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IMMIGRATION BASICS: KEY PLAYERS AND TERMS
Understanding the basics of immigration requires understanding some fundamental key players
and terms. Below you will find two key players and five key terms. Additional resources on immigration
law and policy can be found on the Center for Immigrants’ Rights Clinic webpage at
https://pennstatelaw.psu.edu/practice-skills/clinics/center-immigrants-rights.
KEY PLAYERS
• Department of Homeland Security (DHS): Part of the Executive Branch, DHS is the agency
responsible for enforcement of immigration laws. Within the agency are several sub-agencies
including1:
o Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE): responsible for investigation,
intelligence gathering, detention, and certain elements of the deportation procedure. For
example, ICE enforces the departure of unauthorized non-U.S. citizens present in the
U.S.2
o Customs and Border Protection (CBP): responsible for managing, securing, and
controlling the nation’s border. For example, CBP inspects individuals and any goods
they bring along while crossing the border into the U.S. through any of the ports of
entry.3
o United States Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS): responsible for
processing applications such as applications for citizenship and asylum. For example,
USCIS will grant green cards to individuals applying for lawful permanent residence. 4
• Department of Justice (DOJ): Led by the Attorney General, DOJ is part of the Executive Branch
and is responsible for enforcing the laws and defending the United States.5 The DOJ through the
Attorney General oversees different offices, such as the Executive Office for Immigration Review
(EOIR).
o EOIR: All decisions involving removals of foreign nationals from the U.S. and appeals
of removals are made by the courts under the EOIR. 6 EOIR has more than 235
immigration judges (IJ) and 57 immigration courts nationwide. 7
o Board of immigration Appeals (BIA): BIA is an administrative body within the EOIR. 8
All appeals of IJ decisions will go to the BIA.9
KEY TERMS
• Immigration and Nationality Act (INA) of 1952: The INA is the primary legal source of
immigration law in the United States 10 and sets the framework for the current immigration system. 11
The INA does the following:
o Establishes the procedure by which foreign nationals may seek entry into the U.S. 12
o Establishes a system of visa allotment, including immigrant and nonimmigrant visas.13
o Lists the grounds under which an individual may be barred from entry or deported.14

•
•
•
•

o Establishes the procedures for relief from deportation.15
Alien: “any person not a citizen or national of the United States.”16 However, please note that the use
of the term is often considered culturally-insensitive.17
Nonimmigrant: a person who can establish that he or she resides outside of the United States and is
coming to the United States temporarily. 18 Examples of nonimmigrants include “students, tourists,
treaty investors, and foreign government officials.” 19
Immigrant: Any immigrant not listed in the above category; a person who intends to remain in the
United States permanently. 20 This includes people with visas based on family relationships,
employment, or the diversity lottery. 21
Lawful Permanent Resident (LPR): A person who has been admitted to the United States on a
permanent basis.22 LPRs obtain authority to work but may not vote in U.S. elections.23 LPRs are
commonly known as green card holders.24
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