Creating Systems of Support for Undocumented Students:
Lessons from a Public Medical University

Abstract: 

Problem: Undocumented students, including those with Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) status, are valuable members of our classrooms and communities, bringing diverse perspectives and experiences into the learning environment. Because of their precarious legal status, however, undocumented students face unique challenges and barriers to education that their peers do not. 
Approach: In recognition of these challenges, our institution’s Faculty Council (faculty governance) created a Task Force on Undocumented Students in 2018. 
Outcomes: In this manuscript, we review the findings of the Task Force’s rapid student needs assessment through four student vignettes. These stories reveal student needs related to financial, social, informational, and legal support. We then describe the Task Force’s activities that sought to meet those needs, as well as the impact of these efforts on students.
Next Steps: Although the work of the Task Force is coming to an end, the work of supporting our undocumented students continues. Going forward, we are advocating for the creation of a permanent position within the institution responsible for understanding, anticipating, and meeting the needs of our students with precarious legal status. We also plan to develop and disseminate recommendations for other campuses seeking to better support their undocumented students.



Creating Systems of Support for Undocumented Students: 
Lessons from a Public Medical University

	As presidential administrations have shifted and the rhetoric around the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program and immigration has fluctuated between hostility and indifference, the faculty of our school chose to being exploring innovations that could protect and support our students. In 2018, in response to the Trump administration’s repeated attempts to end the DACA program (NILC 2020), our institution’s Faculty Council created a Task Force to explore how best to meet the needs of our students with DACA status, starting with a rapid needs assessment to hear directly from affected students. Many of those students then joined our Task Force, working alongside faculty and staff to build a more supportive learning environment for students with precarious legal status.
In this innovation report, we briefly summarize the literature around the experiences of DACA and undocumented students in medical schools and provide four vignettes that illustrate the challenges our undocumented students face. Next, we describe the innovations we initiated at our institution to create systems of support for students with precarious legal status and consider the next steps we must take to ensure that these support systems are sustainable. Finally, we conclude with a call to action for other medical schools to create similar supports and to encourage the continued development of resources for DACA and undocumented students in the health professions.

Problem: Challenges Facing Undocumented Medical Students
Our institution is hardly the first to admit undocumented medical students; indeed, many cohorts of DACA recipients have passed through the halls of schools like Loyola Stritch School of Medicine (Wasson, Chaidez et al. 2019) and other medical schools (Nakae, Rojas Marquez et al. 2017, AAMC 2023). The academic literature commenting on the inclusion of undocumented students in medical education is unequivocal: in addition to meeting the demands of justice and equity (Kuczewski and Brubaker 2013, Kuczewski and Brubaker 2015, Zaidi and Kuczewski 2017), creating access to medical careers for undocumented students is crucial to addressing looming physician shortages. Studies examining the post-training intentions of DACA medical students indicate that they are generally more likely to go on to serve underserved populations than their peers (Talamantes and Moreno 2015, Ramos, Lieberman-Cribbin et al. 2019, Gillezeau, Lieberman-Cribbin et al. 2021).
	Despite the ethical and pragmatic imperatives of welcoming undocumented students into medical schools, a growing body of literature has documented the challenges these students may face upon arrival. Many of these barriers parallel those that our students reported during our needs assessment: financial, social, legal, and informational (for both students and faculty) barriers persist for students across the country (Anaya, del Rosario et al. 2014, Kuczewski and Brubaker 2014, Arias 2017, Wasson, Chaidez et al. 2019). The following anonymized vignettes, drawn from interviews with undocumented students at our institution, illustrate these challenges.

Student Vignettes[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Some details changed to protect student identities
] 

	N, J, Z, and M are four students with precarious immigration statuses attending our medical school. The vignettes below illustrate the needs that our Task Force learned about through conversations with students as part of our rapid needs assessment. These barriers shaped the innovative systems we developed to better support our DACA and undocumented students and the ongoing work we continue to do on behalf of all students with precarious immigration statuses.
Vignette 1: Financial Barriers
N, who had just completed her Master of Public Health degree at a private university, was over the moon to be admitted to the medical school of her choice. The school, a public university in New York, would prepare her for a career in family medicine, which would enable her to return to her hometown to work as a doctor in the medically underserved community in which she had grown up. As the first day of medical school drew near, however, N was unsure how she could possibly afford the tuition and room and board she would be charged – the university had given her a generous scholarship, but she still needed to find tens of thousands of dollars to make up the difference. Unlike her peers in similar situations, however, N was unable to take out federal student loans due to her undocumented immigration status. As a DACA recipient, N had work authorization and an expectation that she would not be deported, but without access to the same financial resources as her citizen classmates, she felt she had no choice but to put an entire year of medical school tuition on her credit card, and to work part-time throughout the year in order to afford her tuition. 
Vignette 2: Social and Faculty Barriers
	Meanwhile, another DACA recipient named J struggled with how to explain to his course director that he would have to miss an upcoming exam because it was scheduled for the same date as his mother’s deportation hearing in another state. J feared that the course director would treat him differently if she knew his immigration status, and that the absence would not be excused, his exam marked as a failure, if he withheld the truth. Without a social support network or the expectation that the faculty at his institution understood the unique challenges of being undocumented in medical school, J felt isolated and afraid. 
	Vignette 3: Informational Barriers
	Elsewhere on campus, Z was considering applying for a global health program that would involve international travel. They were unsure how, or if, they could legally leave the country without endangering their DACA status. Could they apply for Advance Parole, which would grant them the ability to leave the U.S. and return without a penalty? What was that process like? Would applying draw attention to their undocumented status? Z didn’t know who they could speak with about these concerns, or what resources the university may have to help them navigate this process.
	Vignette 4: Legal Barriers
	Finally, a rising second year medical student named M, who did not qualify for DACA status because she arrived in the US after June 15, 2007, was slowly realizing that all her studying and academic success might ultimately come to nothing if she was never able to receive work authorization. She had entered medical school confident that the Biden administration would fix the immigration system in time for her to apply to residencies, but as it slowly became clear that immigration would not be a policy priority for the White House, M began to fear that she may not have path to becoming a doctor, despite her years of tireless work toward that goal. With no path to citizenship or work authorization on the horizon, M considered dropping out of medical school and seeking another career.

Approach and Outcomes:	Comment by Rachel Fabi: This section is blended because in order to present the approach/outcomes for each dimension the students identified
Upon learning more about how these four main challenges affected our students, our Task Force reached out to the organization Pre-Health Dreamers (PHD), which promotes “education and healthcare access for immigrant communities.” We became members of PHD’s inaugural “National Community Coalition,” a network of institutions that works “to address barriers and empower institutions who seek to better assist and work with the undocumented community. Through training, support, and collaboration with the members that serve in these institutions, we will enrich the spaces they provide for the most historically excluded communities” (Pre-Health Dreamers 2023). With guidance from PHD, we formulated a plan to address the issues our students had identified. Because our efforts have been ad hoc, taken in response to the concerns of a small handful of students, the criteria for the assessment of our success were, essentially, whether those students who bravely shared their experiences with us felt more supported and better prepared to succeed. In the sections that follow, we describe our efforts to address each of the various barriers our students described, and how those efforts were received by the students.

Financial Innovation
As we heard from N, undocumented students’ inability to access federal loans can create a significant financial strain at a time when students should be wholly focused on their academic success. Although we pursued options to create scholarship funds for our DACA and undocumented students, we soon realized that the amount of money necessary to support all our students in need would be unattainable in the short-term. Additionally, our students informed us that although they would happily accept scholarship funding, they were only asking to have access to the same sorts of loans their classmates had. Through conversations with PHD and leaders at other institutions, we identified a credit union that was able to create a loan product that could be offered to our DACA students, without a U.S. citizen co-signer, at interest rates equivalent to those of federal student loans. This is a game-changer for N and our students, who now no longer need to work multiple jobs on top of their full-time academic obligations.

Informational Innovations
Students identified two informational deficits that had negatively affected their experiences on campus. First, students were concerned that there was insufficient information about the resources available to undocumented students on the university’s website, making it difficult for them to identify who they should approach when they needed assistance. To address this issue, we worked with faculty and staff in the library and admissions offices to create a public-facing webpage specifically outlining our institution’s resources for undocumented students. Our students have expressed that this website helps them feel seen by the university, and several have offered to continue to contribute resources to it (see Social Innovations, below).
The second informational challenge our students faced was a dearth of knowledge about DACA and immigration among the university’s students, faculty, and staff. Working with Pre-Health Dreamers, we created trainings for each audience about how best to support DACA and undocumented students at our institution. These trainings were well-received and reviewed; for instance, following a faculty development webinar, all respondents indicated that the information presented advanced their knowledge and was applicable to their teaching. One attendee noted that they had learned “strategies for inclusion and making the classroom a safer space,” and another expressed that they would now “be mindful of students with potential [immigration] status situations.” It is our hope that wider knowledge of the challenges facing undocumented students will help students like J, who fear that stigma and their professors’ lack of knowledge about DACA could negatively impact their academic performance.
Social Innovation
Although our institution enrolls several students with DACA status every year, the students were not necessarily aware of one another, and often felt isolated and alone in their undocumented identity. To address this concern, our Task Force worked with our institution’s Office of Multicultural Affairs to create Upstate Dreamers, a peer support group open to all students with precarious legal status. The entire student body was notified about the existence of the group to ensure that undocumented students who may not yet have self-identified to the university’s administration were aware of it, and meetings are now held in a private space on campus. Students have shared that they value having a safe setting in which to share their experiences with peers. These students are now working together to create a welcome document that will be provided to all undocumented students outlining the resources, guidance, and best practices they have developed during their time at our institution; this document will supplement the informational resources described above.	Comment by Rachel Fabi: Nakeia, is this accurate?

Legal Innovations
When our Task Force was created in 2018, it was against the backdrop of a potential imminent end to the DACA program, which we feared could have immediate legal ramifications for our students. To address this concern, we connected with legal aid organizations in our city to establish relationships with attorneys who could assist our students pro bono or at reduced cost should the need arise. Fortunately, the DACA program has so far remained intact, but we have maintained these relationships in case our students encounter additional legal questions. For instance, our student Z, who hoped to travel abroad for a global health experience, was able to receive pro bono assistance with completing their application for Advance Parole through our partnership with a volunteer lawyer organization.

Next Steps
Although we have made significant strides toward better supporting our undocumented and DACA students, much work remains to be done. M, the undocumented student who does not have DACA status, is still uncertain whether she will be able to apply for residency in her fourth year, and even if she can apply, she does not know whether any residency programs will even look at her application without work authorization. Our Task Force is engaging in advocacy efforts on behalf of M and students like her, which we consider to be a crucial component of continuing to create supportive systems for our students. 
As a voluntary Task Force convened by our university’s Faculty Council, we recognize that there are limits to our ability to institutionalize and sustain the systems we have worked to create over the past five years. For this reason, we are now working to create permanent systemic changes that will carry on our efforts after the Task Force’s efforts have concluded. These include advocating for our university’s president to join The Presidents’ Alliance, which is “an alliance of American college and university leaders dedicated to increasing public understanding of how immigration policies and practices impact our students, campuses and communities.” We are also urging the university to create a permanent position in the administration for an Immigrant Student Success Manager who will be responsible for providing immigrant students, including those with precarious legal status, with support services, advising, and mentorship.  Finally, as the work of our Task Force concludes, we plan to compile a list of lessons learned and recommendations for other institutions who seek to address some of the same barriers our students face.

Call to Action
It is important not to overlook the broader policy backdrop for the work of our Task Force. The future of the DACA program remains uncertain, as legal challenges continue and our students with and without DACA status must grapple with both the challenges of medical education and the fraught political and social environment in which immigrants are dehumanized and villainized. We believe that all our students deserve an equal opportunity to succeed and pursue careers in medicine; it is our responsibility to fight for those opportunities alongside the students whose who have been unjustly burdened by their immigration status, and to show them that they are not alone or worth less than their peers. For this reason, we urge all medical and health professions schools to work with their undocumented and DACA students to learn about their unmet needs, and to begin to address them. This will involve both internal institutional changes and external advocacy for a more just immigration policy that supports learners regardless of their immigration status. Academic medicine can, and must, do more for undocumented future clinicians.




References
AAMC (2023). Medical School Admission Requirements™ (MSAR®) Report for Applicants and Advisors: Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA), Association of American Medical Colleges,.
	
Anaya, Y. B.-M., et al. (2014). "Undocumented students pursuing medical education: the implications of deferred action for childhood arrivals (DACA)." Academic Medicine 89(12): 1599-1602.
	
Arias, F. D. (2017). "The barriers to medical school for DACA students continue." Academic Medicine 92(8): 1072.
	
Gillezeau, C., et al. (2021). "Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) medical students–an examination of their journey and experiences as medical students in limbo." BMC Medical Education 21(1): 1-10.
	
Kuczewski, M. G. and L. Brubaker (2013). "Medical education as mission: why one medical school chose to accept DREAMers." Hastings Center Report 43(6): 21-24.
	
Kuczewski, M. G. and L. Brubaker (2014). "Medical education for “Dreamers”: barriers and opportunities for undocumented immigrants." Academic Medicine 89(12): 1593-1598.
	
Kuczewski, M. G. and L. Brubaker (2015). "Equity for “DREAMers” in medical school admissions." AMA Journal of Ethics 17(2): 152-156.
	
Nakae, S., et al. (2017). "Considerations for residency programs regarding accepting undocumented students who are DACA recipients." Academic Medicine 92(11): 1549-1554.
	
NILC (2020). DACA Litigation Timeline, National Immigration Law Center.
	
Pre-Health Dreamers (2023). from https://www.phdreamers.org/.
	
Ramos, J. C., et al. (2019). The impact of Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) medical students—a scarce resource to US health care, American Public Health Association. 109: 429-431.
	
Talamantes, E. and G. Moreno (2015). "Immigration policies and the US medical education system: A diverse physician workforce to reduce health disparities." Journal of General Internal Medicine 30: 1058-1059.
	
Wasson, K., et al. (2019). "“We Have a Lot of Power…”: A Medical School’s Journey Through Its New Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) Initiative." Cureus 11(10).
	
Zaidi, D. and M. Kuczewski (2017). "Ending DACA has pragmatic and ethical implications for US health care." Hastings Center Report 47(6): 14-15.
	

