linguistically and 
culturally diverse individuals and groups.”3 For that reason, 
the suggested activities will focus on Southeast Asian depor-
tation as a historical and contemporary example of who is 
included and excluded from the borders of U.S. citizenship 
(and why). Building on critical approaches to civic educa-
tion, this article will begin by sharing essential context on 
Southeast Asian deportation before suggesting interactive 
activities that uplift this community’s unheard stories.4

Confronting Past and Present Harms
At Joseph R. Biden’s presidential inauguration, National 
Youth Poet Laureate, Amanda Gorman, recited: “It’s because 
being American is more than a pride we inherit, / it’s the 
past we step into / and how we repair it.”5 Seemingly in line 
with these words, the acting Secretary of the Department of 
Homeland Security (DHS) directed a review on that same day 
of the U.S. immigration enforcement practices and policies. 
Under former administrations, detentions and deportations 
by Customs and Border Protection (CBP) and Immigration 
and Customs Enforcement (ICE) steadily rose.6 Currently, 
seventeen thousand refugees and immigrants from Cambodia, 
Laos, and Vietnam have removal orders—prompting deten-
tion and deportation proceedings.7 Community members 

and activists who have fought against SEA deportations were 
hopeful when President Biden’s memorandum called for the 
temporary pause of “removals for certain noncitizens ordered 
deported to ensure we have a fair and effective immigration 
enforcement system.”8 The new administration appeared to 
be embracing an opportunity to address one of the many 
ways that several communities have been harmed over the 
course of this nation’s past and present.

Context of Southeast Asian Deportations
After their forcible displacement from Southeast Asia because 
of the U.S. war and its devastating impact on Cambodia, Laos, 
and Vietnam in the 1970s, many SEA refugees resettled in the 
U.S. They have since become the largest refugee community 
to be resettled in the U.S. U.S. legislation and resettlement 
services often placed SEA refugees in communities of con-
centrated poverty.9 Within systematically under-resourced 
and criminalized communities, some SEA refugee youth 

Cambodian refugee children at the Ban Mai Rut refugee camp near Klong 
Yai, Thailand, 1979.
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engaged in survival practices that ultimately placed them 
within a pipeline from incarceration to deportation.10

The so-called War on Drugs of the 1970s and “tough on 
crime” legislation in the following decades resulted in the 
over-policing of communities of color in the U.S.11 As over-
all incarceration rates rose dramatically in the 1990s, the 
incarcerated Asian American and Pacific Islander (AAPI) 
population “increased by over 250 percent between 1990 
to 2000, with over 3,000 new admissions in 2000.”12 Now, 
years later, many SEA community members with prior 
convictions are at risk of deportation. SEA refugees are at 
least three times more likely than other immigrants to be 
deported based on past criminal convictions. Deportations 
of SEA community members have only increased under the 
Trump administration.13 The deportation of Cambodian 
community members has increased by 279%.14 Close to 
3,500 Hmong and Lao community members nationwide 
are subject to removal orders to Laos.15

To protect and build the capacity of their communities, 
SEA community groups and networks have been mobilizing 
to defend communities from mass deportations over the past 
two decades. As COVID-19 unfolds and uprisings take place 
across the country, Black and Indigenous communities and 
communities of color have been disproportionately affected 
by the pandemic and by policing. At the same time, the SEA 
community faces an ongoing deportation crisis.16

Focusing on community struggles against SEA depor-

tations provide many opportunities for young people to 
deeply consider and interrogate “inequitable institutions, 
policies, and practices in our civic life.”17 Recognizing the 
ways that themes within social studies are interrelated, 
a study of SEA deportation community defense draws 
connections between causes and patterns of migration, 
implications for local and global communities, and the 
influence of power, authority, and governance on lived 
experiences.18 Focusing on SEA deportation community 
defense amplifies the agency that we have as individuals 
and as collectives, providing opportunities for young 
people to situate themselves within broader contexts and 
recognize the power that they and their communities 
have.19

Considerations and Caveats
A common refrain in SEA deportation community defense 
events and rallies is “We are here because you were there.” 
Engaging with SEA deportation is necessarily engaging 
with legacies of U.S. imperialism and militarism.20 To 
implement these activities, teachers should have a prelimi-
nary understanding of the U.S. war in Southeast Asia and 
its aftermath.21 The U.S. government was heavily involved 
in Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam in the mid to late twen-
tieth century to combat the spread of communism.

Engaging with SEA deportation is also engaging with com-
plex relationships and understandings of incarceration and the 

Advocates protesting outside the office of U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) at Fort Snelling, MN to call for the release of detained 
Cambodian community members, 2017. 
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U.S. criminal legal system. Ultimately, these activities center 
the safety, humanity, and liberation of all community mem-
bers. Starting from an understanding that SEA deportations 
cause a “double displacement” of SEA refugees—those who 
were not only displaced due to war and genocide, but now 
due to former criminal convictions—the activities focus on 
the impact that deportations have not only on the individual, 
but on the whole community. While beyond the scope of this 
article, there are opportunities to engage young people in 
conversations about accountability in this context and what 
accountability could look like if we were to dream beyond 
incarceration. 

Lastly, as with all our instruction, a foundation of trust, 
love, and care should already be established in the classroom 
before moving into these activities.22 In addition to establish-
ing community agreements or classroom norms, it may be 
helpful to revisit and re-emphasize norms that uplift students’ 
safety and “[counter] common constructions of immigrants 
as ‘others.’”23 Practices such as shifting language use, acknowl-
edging the presence of undocumented students (without 
naming specific students), and normalizing undocumented 
status all contribute to creating a safe environment to be able 
to engage with these activities. Moreover, the deep trust and 
relationships that you have built and are continuing to build 
with your students are all critical components of facilitating 
these activities. 

Objectives
The following suggested activities encourage upper ele-
mentary social studies students to analyze the connections 
between power and migration through the specific case of 
SEA deportation community defense. Through engaging 
with this historical and contemporary example of cycles of 

displacement, students will make connections between U.S. 
policies, subsequent SEA resettlement and, later, deportation 
and explore ways that individuals and communities step into 
their power to combat injustices. Through these activities, 
students will be able to: 

•  Investigate the relationship between their relation-
ship to migration and U.S. legislation and/or poli-
cies,

•  Describe deportation and the impact that this has 
not only on the removed individual, but also their 
communities,

•  Compare and contrast past U.S. migration legisla-
tion and refugee resettlement with present policies 
and impacts on SEA communities.

Dimension 2, Applying Disciplinary Concepts and Tools, 
of the C3 Framework for civics and history offers points of 
engagement for elementary students about SEA deportation 
community defense.24

•  D2.Civ.2.3-5. Explain how a democracy relies on 
people’s responsible participation, and draw implica-
tions for how individuals should participate.

•  D2.Civ.12.3-5. Explain how rules and laws change 
society and how people change rules and laws.

•  D2. His.14.3-5. Explain probable causes and effects 
of events and developments.

Introduction to Classroom Application
Create an anchor chart on the board with the word Migration 
in the middle. In the four corners of the chart paper, write in 
smaller letters what, who, why, how. You will be adding onto 

Sidebar A: Spotlight on Saray Im

Saray Im is a community member the Asian American 
Resource Workshop (AARW) in Boston, MA has been working 
with over the last few years. The community organization has 
amplified Saray’s deportation case, with the support of Saray 
and his family, to garner support for his case and raise public 
awareness on the broader injustice of deportation within 
and beyond the Southeast Asian community. This spotlight 
provides an opportunity to hear and trace Saray’s narrative 
in multiple forms through primary and secondary sources: 
news articles, photographs, and a documentary. As educators 
modify the resources to meet the needs of their students, 
consider the following reflective questions: 

• What is this person’s story? Who is their community? 
Who else has been impacted by their detention and 
potential deportation?

• Where do you see power in these resources? Who has 
power and how are they using it? 

• What are ways that individuals and communities are 
coming together to combat deportations? 

Resources
Constante, Agnes. “Decades after Resettlement, Cambodian 
refugees still vulnerable to prison-to-deportation pipeline,” NBC 
News, April 27, 2020. https://www.nbcnews.com/news/asian-
america/decades-after-resettlement-cambodian-refugees-
vulnerable-prison-deportation-pipeline-n1193581. Note: Use 
Saray’s fifth grade school photo and Saray’s family photo at his 
daughter’s high school graduation in 2016.

Dooling, Shannon. “‘My Family Will Fight’: One Cambodian 
Refugee’s Check-In with ICE.” Local Coverage. WBUR. October 3, 
2019. https://www.wbur.org/news/2019/10/03/cambodian-
refugee-deportations-ice. 

Redondo, Brian, dir. Keep Saray Home. Boston, MA: Working Films, 
2010. https://www.keepsarayhome.com.
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this anchor chart throughout the course of these activities.
Through an anonymous poll, all students will respond to 

the following prompts with yes or no. Before filling out the 
survey, the teacher should indicate that students should only 
respond to what they feel comfortable responding to and that 
the purpose of the activity is to learn more about the different 
experiences and histories in the class. I recommend that you 
update some of these prompts or add in additional prompts 
based on your knowledge of your students.

•  You or your family’s first language is not English.
•  You have had to translate and/or interpret for your 

family.
•  You or your family are immigrants.
• You or your family came to the U.S. for safety.
• You or your family have never been back to the coun-

try they were born and/or raised in.
• You know someone who has been deported.

As you gather the anonymous responses to the prompts 
above, appreciate students for their willingness to engage and 
represent their responses in a visual way, so that students 
can see the volume of different responses. Then ask: What 
do you notice about the results? What do you see? As you 
hear student responses, affirm their noticings and share that 
the prompts generally represent some of the experiences of a 
significant number of people in the United States. One group 
that has experienced some of the above is the Southeast Asian 
community. Write Southeast Asian community on the who 
corner of the anchor chart. Then, go over the key terms.25 
After sharing the key terms and definitions with students, 
ask: How do you think the prompts relate to migration? As 
students respond, record their answers on the anchor chart 
in the what corner. 

Migration and Movement Timeline26

As you transition to the next activity, prepare a timeline that 
spans across one wall of your classroom.27 This timeline should 
have approximate dates displayed and the U.S. legislation time-
line events printed and taped to the wall. Since students will 
not need the events immediately, I suggest that you cover the 
content of the legislation with construction paper but leave 
the dates on the timeline visible. At the top of the timeline 
should be the words When and Where. This large timeline 
will become another aspect of the migration anchor chart. 

Give all students a blank index card. Indicate that the class 
will now continue to reflect on our own experiences. Give 
the following prompt to students: 

On the index card, write down what you know or 
remember about your or your family’s migration story. 
If possible, include dates or years on the card. If you do 
not remember, that is ok—just share what you know! 
Consider moments in your own life when you have 
moved to another place too. If you and your family 
have not moved or migrated, that you know of, you can 
write about your home right now. Everything counts!

After some time, ask students to tape their index card onto 
the timeline approximately at the year where their event took 
place. Give students time to do a gallery walk and read through 
their peers’ stories. Then, remove the construction paper that 
you had placed earlier and give students an opportunity to 
read about legislation that may have occurred near the event 
that they contributed. 

Placing students into smaller groups with other students 
that had events close to them on the timeline, ask: What do 
you notice about the timeline? What are some similarities and 
differences between the events or stories that you all placed 
onto the timeline? Students should use a graphic organizer 
to record some of their responses.28 Then, students should 
select a piece of legislation that occurred near their group’s 

Sidebar B: Key Terms
Southeast Asia: Sometimes, Southeast Asia can mean 
countries like the Philippines, Thailand, and more. For these 
activities, Southeast Asian will mean people with roots in 
Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam. We are focusing on people 
who experienced war and genocide during the 1950s-70s, 
which caused many to leave their homes and move to other 
countries, like the U.S. While we are grouping people from 
these countries together because of this shared history, it 
is important to remember that they also have different 
experiences, cultures, languages, and more. 

Refugee: Refugees are people who have run away from their 
home countries because of war, violence, or being treated 
badly because of who they are. They try to find safety in 
another country.1

Immigration: Immigration is when people move from one 
country to another country.2

ICE: Immigration and Customs Enforcement, created in 
2003 after the attacks on September 11, 2001. Usually, ICE 
is known for how they arrest, detain (hold), and deport 
undocumented immigrants in the U.S.3

Deportation: When a person or a group is removed from a 
country.

Notes
1. “What is a refugee?” UNHCR, accessed January 5, 2022, https://

www.unhcr.org/en-us/what-is-a-refugee.html.

2. “Immigration,” History, accessed January 5, 2022, https://www.history.
com/topics/immigration.

3. Ron Nixon and Linda Qiu, “What Is ICE and Why Do Critics 
Want to Abolish It?” New York Times, July 3, 2018, https://www.
nytimes.com/2018/07/03/us/politics/fact-check-ice-immigration-abolish.html.
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Sidebar C: Timeline
Print the events from this resource: https://immigrationhistory.org/timeline/. In addition, add the following legislation that is not 
already included. Note that these will be the pieces of legislation that you uplift in relation to Southeast Asian deportation. Source: 
Community Defense Team, Asian American Resource Workshop (AARW). 

• April 30, 1975: the end of the war in Southeast Asia, and the 
start of the mass exodus/displacement of Southeast Asian com-
munities from their homelands. 

• Refugee Resettlement Act (1980): temporary funding set by 
U.S. government to resettle hundreds of thousands of South-
east Asian refugees through an ad hoc Refugee Task Force. This 
act increased the number of refugees admitted into the U.S. 

• Violent Crime Control & Law Enforcement Act (1994): largest 
crime bill in the history of the United States which consisted of 
356 pages that provided for 100,000 new police officers, $9.7 
billion in funding for prisons, and $6.1 billion in funding for pre-
vention programs, which were designed with significant input 
from experienced police officers.

• Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconcili-
ation Act (1995): started the Temporary Assistance to Needy 
Families (TANF) program, which placed time limits on welfare 
assistance and replaced the longstanding Aid to Families with 
Dependent Children (AFDC) program. Other changes included 
stricter conditions for food stamps eligibility, reductions in im-
migrant welfare assistance, and recipient work requirements.

• Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility 
Act (1996): a law that vastly changed immigration laws in the 
U.S. This act states that immigrants unlawfully present in the 
U.S. for 180 days but less than 365 days must remain outside 
the U.S. for three years unless they obtain a pardon. If they are 
in the U.S. for 365 days or more, they must stay outside the U.S. 
for 10 years unless they obtain a waiver. If they return to the U.S. 
without the pardon, they may not apply for a waiver for a pe-
riod of 10 years. Under this act, minor offenses such as shoplift-
ing may make individuals eligible for deportation. When IIRIRA 
was passed, it was applied retroactively to all those convicted of 
deportable offenses.

• Cambodian Repatriation Agreement (2002): an agreement 
signed between the U.S. government and Cambodia to accept 

Cambodian nationals back to the country. 

• Vietnamese Repatriation Agreement (2008): an agreement 
signed between the U.S. government and Vietnam to accept 
Vietnamese nationals back to the country. The Memorandum 
of Understanding (MOU) stated that Vietnamese people who 
came to the U.S. before July 12, 1995, would be protected from 
deportation, if they were born/lived in another country besides 
Vietnam, and/or if there were humanitarian considerations.   

• Increase in Detentions & Deportations in Southeast Asian 
community (April and August 2017): In April, nearly 100 Viet-
namese community members across the nation were detained 
in York County Detention Center & Krome Detention Center. In 
August, in response to the attack on Vietnamese communities, 
a national network of local Vietnamese community groups/or-
ganizations came together to fight against Vietnamese depor-
tation and protect their community.

• Increased ICE Activity in Vietnamese community (Septem-
ber 2017): ICE rounded up Vietnamese community members 
across the nation and detained them in detention centers in 
Georgia.

• National Southeast Asian Deportation Strategy Convening 
in Washington, D.C. (February 2018): Over 50 Cambodian, 
Vietnamese, Lao and Hmong community organizers, leaders, 
and impacted folks came together to connect and build with 
each other and to begin discussing and developing a national 
coordinated strategy to fight to end Southeast Asian deporta-
tion

• Southeast Asian organizations file Joint Freedom of Infor-
mation Act (April 2018): 70 organizations across the nation 
signed the joint FOIA request submitted to ICE for the deten-
tion and deportation information of all Southeast Asian com-
munity members. On April 4, 43 Cambodian members were de-
ported back to Cambodia—the largest single deportation ever. 

Note: Educators may want to update, modify, or include a glossary of terms for the timeline content. Vocabulary terms like longstand-
ing, waivers, and retroactively might need to be altered or a definition provided. Consider the language of the timeline and how your 
students at various reading levels will be able to engage. Depending on the timeframe of the lesson(s) or unit, reduce the events on the 
timeline. Educators will know their students best, so use your professional judgment to include events you feel may be most relevant. 
Please consider and modify for your students’ needs, reading strengths, background knowledge, and more.

events to research further.29

As the class comes back together, ask: What are some of the 
reasons why people move or migrate? Each small group should 
share their responses. As students share their responses, add 
onto the who corner (if applicable) and fill in the why corner 

of the anchor chart. Then, ask each group to share about 
the legislation that they explored. As students share aloud, 
begin to fill in the how corner of the anchor chart with the 
legislation that facilitated migration. After students share 
about the legislation that they explored, ask: Based on the 
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stories that you read or wrote, how else did people move 
or migrate? Include student responses in the how corner. 
Introduce two reflection questions that will be framing and 
guiding the upcoming activities:

•  Where do you see power in the events on the time-
line? Consider a specific event or piece of legislation—
who has power and how are they using it? 

•  What are ways that individuals and communities are 
coming together to combat injustice?

Ask students to individually consider the reflection ques-
tions and then share some initial ideas with a partner. Collect 
responses from students who may be eager to share and 
indicate that these are questions that you will be return-
ing to; students should not be concerned if they are not yet 
sure. Conclude this segment by sharing that some of these 
pieces of legislation were pivotal to the resettlement of SEA 
refugees to the U.S.; some of these pieces of legislation are 
now the cause of mass deportations in the SEA community. 

Real Stories and Resistance
Placing students back into the same small groups, divide 
excerpts of Thi Bui’s “Refugee to Detainee: How the U.S. is 
Deporting Those Seeking a Safe Haven.”30 This is a longer 
graphic representation that focuses on multiple Southeast 
Asian community members who have removal orders: Borey 
Ai (PJ), Andy Trinh, Dy Nguyen, Ngoc Hoang, and Ke Lam. 
Before proceeding with utilizing the narratives, however, 
facilitators should note that there is violence alluded to and 
depicted in the resource, including self-harm. Drawing on the 
foundation of trust, love, and care that you are continuing to 
build with your students, please provide a content warning 
to them and hold space for your students to ask questions. 
Ultimately, they may decide that they are not comfortable 
engaging with the resource—indicate that this is a valid 
decision. Take the space to notice and name the emotions 
that you might be feeling in that moment and that students 
may be feeling as they consider the content that they might 
encounter. Lastly, indicate that there will be an alternative 
to the graphic representation and that students will still be 
able to deeply engage with a community member’s story in 
a different form. 

For those proceeding with Thi Bui’s graphic storytelling, 
each small group should only receive one community mem-
ber’s story. As each small group is reading the story of their 
community member, ask: 

•  What is this person’s story? 
•  Who is their community? Who else has been 

impacted by their detention and potential deporta-
tion? 

•  What legislation do you see related to this person’s 

case? What is the role of the U.S. government or poli-
cies? 

•  Where would their story fall onto the class timeline?

After having an opportunity to read their own story and 
record responses to the questions above, students should 
transition into jigsaw groups in which they are grouped with 
others who read about different community members. As 
students complete sharing in their jigsaw groups, invite the 
whole class to review the migration anchor chart that you 
all have created. Then, complete a read aloud of Thi Bui’s 
entire graphic representation, together, from beginning to 
end. Ask the class to consider the questions:

• Where do you see power in these stories? Who has 
power and how are they using it? 

• What are ways that individuals and communities are 
coming together to combat injustice and deporta-
tions?

To debrief the series of activities from the day, ask students 
if they would add anything onto the migration chart based 
on the stories that they read. Then, ask: 

•  What connections do you see between U.S. legislation 
and policies and your own movement or migration 
story?

•  What connections do you see between U.S. legisla-
tion and policies and the experiences of the Southeast 
Asian community?

■ How has this changed over time? 
■ What impact does Southeast Asian deportation 

have?

Building on the last reflection question, return to Thi Bui’s 
graphic representation and note moments of resistance and the 
way that the Southeast Asian community has come together 
in different ways to combat deportations. Wrap up by watch-
ing the national campaign launch for the Southeast Asian 
Freedom Network (SEAFN).31 After watching the video, ask: 

• Where do you see power in this video? Who has 
power and how are they using it? 

• What are ways that individuals and communities are 
coming together to combat deportations?

As a closing reflection, offer the following reflection 
probes:32

• I notice…
• I am still thinking about…
• I see connections between…
• Moving forward, I will…
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Concluding Thoughts
Elementary students continually develop understandings of 
the world around them, who they are, and what their roles 
may be.33 Critical civic education for children can disrupt 
“historically dominant forms of civic participation and civic 
discourses, shifting instead to learn about and enact civic 
traditions, tools, and strategies which emerge from children’s 
multiple and diverse identities and cultural communities.”34 
This series of suggested activities –which can take place in 
a single lesson or comprise a unit—aims to engage upper 
elementary students in exploring connections between power 
and migration through the lens of SEA deportation commu-
nity defense. Not a recent phenomenon, SEA deportations 
provide insight to both the ways that cycles of displacement 
can be facilitated and perpetuated by government policies and 
the ways that individuals and communities come together 
to resist such injustices. By centering students’ own stories 
and experiences as a bridge to the stories of SEA community 
members who have been impacted by state violence and 
precarity, there are opportunities to support young people’s 
understandings of themselves, the world around them, and 
their agency. Teaching SEA deportation community defense 
within the context of civic education not only shows that 
citizenship is enacted in multiple ways, but also that, as a 
collective, there is potential to move closer to justice. 
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