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This brief summarizes key features of a longer report 

that presents a comprehensive picture of the enrollment 

practices of North Carolina school districts and how they 

affect immigrant children and families.  

1. About 60% of North Carolina 

public school districts inhibit 

enrollment for immigrant chil-

dren in at least one way. 

2. Nearly one-third of districts re-

quire two or more documents to 

prove residency in a district, 

which can burden immigrant 

families who do not have docu-

ments in their name tied to  

their residence.  

3. Roughly one quarter of districts 

accept only a “certified birth 

certificate” as proof of age, 

which can hinder enrollment of 

immigrant children who may 

come from countries with a poor 

record of registering births. 

4. Nearly one quarter of districts 

request a social security number 

without indicating that the re-

quest is optional or voluntary,  

discouraging enrollment of im-

migrant children. 

5. Fewer than one-fifth of school 

districts post a Spanish version 

of their enrollment form on the 

district website. 

BACKGROUND  

Immigrant children who live in the United States, even those who are undocu-

mented, have a constitutional right to enroll in public school. Furthermore, the 

federal government has forbidden the denial of education on the basis of immi-

gration status and has prohibited school districts from chilling a child’s access to 

public education. This report examines how well North Carolina school districts 

comply with their obligation to enroll immigrant children. 
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 North Carolina is home to about 800,000 immigrants.1 Of the 1.45 million 

children  in North Carolina public schools, roughly 55,000 are immigrants.2 

 Roughly 33,000 school-aged, undocumented immigrant children live in North 

Carolina.3 Additionally, approximately 170,000 U.S. citizen children live in 

North Carolina in the care of at least one undocumented parent.4 

 The U.S. Supreme Court, in Plyler v. Doe, held that it is unconstitutional for 

school districts to deny children enrollment in public schools because of their 

immigration status.5   

 The U.S. Departments of Justice and Education have issued further guidance 

on this Supreme Court ruling.  While school districts are permitted to ensure 

that students are residents of the districts, they may not require a social se-

curity number or discriminate on the basis of a foreign birth certificate.6 

 North Carolina school districts are required to collect a certificate of immun-

ization, a health assessment, and proof of age from children seeking to en-

roll.7 Many districts, however, require documentation in addition to what is 

required by state law, or are inflexible about what proofs of residence or age 

are required, creating significant challenges for immigrants seeking to enroll.8   
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Proof of Residency 

Under North Carolina law, children seeking to enroll in a particular school district must reside within that district’s bounda-

ries.9 Each school district can determine what will constitute proof of residency. Districts may allow a wide range of docu-

ments to prove residency, making it simpler to enroll, or they may impose stricter requirements on the type of documents 

they will accept. It is much easier for immigrants to prove residency in a district when a wide range of documents are al-

lowed as proof. On the other hand, when the district limits proof of residency to a specific type of document, that practice 

can dramatically inhibit the enrollment of immigrants. Similarly, when a district requires multiple documents to show resi-

dency, enrollment becomes more difficult.  

For some immigrant families, leases, mortgage statements, or utility bills may not exist because the families are transitory or 

live in unconventional living arrangements, such as being “doubled-up” with extended families or friends.  Accepting a cell 

phone bill with an address within the district reflects flexibility that accommodates the unique living arrangements of some 

immigrant families.  A cell phone bill may be the only bill that an immigrant family has in its own name. Of the 115 school 

districts in North Carolina, 92% accept either a lease or mortgage or utility bill for proof of residency. In contrast, only 20% of 

the districts allow the use of a cell phone bill for proof of residency.  

North Carolina school districts likewise vary with regard to how many documents are required to prove residency.  Again, 

because immigrant families may be more likely to be in a less conventional living arrangement, particularly with families 

sharing space and bills, a requirement to produce multiple residency documents may be especially challenging for an immi-

grant family. Thus, this report classifies districts that require more than one residency document as inhibiting enrollment. 

Figure 1 displays the number of documents required by North Carolina school districts for proof of residency. While 69% of 

districts require only one document for proof of residency, more than a quarter of districts require two or more. 
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Number of Documents Required for Proof of Residency  

Figure 1. The number of required 

proof of residency documents for 

North Carolina school districts.  
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Proof of Age 

Flexibility — or lack thereof — with regard to proof of age often affects the ease with which immigrant children can be en-

rolled. Under North Carolina law, a student seeking enrollment in a public school must be between the ages of five and 21. 

The law also requires that a parent seeking to enroll his or her child in public school for the first time provide evidence of the 

child’s date of birth.10 Districts may accept any evidence that is “competent and verifiable” proof of age, meaning that a dis-

trict is permitted to accept a wide range of evidence11. This range may include, but is not limited to, medical documents or 

religious documentation demonstrating a child’s age.  

Immigrants may face challenges in acquiring proof of age. This may be especially difficult for children born in the developing 

world, as an estimated 41% of births in a given year will go “unregistered” in these countries.12 Remarkably, the inability to 

acquire a birth certificate is not exclusive to the developing world; even in the United States, immigrant parents along the 

southern Texas border have been denied birth certificates for U.S.-born children since 2013.13 Thus, a strict demand of a birth 

certificate can create a barrier for student enrollment. Consequently, districts that accept various types of proof of age were 

considered to be facilitating enrollment, while those that are restrictive about acceptable proof were considered to be cre-

ating an enrollment barrier. 

Figure 2 illustrates the types of documentation allowed by North Carolina school districts. While almost half of the dis-

tricts accept any type of birth certificate, 23% strictly require a “certified birth certificate.” Another 23% of districts accept a 

wide range of proofs of age.  
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Acceptable Proof of Age Documents 

Figure 2. Almost half of schools accept any type of birth certificate.  
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3 
Social Security Number 

Federal law makes clear that school districts may not bar a child from school due 
to a lack of a social security number.14 Schools may request that a social security 
number be provided, but “[A]ny requests [for a social security number must] be 
uniformly applied to all students and not applied in a selective manner to specific 
groups of students.”15 Thus, no North Carolina public school district can require 
that parents produce their own or a child’s social security number as a condition 
of enrollment. However, districts may mislead parents by failing to note that 
providing a social security number is voluntary or optional, or by failing to note 
that enrollment cannot be denied because a social security number was not pro-
vided. 

The request for a social security number is particularly troubling for immigrant 
families, as social security numbers are almost impossible to obtain for undocu-
mented immigrants.16 This request can cause immigrant families to conclude that 
they cannot enroll their children in public school. Thus, districts that request a 
social security number, and especially those that fail to indicate that it is optional, 
are considered in this report to have created a barrier to enrollment. 

This study found that of the 115 districts in North Carolina, just over a quarter (32 
districts) request a social security number as part of the enrollment process. Only 
five districts indicate that provision of the number is voluntary or optional. Three 
districts request a social security number on their Spanish-language enrollment 
form but not on their English enrollment form.  

Parental Photo 
Identification 
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The requirement of parental photo identi-
fication for enrollment adds yet another 
barrier to an immigrant child’s access to 
education. As North Carolina state photo 
IDs and driver’s licenses are restricted to 
state residents who have a social security 
number or valid immigration status, most 
undocumented parents cannot get either 
type of identification.17 Therefore, dis-
tricts that require parents to present a 
North Carolina photo ID during enroll-
ment are considered to be inhibiting the 
enrollment of immigrant children.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sixty-two percent of North Carolina dis-
tricts require a parent/guardian to pre-
sent a photo ID for enrollment. Twelve of 
the 115 districts strictly require a North 
Carolina driver’s license or state-issued ID 
card, while 42 districts accept a foreign ID 
card and 45 accept a foreign passport. 

Schools Requesting Social Security Number for Enrollment 

Figure 3. Roughly 28% of North Carolina school districts choose to 

request a social security number. 
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Accessibility of 
Enrollment 
Information  

Fewer than one-fifth of North Carolina school districts made Spanish-

language versions of enrollment forms and materials available on their dis-

trict websites. 

Just as enrollment requirements vary among 
school districts, availability of information re-
garding enrollment requirements was found to 
differ among districts. School districts can make 
it easy for parents to find the necessary infor-
mation by posting the information online, 
posting in online in Spanish or in another lan-
guage spoken in the district, and by answering a 
caller’s enrollment questions. These practices 
were all considered to enhance the ability of a 
family to enroll their children. A district was 
considered to be impeding enrollment if these 
practices were not maintained.  

Of the 115 school districts in North Carolina, 
about 60% list at least a partial description of 
their enrollment requirements on their website. 
A little more than a quarter of the districts (32 
districts) post their enrollment form or packet 
online, with 18 of the 32 districts also posting a 
Spanish version of the enrollment form online. 
Most of the districts (103 districts) responded to 
telephone requests for enrollment information 
in English, while only 32 districts responded to 
telephone requests for information in Spanish. 
Ten districts hung up the phone without any 
communication upon hearing a request in Span-
ish. Two districts (Surry County Schools and Clin-
ton City Schools) do not post enrollment infor-
mation on their websites and did not respond to 
telephone requests for enrollment information. 
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Enrollment Information Accessibility 

Figure 4. While the majority of school districts list at least a partial de-

scription of enrollment procedures on their websites, only slightly more 

than a quarter of schools posted enrollment forms online. 
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Recommendations 
 

In order to create an immigrant-friendly educational environment, North Carolina school districts and charter schools 
should do the following: 

 Make information about enrollment requirements easy to obtain and access. Each school district’s website, as well as 
each school’s website, should include an easy-to-locate link to the enrollment requirements and to any forms that need 
to be completed. Both the requirements and forms should be available in, at least, English and Spanish. 

 Be flexible with regard to what evidence will be accepted to prove residency in the district. 

 Be flexible with regard to what evidence will be accepted to prove age. Districts should accept a wide variety of docu-
ments to establish a child’s date of birth and/or age, including religious documents and informal family records. 

 Refrain from requesting a social security number for a student or parent/guardian. 

 Refrain from requiring a parental photo identification as part of the enrollment process.  

 Be alert to children covered by the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act and assure they are enrolled in compli-
ance with the law.  Children of migrant workers, children whose parents have been deported, and immigrant children 
in “doubled-up” housing should all be considered homeless children and receive the enrollment protections of the 
McKinney-Vento law. 

 Be flexible and helpful when caretaker adults who are not the child’s parents seek to enroll a child. 

 

The full version of this report can be 

found at https://law.duke.edu/

childedlaw/docs/

Immigration_Report_NC.pdf 

The Children’s Law Clinic gratefully 

acknowledges the work of Carlos 

Marquez, Duke Law ‘17, in envisioning, 

researching, and writing the full re-

port.   

Additionally, the Clinic acknowledges 

and thanks Sydney Curtis, student at 

Washington University in St. Louis, for 

her work in preparing this brief. 

 

 

In the United States, all children, regardless of immigration 

status, race, ethnic background, or native language, are 

guaranteed equal access to public education. However, 

across North Carolina, numerous public school districts 

have implemented policies and practices that discourage, 

and sometimes entirely prevent, the enrollment of immi-

grant children.  

These measures violate the Constitution, federal law, and 

state law. As a result, these districts should amend their 

policies and practices to ensure that all students are al-

lowed their right to enroll in public school and are wel-

comed there. 

Disclaimer: Views reflected here represent those of the staff and students of the Children ’s Law Clinic and do not reflect the views of Duke University.  
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