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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Appropriate language and rhetoric is critical in depicting the immigrant/noncitizen/
refugee community in the media and in public spaces generally. Following a needs assessment
survey of immigrant services providers, the Human Rights Advocacy Program at the Brandeis
School of Law (“HRAP”) identified a community need to explore worrisome media depictions
and strengthen language usage. HRAP fellows and law student public service project volunteers
researchers accordingly studied articles covering the immigrant/noncitizen/refugee community
from mainstream news sources in Kentucky, Indiana, Ohio, and Tennessee from 2012 to early
2017 to analyze rhetoric and language trends generally. It then researched governing legal
terminology and norms.
HRAP concluded that there was an inconsistency regarding the overall rhetorical image of
noncitizens formed in articles as well as the language used when writing about noncitizens. From
2012 to 2014, mainstream print media portrayals of noncitizens were neutral-to-positive, though
there were very few stories from the perspectives of noncitizens. Louisville, Kentucky print media
in 2015 mainly contained positive portrayals of noncitizens. The mainstream print media of
Kentucky cities outside of Louisville in 2015 were quite political, reporting on the opinions of
Republican presidential candidates in regards to noncitizens, specifically refugees and
undocumented individuals. For Kentucky’s surrounding states, portrayals of noncitizens in the
media shifted in 2015, with Indiana, Ohio, and Tennessee print media showing a shift from neutralto-positive portrayals of noncitizens to negative portrayals in November of 2015. Following the
2016 election, the mainstream print media in Kentucky, Indiana, Ohio, and Tennessee for the most
part reported on noncitizens in a positive light.
In response, HRAP has begun producing a Comprehensive Guide to Language Use in Reference
to the Noncitizen Community (The Guide) and a video cultural competency training resource.
HRAP will next finalize and distribute The Guide and the video in late 2017 to members of the
community including elected officials, schools, frontline workers in education and language, and
journalists.
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Wordle, http://www.wordle.net/create, (last visited Apr. 10, 2017).

INTRODUCTION

summarizes the findings of a comprehensive
five-year review of mainstream print media
in Kentucky, Indiana, Ohio, and Tennessee.
It reveals some concerning narratives
surrounding the noncitizen community that
become more particularized and worrisome
in recent months. This report summarizes
these findings and suggests two critical
action items going forward – the publication
of The Human Rights Advocacy Program
Comprehensive Guide to Language Use in
Reference to the Noncitizen Community
(The Guide), and a training video as
community tools.

The Brandeis Human Rights Advocacy
Program (HRAP) is committed to advancing
the actualization of human rights at the local
level for immigrants/noncitizens/refugees.
This includes building a strong, inclusive
community in which
immigrants/noncitizens/refugees are an
integral part of the infrastructure of the
community, not outsiders or marginal
members. HRAP is committed to a
participatory action model in which it works
in interactive partnership with the
community to identify action items and
appropriate responses to identified needs.
Early needs-assessment work of HRAP
organically revealed concerns with the ways
in which mainstream print media depicted
the noncitizen community. This included
concerns that language was inaccurate when
compared to governing statutes, but also
misaligned with community usage standards
and potentially marginalizing. This Report

Why Rhetoric and Language
Matters
HRAP was focused on studying both
rhetoric more broadly and language more
specifically. When used in the context of
media, “rhetoric” refers to the bigger picture
that articles as a whole paint of a group of
people after seeing the same references and
2

attitudes presented repeatedly—it is the “art
of discourse.”1 Rhetoric can be damaging in
this context when article after article
presents noncitizens and subgroups of
noncitizens as having negative traits.
“Language” refers to the specific words and
terms used to describe situations and
actions2 and in the context of the media,
groups of people. Language can be
damaging in this context when the print
media uses words and terms with negative
connotations to describe noncitizens and
subgroups of noncitizen. Therefore, using
proper language requires an “exercise of
judgment and responsibility.”3

Results4
The mainstream print media of Kentucky,
Indiana, Ohio, and Tennessee changed in its
portrayals of noncitizens from 2012 through
post-election 2016. From 2012-2014, most
mainstream print publications in Kentucky,
Indiana, and Ohio depicted noncitizens in a
neutral-to-positive light. In 2015, however,
the Louisville, Kentucky print media
contained mainly positive portrayals of
noncitizens while the remainder of the
Kentucky print media contained mainly
political pieces regarding noncitizens. The
print media of surrounding states Indiana,
Ohio, and Tennessee shifted in November of
2015 from neutral-to-positive portrayals of
noncitizens to negative portrayals.
Surprisingly, in Kentucky, Indiana, Ohio,
and Tennessee after the 2016 election, the
mainstream print media mainly presented
noncitizens in a positive light. Supporting
details and sources will be discussed below.

SUMMARY OF
RESEARCH AND
FINDINGS
Methodology
Upon identifying community concerns
regarding the damaging ways in which
noncitizens have been portrayed in the
media, HRAP began the Rhetoric and Policy
Project in 2014 with the ultimate goal of
educating news organizations and public
figures generally on appropriate ways to
discuss noncitizens in the media. In the past
three years, HRAP, with the assistance of a
team of public service volunteers, has been
researching how the mainstream print media
of Kentucky, Indiana, Ohio, and Tennessee
has portrayed noncitizens from 2012
through post-election 2016 with the ultimate
goal of developing materials to help the
community. HRAP compiled a list of terms
and phrases and analyzed the problematic
representations of the noncitizen community
from the archived research materials.

1. In Kentucky, Indiana, and Ohio from
2012-2014, Most Mainstream Print
Publications Depicted Noncitizens in a
Neutral-to-Positive Light.
From 2012 to 2014, mainstream print media
portrayals of noncitizens were neutral-topositive, though there were very few stories
from the perspectives of noncitizens.5 Most
of the stories focused on the opinions and
actions of politicians and U.S.
organizations.6 The media presented very
few perspectives of noncitizens.7 Articles
that did not focus on politics focused on the
art, food, and festivals of noncitizens and
about organizations helping noncitizens.8
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2. In Kentucky, Indiana, Ohio, and
Tennessee During the Year 2015,
Kentucky Differed from its Surrounding
States in its Depictions of Noncitizens.

For Kentucky’s surrounding states,
portrayals of noncitizens in the media
shifted in 2015. Indiana, Ohio, and
Tennessee print media showed a shift from
neutral-to-positive portrayals of
noncitizens21 to negative portrayals in
November of 2015.22 There were five trends
among the mainstream print media in
Indiana, Ohio, and Tennessee:

Louisville, Kentucky print media in 2015
mainly contained positive portrayals of
noncitizens.9 The Louisville media was
largely supportive of noncitizens.10 Many
articles celebrated immigrant, refugee, and
noncitizen culture.11 When a car accident
happened in March of 2015 involving
refugee teenagers from Nepal,12 and a fatal
shooting of a Sudanese refugee happened in
September of 2015,13 these unfortunate
events were met with community and media
support. There was a focus on both
Louisvillians helping noncitizens14 as well
as on members of the noncitizen
community, themselves.15 There was
increased media coverage after November,
but the positive coverage still drastically
out-weighted the negative.16 The media
covered former Governor Beshear’s
statements supporting noncitizens.17 Overall,
Louisville, Kentucky’s media portrayed
noncitizens in a positive light.

 Portrayals of noncitizens shifted from
vulnerable to threatening. (i.e., “Ind.
Attorney general strives to protect
immigrants” in July of 2015 vs. “Ohio
has received 48 Syrian refugees in 2015;
Gov. Kasich says resettlement should
stop in name of security” in November
of 2015.)
 Articles shifted from focusing on
noncitizens to focusing on U.S. citizens
discussing noncitizens. (i.e., “Syrian
refugees resettle in Toledo; City agency
reports it is handling more cases than
ever” in September of 201523 vs. “Ohio
House rejects refugees; ‘The Islamic
State wants to get rid of us,’ lawmaker
says” in November of 2015.24)

The mainstream print media of Kentucky
cities outside of Louisville in 2015 were
quite political, reporting on the opinions of
Republican presidential candidates in
regards to noncitizens, specifically refugees
and undocumented individuals.18 Articles
that were not about politics were either
positive portrayals of and support for
noncitizens19 or fear mongering.20 A
limitation of this component of our study
was that we only gathered articles from
September to December of Kentucky
outside of Louisville in 2015, so we were
not able to tell if there was a shift in
portrayals in November as there was in the
states of Indiana, Ohio, and Tennessee,
which is discussed below.

 Concerns about hostilities towards
noncitizens shifted to concerns about
U.S. citizen safety and U.S. citizen
moral duties. (i.e., “Ind. Attorney
general strives to protect immigrants” in
July of 201525 vs. “Haslam says TN is
‘scared’” in November of 2015.26)
 Instead of primarily using the term
“immigrant” the media began primarily
using the term “refugee”. (i.e.,
“Immigrants’ fear of police worries
small-town mayors” in March of 201527
vs. “23 states refuse refugees; Legal
experts say governors may not have
much say” in November of 2015.28)
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 Instead of stories focusing on
noncitizens, focus shifted to stories of
U.S. citizens with noncitizens as props.
(i.e., “Syrian refugees resettle in Toledo;
City agency reports it is handling more
cases than ever” in September of 201529
vs. “Hoosier hospitality takes another
hit” in November of 2015.30)

term “immigrant” to refer to people who
technically are immigrants35 vs.
“Refugees experience Christmas bounty
after receiving toys, books” using the
term “refugee” to refer to people who
technically are refugees.36)
 Generally, the noncitizen community
was presented in a positive light, except
for two Tennessee newspapers: one from
south-western Tennessee, and the other
from eastern- Tennessee. (i.e., “Student
photography project tells refugee
stories” presenting
noncitizens in a positive
light37 vs. “Ohio State
stabbing and the rise of
immigrant-related terrorism”
presenting noncitizens as
threats to U.S. citizen
safety.38)

3. In Kentucky, Indiana, Ohio, and
Tennessee, After the 2016 Election, The
Mainstream Print Media Mainly
Presented Noncitizens in a Positive
Light.

Following the 2016
election, the
mainstream print
media in Kentucky,
Indiana, Ohio, and
Tennessee for the
most part reported
on noncitizens in a

Articles shifted from
positive light.31 The
addressing concerns about
7 Things Americans Love That Were Invented By
majority of the reports
hostilities towards
Immigrants, Complex,
focused on the
http://www.complex.com/life/2017/02/thingsnoncitizens and refugees to
americans-love-invented-by-immigrants (last visited
uncertainties, fears,
concerns about the safety of
Apr. 9, 2017).
and hardships that
U.S. citizens as a result of
noncitizens and
the Ohio State University
refugees were facing and are continuing to
attacks. (i.e., “Immigrants ‘absolutely
face in light of the November election and
afraid’ after Trump named presidentwhat the local communities are doing to
elect” reporting on the concerns and
mobilize and help alleviate some of those
fears of immigrants after the election
fears and uncertainties.32 The terminology
results were released39 vs. “Ohio State
used to describe the immigrant community
stabbing and the rise of immigrantwas humane and non-offensive.33 In
related terrorism” presenting noncitizens
particular, Louisville and Bowling Green
as threats to U.S. citizen safety.40)
seemed to be very serious about finding
ways to help solve the problems facing the
 The phrases “illegal immigrant” and
local noncitizen community.34
“alien” were virtually nonexistent in
these articles. (i.e., “1,000 to talk
 Generally, the way noncitizens were
immigration in Nashville” uses the term
labeled seemed to depend on the context
“illegal immigrants,” but in quotations
in which the story was reported and not
while referring to a proclamation of a
where the story originated. (i.e.,
town when the town used the term.41)
“Immigrants ‘absolutely afraid’ after
Trump named president-elect” using the
5

SUMMARY OF THE
LAW AS IT APPLIES
TO RHETORIC AND
POLICY AND
ACADEMIC ANALYSIS
OF THE LAW
While the mainstream print media does
appear to be improving over time in its use
of proper noncitizen language, more work
can be done. Using the correct
terminology to describe noncitizens is
more than just “political correctness”
because it has real life implications for
noncitizens who fall into or are incorrectly
placed in certain categories.42 Perhaps the
most damaging term with which to
describe a person is “illegal.” Only acts
can be illegal, not people.43 Using the term
“illegal” effectively obliterates the
presumption of innocence.44 The
Immigration and Nationality Act (INA)
along with other sources provide guidance
on which terms to use when describing
subgroups of noncitizens.
The INA defines terms related to
immigrants, refugees, and noncitizens.
According to the INA, an “alien” is any
person who is not a citizen or national of the
United States.45 “Noncitizen” is an
appropriate and more respectful
alternative.46 “Immigrant” is a noncitizen
authorized to reside permanently in the
United States.47 Alternative terms include
“lawful permanent resident” or “permanent
resident.”48 “Nonimmigrant” is a noncitizen
authorized to reside in the United States for
a limited amount of time.49 “Undocumented
persons or individuals” are noncitizens who
are not authorized to be in the United
States.50 They are present in the United
States either by overstaying a visa or
entering without inspection by an

immigration officer. A non-INA term the
United States Census Bureau uses to refer to
anyone who was not a United States citizen
at birth is “foreign-born.”51
Even though the term “alien” is a legally
accurate term
to
“The increasing use used
describe
of criminal noncitizens
under the
terminology in INA, it is
immigration often used
with animosity
terminology creates to impart a
of
an association sense
“otherness” on
between noncitizens noncitizens.52
Through the
and criminals.” use of the term
“alien,”
noncitizens who have lived in the United
States for years and have ties to the United
States through family and community are
made to feel like outsiders.53 “Alien” is also
a reminder that noncitizens always have the
threat of deportation looming over their
heads as they have a history of unpopularity
in the United States that fuels nativism,54
which also contributes to the negative
connotations of the word.
The term “alien” has also increasingly
become connected to people of color,
bringing racial issues into the term.55 This
connection has gotten to the point that the
term “alien” is often used as code for
noncitizens of color.56 Laws regulating
aliens are a way to get around the strict
scrutiny those laws would have to stand up
against if the laws were written as regulating
Latin@s.57
Additional problematic terms have arisen
out of the criminalization of immigration
law. The criminalization of immigration law
6

is the trend of immigration control becoming
increasingly similar to the criminal justice
system.58 The increasing use of criminal
terminology in immigration terminology
creates an association between noncitizens
and criminals.59 Two problematic terms of
note are “criminal alien” and “aggravated
felon”.60

extends to outside of the United States. One
example of damaging noncitizen language
outside of the United States comes from the
current European migration. The use of the
term “crisis” in describing the Syrian
migrants in Europe is inaccurate and
misleading given that a steady flow of
migrants have been entering European
countries for years, but that is a term that the
media has adopted to describe current
events.70 Another example of language
misuse in European migration is using the
terms “refugee,” “asylum seeker,” and
“economic migrant” based on the desired
point to be made instead of based on which
term is technically accurate.71 “Refugees”
are perceived as good noncitizens while
“asylum seekers” are viewed with
skepticism, and
economic
migrants are
perceived as
“bad”
noncitizens.72
The use of the
term “migrant
worker”
instead of
“economic
migrant” is
encouraged
Undocumented, Not Illegal: Beyond the Rhetoric
due to the
of Immigration Coverage, nacla,
http://nacla.org/news/2011/12/30/undocumented
overbreadth of
-not-illegal-beyond-rhetoric-immigration“economic
coverage (last visited Apr. 9, 2017).
migrant” and
the negative connotation of selfishness that
accompanies it.73 Using more respectful
terms such as “undocumented” or “migrant
worker” along with terms that are legally
accurate is important in writing about
noncitizens in a way that is both respectful
and accurate.

“Criminal alien” is a term for a noncitizen
with a past criminal conviction.61 The term
“criminal alien” replaced “convicted
alien.”62 “Convicted” emphasized the past
crime, while “criminal” emphasizes a
continuing criminality of the individual’s
character.63 Referring to someone as a
“criminal alien” results in an apparent
justification of punishment, such as
deportation.64 It is easier to justify
deportation when it seems that the person
going through the process deserves it due to
her criminal nature.65
“Aggravated felon” is a term for a subgroup
of “criminal aliens” whose past crimes fall
under the umbrella of “aggravated
felonies.”66 The category of “aggravated
felonies” was created in the Anti-Drug
Abuse Act of 1988 and included murder,
drug trafficking, and firearms trafficking.67
Even though this term brings to mind the
very worst of crimes, the term has expanded
over the years and has become broad enough
to include crimes that would not logically
seem “aggravated,” such as gambling
crimes.68 This creates an exaggerated
classification that makes noncitizens who
fall under this term come across as a
dangerous threat to citizens.69 The use of
these terms foster acceptance of treating
noncitizens like criminals instead of treating
documentation status like the civil matter
that it is.

“Illegal immigrant” or “illegal alien” are
never acceptable terms to use. Both terms
are dehumanizing and incorrectly imply that

The problem of inaccurate and disrespectful
use of noncitizen language descriptors
7

unlawful presence in the United States is a
crime.74 “Illegal immigrant” is an oxymoron
in immigration law as an immigrant, by
definition, has legal permission to reside in
the United States.75 Arizona v. United States
found that it is not a crime to be unlawfully
present in the United States.76 These terms
also have racist undertones given that the
majority of undocumented noncitizens are
people of color.77 While many mainstream
news agencies have discontinued the use of
these terms, they are still in use, and need to
be discontinued completely.78

currently under construction, contains a
section on context focusing on rhetoric; a
glossary of terms and phrases focusing on
language, defining what terms and phrases
are appropriate and inappropriate to use
when writing about noncitizens; and a
section containing reference materials.
Moving forward, the HRAP Rhetoric and
Policy project will focus on finalizing and
distributing The Guide.

DEVELOPMENT OF
COMMUNITY
MATERIALS

The media and public figures have a social
responsibility to be aware of the impact their
articles have on building community.
Noncitizen terminology has a great impact
on the everyday lives of noncitizens as well
as high-stakes events in their lives such as
deportation. The media needs to be aware of
the legally-accurate terms for noncitizens as
well as the complexities of certain legallyaccurate terms before choosing what terms
to use in articles involving noncitizens.
Using the compiled research, HRAP has
begun The Comprehensive Guide to
Language Use in Reference to the
Noncitizen Community to educate
journalists and others in public relations
positions on the importance and proper use
of noncitizen terminology and depictions.

CONCLUSION

After conducting research on media
portrayals of noncitizens in Kentucky,
Indiana, Ohio, and Tennessee mainstream
print media from 2012 through post-election
2016 and examining the law, HRAP focused
on how to go about educating the media on
its portrayals of noncitizens. It was decided
that HRAP would create a reference guide
(The Comprehensive Guide to Language
Use in Reference to the Noncitizen
Community) to be distributed to the media
and other public relations fields. The Guide,
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