
With the rising influx of undocumented immigrant children entering the United States, schools across 

the country are responsible for educating a growing population of English Language Learners (ELLs). 

Immigrant ELLs encounter significant psychological challenges of pre- and post-migratory experiences 

that affect them emotionally, leaving many to struggle in school.  The problem addressed in this 

qualitative case study was the lack of culturally and linguistically prepared mental health care 

providers in schools to detect symptoms of PTSD, anxiety, and depression of undocumented students 

to support them for future success. Educators struggle to distinguish when an immigrant ELL is 

struggling emotionally, linguistically, or academically. For this study, mental health care providers were 

defined as social workers, psychologists, counselors, therapists, and nurses that work in school 

settings.  The purpose of this qualitative case study was to examine the ability of mental health 

providers and educators regarding the cultural and linguistic competencies required in schools to 

detect symptoms of trauma in undocumented students and to discriminate between mental health 

and academic needs.  Eight total professionals from schools across Long Island, New York who had 

worked with immigrant ELLs participated in this study.  A case study design was relevant for this 

research as it comprised a holistic approach with narrative inquiry to investigate a modern 

phenomenon. All data were reviewed and then analyzed using NVivo which was then followed by 

manual checking.  Findings suggested that mental health providers in schools are not linguistically and 

culturally competent to support undocumented students. Thus, students are left to self-manage and 

solve their problems by using their own cultural experiences which can lead to negative future 

outcomes of drop-out, poverty, crime, and illness. Results also supported that with a deficit in mental 

health services, the affective filter process hinders their ability to be successful in school. Implications 

were that educators are inadequate in cultural sensitivity. The study concluded with recommendations 

for professional development on cultural awareness, increase diversity programs in higher institutions, 

a need for bilingual mental health support in schools, and administrative advocacy. The study stressed 

the importance of undocumented immigrants having supportive social networks in their school 

community, in their neighborhoods, or in religious conglomerates for positive mental health to 

flourish in the United States.
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RQ1. What are the perceptions of school mental health providers regarding the cultural and 

linguistic competencies needed to support undocumented immigrant students for success in 

schools who have been exposed to trauma?

RQ2. What are the perceptions of educators on how the affective filter process affects 

immigrant students’ abilities to be successful in school?

RQ3. What are the perceptions of educators regarding the cultural competencies needed to 

discern when immigrant students need referrals for mental health services?
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This study focused on the current situations of educators, mental health providers in schools pertaining 

to their undocumented immigrant students who have been impacted by the American educational 

system. This study is important because it has identified the lack of an equitable education for 

immigrant students in New York when the law deems otherwise. For these ELLs that are enrolled in the 

American public school system, it is an injustice that they are expected to meet state requirements, 

learn a second language, integrate into American culture while battling their internal challenges 

without the proper mental health support services and bilingual support in schools. The targeted 

objective of this research was achieved by interviewing 8 participants and their experiences with 

undocumented ELLs. The participants' perceptions indicated that there is still a much-needed focus on 

bilingual support in all areas of education, awareness for increased cultural and linguistic training for 

all, a revision of state mandates for ELLs, and emphasis on additional community resources for family 

support. These contributions will not only provide an equitable education for ELLs but a brighter future 

for these students and their families in America.

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM
The problem addressed by this qualitative case study was that there are not enough culturally and 

linguistically prepared mental health care providers in schools to detect symptoms of PTSD and 

depression of undocumented immigrant students due to their pre-and post- migratory experiences to 

support them for their future success. In a study by Fordham Law School (2015), it was expressed that 

teachers and guidance counselors need training to understand the complex needs of immigrant ELLs and 

to provide accurate information to utilize school programs and higher education. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Pseudonym Gender Age Employment Born & 
Raised in the 

U.S.

Education Years of 
Teaching

Worked 
with ELLs

James Male 25-35 Full-time Yes Master’s 10-15 Yes

Laura Female Over 35 Full-time Yes Master’s 5-10 Yes

Amanda Female Over 35 Full-Time Yes Master’s 20-25 Yes

Barbara Female Over 35 Full-time Yes Master’s 5-10 Yes

Eric Male Over 35 Full-time Yes Doctorate 10-15 Yes

Emily Female Over 35 Full-time Yes Master’s 26 years or 
more

No

Kim Female Over 35 Full-time Yes Bachelor’s 5-10 Yes

Cynthia Female Over 35 Full-time Yes Master’s 26 years or 
more

Yes
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Qualitative Case study Design

Participants

• Educators grades K-12 that work with immigrant ELLs for at least 5 years in schools

• Educators were selected from districts across Long Island, NY

• 8 total participants (limited participation due to Covid)

Instruments

Questionnaires, interviews, observation via internet platform, phone conversations, and document 

checking. 

• ELL students are not being supported in schools for mental health concerns.

• School mental health providers are not bilingual and are limited with cultural awareness 

to support the students.

• Bilingual liaisons, support staff and educators are needed.

• Administrators need to cultural training.

• The educational system for ELLs needs to be re-evaluated. 

• Social-emotional overload needs to be addressed for positive educational outcomes.

• Decreased time with ELLs has been detrimental to their social-emotional well-being.

• Educators lack cultural knowledge due to limited training.

• Educators need training to decipher between second language acquisition and special 

education services.

Figure 1. School Student Data

Table 1. Participant Demographics
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Krashen’s Affective Filter Hypothesis Theory

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs Theory

Leventhal's Theory of Illness Cognition

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to examine the perceptions of mental health providers 

regarding the cultural and linguistic competencies required in schools to detect symptoms of trauma 

including PTSD, anxiety, and depression in undocumented students. This study also focused on the lack 

of culturally and linguistically prepared educators to distinguish between mental health needs, linguistic, 

and cultural needs of ELLs. Being labeled undocumented and enrolling in American schools with new 

responsibilities, increases anxiety which disrupts their social-emotional development and educational 

capabilities (Abdullahi et al., 2017; Benuto, Casas, Gonzalez, & Newlands, 2018; Valenzuela-Perez, 

Couture, & Valenzuela, 2014). 
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