
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As America’s oldest and largest child advocacy association, National PTA has long believed that every 

child residing in the United States, regardless of his or her immigration status, has the right of access to 

a high quality public education, adequate food and shelter, and basic health care services. 

 

National PTA believes that federal, state and local entities have a responsibility to contribute to the well-

being of children by offering health care and other social services needed in their areas. Denying these 

services to children, regardless of their citizenship status, will endanger communities and create serious 

health and social concerns.1 

 

Increase in Unaccompanied Children Entering the United States from Central America 

 

The Issue: The Department of Homeland Security reports that 57,525 unaccompanied children have 

been processed at the Southwest border of the United States by US Customs and Border Protection 

since October 2013, a 100% increase from the previous fiscal year. Almost 80% of these children are 

from Central America, including El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras and range in age from infants to 

seventeen. 

 

Common Questions:  

 

Where do children live after they enter into the United States?  

Federal law requires that unaccompanied children arriving from non-bordering countries be given a 

removal hearing in court. While awaiting proceedings, which can take months or even years, these 

children go through a two-step process: 

 

1. Federal Shelter: Children are first placed in shelters run by the US Health and Human Service’s 

(HHS) Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR) which care for the children until they are released 

to an approved sponsor, typically a parent or relative, who then cares for the child while his or 

her case is processed.  HHS operates about 100 shelters throughout the US, mostly near the US-

Mexico border; the shelters are operated by non-profit organizations, typically group home 

settings. The average stay in an ORR shelter is 35-45 days. ORR shelters provide children with 

food, shelter, education, and health services. While in shelters, the federal government covers 

the cost of all services provided to children – regardless of the shelter’s geographic location.  

2. Approved Sponsors: Children are then released from HHS to “approved sponsors”—typically 

parents, extended family, or family friends—to await court proceedings.  

 

                                                
1
 National PTA Position Statement, “Services for Undocumented Children,” 1996. Available online: 

www.pta.org/about/content.cfm?ItemNumber=4205&RDtoken=4672&userID=  
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Will children enter public school? 

Once children are released to an approved sponsor, they are eligible for enrollment in the local public 

school. Under Federal law, states and local educational agencies are obligated to provide all children – 

regardless of immigration status – with equal access to public education at the elementary and 

secondary level. This includes children such as unaccompanied children who are involved in immigration 

proceedings. 

 

Are federal education funds available for districts to address the needs of unaccompanied children 

who enroll in the district? 

State and local education agencies have the ability to use various Federal education funds for this 

purpose. For example, to the extent that such children attend Title I schools, they may be eligible to 

receive Title I, Part A services. More information on federal education funding sources is available on the 

Department of Education’s website: http://www2.ed.gov/policy/rights/guid/unaccompanied-

children.html   

 

Additionally, the Department of Education and Department of Justice recently issued updated guidance 

to state education agencies reminding them of their responsibilities: Information on the Rights of All 

Children to Enroll in School: Questions and Answers for States, School Districts and Parents  

http://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/docs/dcl-factsheet-201405.pdf  

 

What has been the federal response to date?  

 

Executive: The Obama Administration established a Unified Coordination Group led by the Federal 

Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) composed of those federal agencies with responsibility to 

respond to the increase of children entering the United States, including the Department of Homeland 

Security (DHS) and the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). The Group aims to better 

coordinate efforts to ensure that federal agencies are unified in providing services to affected children. 

The Group has taken action to leverage federal resources to provide humanitarian relief including 

identifying emergency shelters and a network of group homes and nonprofits to house unaccompanied 

children.  

 

Congressional Action: The House and Senate have put forth a number of proposals to provide additional 

funding to address the situation including increased support for services, border security, enforcement 

of immigration laws, and deterrence efforts.  

 

Which states have seen the largest increase? 

The data in the table on the following page shows a state-by-state comparison of the unaccompanied 

children released to sponsors from January 1—July 31, 2014.   
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For Additional Information: 

US Department of Education (including specific questions from schools): 1-800-USA-LEARN  

National PTA: Jessica Seitz, National PTA Federal Policy Analyst; jseitz@pta.org. 

 

State-by-State Unaccompanied Child Data 

January-July 2014 

State # of Children State # of Children 

Alabama 515 Nebraska 232 

Alaska 5 Nevada 163 

Arizona 203 New Hampshire 24 

Arkansas 209 New Jersey 1,877 

California 3,909 New Mexico 28 

Colorado 263 New York 4,244 

Connecticut 394 North Carolina 1,429 

Delaware 141 North Dakota 4 

District of Columbia 238 Ohio 405 

Florida 3,809 Oklahoma 241 

Georgia 1,412 Oregon 73 

Hawaii 8 Pennsylvania 456 

Idaho 13 Puerto Rico 1 

Illinois 377 Rhode Island 148 

Indiana 309 South Carolina 434 

Iowa 159 South Dakota 27 

Kansas 207 Tennessee 909 

Kentucky 284 Texas 5,280 

Louisiana 1,275 Utah 85 

Maine 12 Vermont 3 

Maryland 2,804 Virginia 2,856 

Massachusetts 989 Virgin Islands 4 

Michigan 124 Washington 265 

Minnesota 202 West Virginia 12 

Mississippi 202 Wisconsin 60 

Missouri 146 Wyoming 7 

Montana 1   

  TOTAL 37,477 
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