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This research pilot is done by Equity for Children and the Center for NYC Affairs supported by Zolberg 

Institute on Migration and Mobility, The New School.  

 

 

 

Since spring 2022, New York City has experienced a significant increase in the arrival of asylum seekers, 

the majority of whom come from Latin American countries. Among these, families with children represent the 

largest demographic group, many are placed in family shelters upon arrival. As a sanctuary city, New York 

guarantees the right to shelter for all people without a stable place to stay, regardless of immigration status. 

However, this guarantee often comes with challenging living conditions that deeply affects access to and 

continuity in education for migrant children. 

 

This study explores how newly arrived Latin American migrant families—specifically those living in city-

funded family shelters—navigate the public school system in New York City. It focuses on three main aspects: 

enrollment processes, barriers faced, and existing support mechanisms. Using a qualitative research 

approach involving interviews, participant observation, and field visits, this paper draws from the lived 

experiences of families and educators to analyze structural gaps and highlight opportunities for community-

based solutions. 

  



 
 
 

 

 

 

This research adopted a qualitative, participatory design to examine how newly arrived Latin American 

migrant families living in New York City family shelters navigate the public school system. A qualitative 

approach was essential to uncover the complexity and emotional depth of migrant experiences, while the 

participatory component aimed to position migrant caregivers not as passive subjects but as knowledge-

holders and co-producers of insight. The study aimed at amplifying the voices of affected families.  

The central research question guiding this study was: How do newly arrived Latin American migrant families 

living in family shelters experience and navigate their children’s integration into the New York City public 

school system? 

 

- Conducted with six Latin American 

migrant caregivers (three 

Venezuelan mothers, one 

Colombian mother, one Ecuadorian 

mother, one Ecuadorian father), all 

in Spanish 

- Conducted with three members of 

the Inside Schools team (two women 

and one man), only one in Spanish.  

Conducted during two Inside 

Schools workshops—one at the 

Historical Society of New York (with 

3 families in attendance) focused on 

applying to high school and another 

at The New School (15 families in 

attendance) as a follow-up to our 

virtual know your rights workshop. 

During this clinic, partner 

organizations helped families 

develop emergency plans, apply for 

3K/Pre-K/after-school programs, 

and begin the special education 

process.  Workshops functioned 

both as spaces of support for 

families and as moments of 

collective reflection on educational 

access and rights. Fieldnotes were 

taken during and after each session. 

Carried out by Inside Schools at 

various, school and shelter 

environments throughout the city. 

Provided workshops and office 

hours to support families enroll in 

school, connect with educational 

resources, and assist with 

applications. 

 



 
 
 

 

The original methodology had to be adjusted due to the post-election migration crisis and administrative 

policy changes that increased the vulnerability of asylum-seeking families, particularly those from Latin 

America because of the rapidly changing socio-political context, marked by intensifying anti-immigrant 

rhetoric and restrictive policies following the 2024 U.S. elections. This increased vulnerability and precarity, 

required flexible, trauma-informed adjustments to the research process. 

 

- Informed consent was obtained verbally and in writing, 

ensuring participants understood the voluntary nature of 

the study. Gift card were given per each interview.  

- Anonymity and confidentiality were maintained through 

pseudonyms and secure data storage. 

- A relational ethic of care guided all interactions, 

particularly given participants’ exposure to violence, 

trauma, and instability. 

- The research design was responsive to participants’ 

emotional states and schedules, particularly those 

dealing with shelter relocations, legal proceedings, or 

medical needs. 

- The small sample size limits generalizability but 

enables deep, nuanced analysis. 

- Most participants were women; while this reflects 

shelter demographics, future research could incorporate 

more male caregivers and unaccompanied youth. 

- Workshop participation was affected by shelter 

relocation, weather, and time constraints, leading to 

uneven attendance. 

- As migrant and working within academia, but not 

mother, not residing in a shelter, researcher’s 

positionality is adjacent to and outside of participant’s 

lived experiences. Positionality may have shaped how 

trust was built and what participants chose to disclose.  

 

 

 

The migration trajectories described by interviewees involved deportation, crossing the Darién Gap and 

traveling through countries such as Colombia, Peru, and Mexico, among other territories. Many recounted 

facing gender-based and sexual violence during the journey. Despite such trauma, migrants also highlighted 

moments of solidarity and support, especially among other Latin American travelers. 

 

Once in New York, most of the families were placed in family shelters under the NYC Department of 

Homeless Services (DHS). As of December 2024, there were approx. 51,800 individuals living in 191 asylum-

seeker shelters, with families making up 78% of this population (NYC Comptroller, 2024). The number of 

families with children has more than doubled since 2021, from under 9,000 to 19,389 in 2024 (Citizens’ 

Committee for Children, 2023). 

https://comptroller.nyc.gov/


 
 
 

 

Key challenges in shelters: 

- Rigid rules and disciplinary structures. 

- No cooking facilities, leading to nutritional challenges. 

- Constant relocation due to 60-day limits. 

- Unsafe conditions, including reported incidents of gender-based violence. 

- Limited privacy and space, affecting children’s ability to study or rest. 

 

Despite these obstacles, families often relied on the services offered by the shelter systems, peer solidarity, 

grassroots organizations, and faith-based networks for support, accessing resources like legal aid, food, and 

informal job opportunities. 

 

“Éramos muchos papás latinos, y siempre nos hicieron sentir parte de la comunidad. La comunicación 

entre padres y profesores ha sido buena”. 

“There were many of us Latino parents, and they always made us feel like part of the community. 

Communication between parents and teachers has been good.” 

 

 

 

Language access is one of the most significant challenges faced by newly arrived families. Most interviewees 

reported having no English proficiency upon arrival. This impacts not only their ability to navigate the school 

enrollment process but also their participation in their children's education. Anecdotally, less than 3% of 

residents at one of the shelters served by InsideSchools spoke English as their preferred language. 

 

Consequences: 

- Many parents rely on their children to serve as interpreters, creating reversed family roles. 

- Parents struggle to communicate with school staff, limiting their involvement in school decisions. 

- Enrollment centers and school offices often lack bilingual staff, increasing confusion and delays. 

 



 
 
 

 

The NYC Department of Education reported 3,400 English as a New Language teachers and 1,700 bilingual-

certified teachers, most of whom speak Spanish. However, access to bilingual programs remains inconsistent 

(The Official Website of the City of New York, 2023).  

 

Among the 381 bilingual schools, 59% use Dual Language models and 41% use Transitional Bilingual 

Education (TBE). In both models, Spanish is the dominant language, used in 84% of the programs. 

• Dual Language programs aim for bilingualism and biliteracy. They teach students in both English 

and a partner language (mostly Spanish), integrating English learners and native English speakers 

when possible. 

• Transitional Bilingual Education (TBE) focuses on helping English learners shift to English. 

Instruction starts mostly in the student’s home language, gradually increasing English use until the 

transition is complete. 

 

In terms of location: 

• Brooklyn has the largest share of bilingual programs (30%) 

• Followed by the Bronx (25%), Queens (23%), Manhattan (19%), and Staten Island (3%). 

(Source: DOE, 2023–24) 

 

Still, many families must navigate school placements alone. One mother from Ecuador, for example, has her 

three children enrolled in three different schools, complicating transportation and scheduling. Another mother 

from Venezuela, has her children enrolled in a school close to her work.  

 

“Mi hijo se adaptó rápido al inglés. No ha olvidado su español, y eso me tiene muy contenta”. 

“My son adapted quickly to English. He hasn’t forgotten his Spanish, and that makes me really happy.” 

 

- “Mi hijo era golpeado en el pre jardín. Pero como no reaccionaba, no lo veían. Ahora está en un colegio 

con más niños latinos y cuando se defiende, lo llaman ‘niño malo’”. 

“My son used to get hit in pre-K. But because he didn’t react, nobody noticed. Now he’s in a school with more 

Latino kids, and when he defends himself, they label him a ‘bad kid’.” 

 

https://www.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/627-23/transcript-deputy-mayor-health-human-services-anne-williams-isom-holds-briefing-asylum


 
 
 

 

 

 

Transportation emerged as a central barrier to consistent school attendance. 

- Some families commute up to two hours each way. 

- In winter months, snow and freezing temperatures make long commutes nearly impossible. 

- Students receive MTA cards with four rides per day, but these are often insufficient when parents 

need to accompany them or go to work. 

- The program allows for only one card per year, with no replacements if lost. 

- Families fear the program may be eliminated, compounding the stress of already unstable routines. 

Many are unsure whether the DOE will uphold its obligation to provide transportation for students in 

temporary housing—some don't even know they have that right. Few, if any, have been offered 

busing. 

 

These challenges contribute to low attendance rates and tardies, which can trigger warnings from schools 

about possible reports to child protection agencies. 

 

- “Se me hace complicado porque son 1 hora y 20 minutos en tren todos los días. Me levanto a las 5 

a. m. para llegar al colegio a las 7:40”. 

“It’s hard because it’s 1 hour and 20 minutes on the train every day. I get up at 5 a.m. to get to school by 

7:40.” 

 

- “Trabajo a una hora y media de donde vivo y a una hora del colegio. Si pasa algo y no alcanzo a 

recoger a mi hijo, tengo que hacer llamadas de emergencia”. 

“I work an hour and a half from where I live and an hour from the school. If something happens and I can’t 

pick up my son, I have to make emergency calls.” 

  



 
 
 

 

 

 

Since July 2022, 48,000 students in temporary housing have enrolled in NYC public schools (Comptroller 

NYC, 2024). However, continuity remains an issue: 

- A Make the Road NY survey found that 26% of parents could not enroll all their children in school. 

- As of November 2024, approximately 1,000 of the 7,600 children in shelters for newly arrived families 

have left the school system this semester—around 1 in 6 (City Council Hearings, 2024). 

 

Student Mobility Breakdown: 

According to city data (Nov 2024), of the 7,600 recently arrived children living in shelters, student mobility 

has been high this school year: 

- 3100 students remained in both the same shelter and school where they first enrolled. 

- 2300 students were relocated to different shelters but continued attending their original schools. 

- 830 students were transferred to new schools by their families. 

 

Such high mobility leads to academic discontinuity, emotional distress, and difficulty forming stable social 

networks. 

 

- “Cuando llegamos vivimos en un shelter. Ahí nos ayudaron a inscribir a los niños en el colegio. 

Nos dieron techo y comida por 8 meses. Estoy totalmente agradecida”. 

“When we arrived, we lived in a shelter. They helped us enroll the kids in school. We had food and a roof 

over our heads for 8 months. I’m totally grateful.” 

 

- “Meterme a la página de MySchools fue un trabajo tremendo. Me sentaba horas a ver ratings, 

reseñas, ubicación… Aprendí mucho preguntándole a otros padres en los parques”. 

“Using the MySchools site was a huge task. I spent hours looking at ratings, reviews, locations… I learned a 

lot just asking other parents at the park.” 

  

https://comptroller.nyc.gov/
https://comptroller.nyc.gov/


 
 
 

 

 

 

Many families face significant challenges in accessing or even identifying the support services available to 

them. These include, but are not limited to: 

- Enrollment in after-school programs 

- Availability of free or low-cost daycare 

- Guidance on how to navigate Family Welcome Centers 

- Access to adequate school meals and information about local food pantries 

- Sexual and reproductive health services tailored to migrant mothers 

- Legal assistance related to immigration status and gender-based violence 

 

The lack of access to these services is rooted in several structural barriers: language inaccessibility, 

bureaucratic complexity, limited outreach by service providers, and the time constraints many caregivers face 

due to unstable work conditions and caregiving responsibilities. 

 

While institutions like Inside Schools offer valuable guidance, much of the essential support is provided by 

grassroots and community-based organizations such as Make the Road New York, La Jornada, and La 

Morada. These organizations serve as critical lifelines, providing meals, legal orientation, emotional support, 

and advocacy. However, their impact is constrained by chronic underfunding and an ever-increasing demand 

for their services, especially in the context of the recent influx of asylum-seeking families. 

 

- “Los programas de after school gratuitos han sido una bendición. Es la primera vez que podemos 

acceder a uno así. Va hasta las 6 p. m., está limpio, organizado y gratuito. El colegio nos ayudó a 

conseguir el cupo. Me permite trabajar; si no lo tuviera, sería imposible por los horarios”. 

“The free after-school programs have been a blessing. It’s the first time we’ve had access to one like this. It 

runs until 6 p.m., it’s clean, organized, and free. The school helped us get a spot. It lets me work; without it, 

it’d be impossible with my schedule.” 

 

 



 
 
 

 

- “La comida del refugio era como la que sobra en hospitales. Mi hijo no la comía. No se podía 

cocinar. Todo lo crudo lo botaban. Cometí el error de comprar una olla, la escondí, pero la 

encontraron y botaron todo. Fue muy duro y frustrante”. 

“The food at the shelter was like leftovers from hospitals. My son wouldn’t eat it. You couldn’t cook. Anything 

raw was thrown away. I made the mistake of buying a little pot and hiding it, but they found it and threw 

everything out. It was really hard and frustrating.” 

 

 

 

Many caregivers and children arrive with symptoms of trauma, anxiety, and depression. Living in unstable 

environments without access to culturally competent mental health services only worsens these conditions. 

- Safe spaces for emotional expression and healing are lacking in both schools and shelters. 

- Some children experience bullying due to language, accent, or immigrant status. 

- Teachers often feel underprepared to handle multilingual, trauma-affected classrooms. 

 

“El colegio ahora está organizando reuniones para padres en situaciones vulnerables. Nos dan 

café y donuts, hablamos de nuestros problemas y compartimos recursos sobre leyes, 

servicios, etc. El colegio da el espacio, eso ayuda a crear lazos”.  

“The school is now organizing meetings for parents in vulnerable situations. They give us coffee and 

donuts, we talk about our problems and share resources about laws, services, etc. The school provides 

the space, and that helps us build connections.” 

 

  



 
 
 

 

 

 

These findings highlight the urgent need to strengthen community networks, improve cross-institutional 

coordination, and ensure that information about resources is delivered in a linguistically and culturally 

accessible manner.  

The experiences shared by families underscore the urgent need to stabilize living conditions, improve access 

to education, and coordinate services across institutions. They also highlight the importance of culturally 

responsive support systems and linguistically accessible information for newly arrived families navigating a 

complex and often exclusionary system. 

 

- Keep the shelters open.  

- Eliminate the 60-day shelter limit to 

stabilize shelter access and reduce 

school disruptions.  

- Ensure students ---including 

students in temporary housing-- 

receive legally mandated school 

transportation, including access to 

school bus services and renewable, 

accessible MTA cards. 

- Ensure school enrollment is 

universal, automatic, and 

multilingual. 

- Hire more bilingual staff and 

interpreters. 

- Offer trauma-informed training for 

teachers, school counselors, and 

administrators 

- Foster culturally relevant family 

engagement through workshops, 

school fairs, and community events. 

- Review meals program to ensure 

food is nutritious, culturally relevant, 

and accessible to all students. 

especially those in vulnerable 

contexts as temporary housing. 

- Strengthen networks between 

shelters, schools, support services 

and community members. 

- Advocate for public funding to 

sustain support of grassroots 

organizations. 

- Build mentorship and tutoring 

programs tailored to migrant 

students. 

 

 

 


