
CHAPTER	3

Legislative	Inaction	and
Executive	Action

Mixed	Status	Families,	the	Dreamer	Movement,
and	DACA

Learning	you	are	undocumented	“is	the	beginning	of	this
process	of	the	other,	of	otherness,	and	not	having	the	same
level	of	security	as	the	people	around	you.”
—Lorella	Praeli,	advocacy	and	policy	director,	United	We	Dream	(interview,	May	14,	2014)

It	is	like	“awakening	to	a	nightmare.”
—Roberto	Gonzales	and	Leo	Chavez	(2012)

DACA	is	life	changing.
—Doris	Meissner,	former	commissioner	of	the	Immigration	and	Naturalization	Service
(Interview	with	Doris	Meissner,	December	6,	2012)

From	 the	 perspective	 of	 the	 immigrant	 community	 and	 their	 advocates,
Deferred	Action	for	Childhood	Arrivals	(DACA)	has	been	the	high	point	of
the	administration	of	President	Barack	Obama.	DACA	responds	to	a	clear
need	for	safety	from	the	threat	of	deportation	and	for	work	authorization
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for	the	1.76	million	young	people	who	are	potentially	eligible.	 It	was	put
into	place	quickly,	and	it	lays	out	a	fair	and	equitable	policy	with	consistent
procedures	for	eligible	youth	and	young	adults	to	apply	to	have	their	status
“dacamented.”
DACA	 provides	 recipients	 a	 temporary	 reprieve	 from	 the	 threat	 of

deportation,	 but	 it	 is	 a	 far	 cry	 from	 comprehensive	 immigration	 reform.
Like	other	forms	of	prosecutorial	discretion,	decisions	are	made	on	a	case-
by-case	 basis	 consistent	 with	 stated	 guidelines.	 Under	 DACA,	 the
guidelines	 have	 been	 formalized	 into	 an	 orderly,	 efficient,	 and	 relatively
transparent	 review	 process	 that	 occurs	 in	 a	 context	 outside	 of	 law
enforcement.	DACA	also	confers	work	authorization	and	paved	the	way	for
some	states	to	permit	dacamented	youth	to	obtain	driver’s	licenses	and	to
pay	 in-state	 college	 tuition.	 Even	 more	 important,	 we	 suggest,	 DACA
provides	a	model	for	broader	systemic	change	designed	to	mitigate	harm
to	youth	that	is	squarely	within	the	purview	of	the	executive	office.
We	focus	in	this	chapter	on	the	policy	process	and	political	mobilizations

leading	 up	 to	 DACA,	 preliminary	 data	 on	 who	 has	 benefited	 from	 the
program	and	who	has	been	left	behind,	and,	for	those	receiving	deferred
action,	 we	 examine	 the	 transition	 from	 being	 undocumented	 to	 being
“dacamented.”
First,	though,	we	address	why	DACA	was	so	necessary.	Drawing	on	our

own	interview	data	as	well	as	 findings	of	other	researchers,	we	examine
the	challenges	confronting	families	whose	members	have	a	mixture	of	legal
statuses,	their	experiences	of	integration	and	marginalization	in	the	United
States,	 and	 the	 impact	 of	 a	 parent’s	 undocumented	 status	 on	 child
development,	early	education,	and	health	outcomes.
We	then	consider	the	experiences	of	members	of	the	“1.5	generation”	as

they	enter	adolescence	and	early	adulthood.	These	youth,	who	came	to	the
United	 States	 as	 young	 children,	 cannot	 easily	 be	 categorized	 as	 either
first	or	second	generation.	They	are	themselves	immigrants,	and	thus	first
generation,	but	they	grew	up	attending	US	schools,	speaking	English,	and
knowing	only	the	United	States	as	home,	like	second-generation	youth.	In
the	past	decade,	these	youth	have	boldly	come	out	of	the	shadows	to	claim
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their	 place	 within	 American	 society.	 They	 have	 renamed	 themselves
Dreamers,	 reminding	 themselves	 and	 others	 not	 only	 of	 the	 DREAM
(Development,	 Relief,	 and	 Education	 for	 Alien	Minors)	 Act,	 which	would
legally	cement	their	status	in	the	United	States,	but	also	of	their	dreams,
their	untapped	potential,	and	the	many	contributions	they	can	make	to	US
society.
We	 conclude	 with	 an	 assessment	 of	 the	 reauthorization	 of	 DACA	 and

efforts	 to	expand	 the	eligibility	 criteria	 to	 include	 those	who	would	have
been	 eligible	 for	 legalization	 under	 Senate	 Bill	 S.744	 had	 it	 passed	 the
House	of	Representatives	 in	2013.	This	discussion	brings	us	back	to	our
starting	 point:	 In	 the	 absence	 of	 legislative	 action,	 what	 structural
mechanisms	are	available	to	mitigate	harm	to	youth	and	families,	and	what
structural	mechanisms	exacerbate	harm?

GROWING	UP	IN	MIXED	STATUS	FAMILIES

In	 2010,	 5.5	 million	 children	 of	 undocumented	 parents	 resided	 in	 the
United	 States.	 Eighty-two	 percent	 of	 them,	 or	 about	 4.5	 million	 youth,
were	born	 in	 the	United	States	 and	 are	US	 citizens.	 The	 remaining	 one
million	 children	 are	 themselves	 undocumented.	 Nearly	 half	 of	 these
undocumented	 youth—about	 400,000—have	 one	 or	 more	 siblings	 who
were	born	in	the	United	States.	And	if	we	count	up	everyone	living	in	these
“mixed	status”	families,	the	total	reaches	nine	million	(Taylor	et	al.	2011).

Strained	Family	Dynamics

When	family	members	hold	different	legal	statuses,	tensions	are	inevitable.
Parents	who	came	 to	 the	United	States	 to	provide	a	better	 life	 for	 their
children	 may	 be	 afraid	 to	 apply	 for	 the	 very	 social	 services	 that	 would
benefit	 their	 children.	 Siblings	 see	 that	 a	 brother	 or	 sister	 has
opportunities	denied	to	them	solely	because	of	when	and	where	they	were
born.	 These	 distinctions	 lead	 to	 complicated,	 and	 often	 strained,	 family
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dynamics	and	to	what	Cecilia	Menjívar	(2006)	has	called	“liminal	legality,”
a	sense	of	being	caught	in	between	statuses	(see	also	Menjívar	and	Abrego
2009;	Menjívar	and	Kanstroom	2013).
An	attorney	told	us	of	a	situation	in	which	a	parent	disclosed	to	the	child

that	 he	was	 unlawfully	 present	 in	 the	United	 States	 in	 the	 safety	 of	 her
office.	 She	 said,	 “They	 had	 lied	 to	 him	 his	 entire	 life.	 I	 mean,	 those
situations	are	heart	wrenching,	because	then	the	child	 is	resentful.	 ‘Why
did	you	do	this	to	me	and	not	my	other	siblings?	Why	do	I	have	to	be	the
one	that’s	penalized	while	everybody	else	gets	to	live	a	real	American	life?’
Yeah,	 it’s	 definitely	 a	 serious	 problem.”	 Similarly,	 a	 child	 advocate
described	the	sometimes	painful	dynamics	 in	mixed	status	families	where
(pointing	in	one	direction)	“Oh,	you	are	the	US	citizen	kid,	you	are	the	hope
of	our	future”	and	(pointing	in	the	other	direction)	“You’re	going	to	be	the
one	that	needs	to	go	to	work	at	a	minimum	wage	job	so	there	is	money	for
your	brother	to	go	to	college.”
Regardless	 of	 their	 own	 immigration	 status,	 fear	 of	 a	 parent’s

deportation	 shapes	 early	 life	 experiences	 for	 children	 of	 undocumented
parents.	As	Dreamer	activist	Lorella	Praeli	told	us,	when	we	tell	our	“story
of	self,”	people	will	talk	of	being	young	and	of	their	mothers	handing	them	a
piece	of	paper	and	saying,	“This	is	who	you	call	if	la	migra	comes	for	me.”
She	continued,	“You’re	young,	and	you’re	supposed	to	feel	like	your	mom	is
going	to	take	care	of	you,	and	all	of	a	sudden	you	are	being	told,	‘I	may	not
come	 back.’	 You	 don’t	 quite	 understand	 why,	 but	 you	 are	 taught	 to
understand	 that,	 it	 is	 the	 beginning	 of	 this	 process	 of	 the	 other,	 of
otherness,	and	not	having	the	same	level	of	security	as	the	people	around
you.”1	 If	 a	 parent	 is	 deported,	 family	 dynamics	 may	 change	 again.	 For
example,	an	immigration	advocate	we	interviewed	recounted	a	situation	in
which	 a	 boy’s	 father	 had	 been	 picked	 up	 by	 Immigration	 and	 Customs
Enforcement	 (ICE):	 “I	 mean,	 just	 going	 to	 school	 and	 coming	 back	 and
knowing	that	your	dad’s	been	detained,	or	he’s	in	Mexico	now.	Sometimes
Mom’s	crying.	I	talked	to	one	of	the	kids	and	his	life	changed	completely.
He	says	that	he	got	older	[snaps	fingers]	like	that.	Now	he	is	in	charge.	His
dad	is	out	of	the	loop.	These	fears	that	Mom	has,	he	can	see	that.	.	.	.	The
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only	income	they	had	was	his	dad,	and	now	that’s	gone,	so	now	he	needs	to
start	looking	for	a	job.”
Although	members	of	one’s	family	and	community	are	important	sources

of	 information	 and	 resources,	 their	 efforts	 to	 be	 helpful	 can	 also	 create
pressure.	 For	 instance,	 undocumented	 young	 adults	 in	 romantic
relationships	with	US	citizens	may	be	pressured	to	marry	before	they	feel
ready,	told	it	is	their	responsibility	to	marry	and	start	the	clock	on	applying
for	 visas	 for	 parents	 or	 other	 family	 members	 at	 risk	 of	 deportation.
Likewise,	if	the	family	is	undocumented	and	the	teenager	needs	a	car	to	go
to	work	or	school,	someone	else	must	buy	the	car,	and	the	family	must	go
through	 this	 intermediary	 to	 arrange	 car	 loan	 payments	 and	 purchase
insurance.	We	were	told	of	a	situation	in	which	a	car	was	rear-ended;	when
the	 family	 contacted	 the	 insurance	 company	 they	 learned	 that	 their
monthly	payment	was	actually	covering	the	cost	of	their	own	car	and	three
others.	 This	 is	 likely	 not	 an	 unusual	 occurrence,	 because	 undocumented
immigrants	may	not	know	the	typical	rate	for	car	insurance	in	the	United
States,	 and	 they	 are	 vulnerable	 to	 exploitation	 by	 others	 within	 their
community	as	well	as	outsiders.
Regardless	of	the	child’s	legal	status,	children	suffer	when	their	parents

are	 undocumented.	 Children	 must	 often	 serve	 as	 language	 and	 cultural
brokers	 for	 their	 parents,	 which	 can	 alter	 family	 dynamics	 in	 multiple
ways.	Their	parents’	status	affects	young	children’s	development	and	early
educational	experiences,	as	well	as	their	later	educational	and	employment
opportunities	 and	 their	 sense	 of	 belonging	 and	 political	 integration.	 We
turn	next	to	a	discussion	of	these	consequences	and	how	they	have	shaped
the	Dreamer	political	movement	and	policy	processes.

Child	Development	and	Early	Education

Child	 development	 experts	 refer	 to	 the	 paradox	 of	 immigrant	 risk	 and
immigrant	promise,	noting	that	children	of	immigrants	tend	to	outperform
children	of	native-born	parents,	particularly	in	lower-income	communities.
This	 is	 most	 apparent	 during	 adolescence,	 when	 children	 of	 immigrants

Zatz, Marjorie S., and Nancy Rodriguez. Dreams and Nightmares : Immigration Policy, Youth, and Families, University of California Press, 2015. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/newschool/detail.action?docID=1882101.
Created from newschool on 2018-02-02 12:05:06.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

5.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



who	have	not	dropped	out	of	school	tend	to	perform	especially	well.	Very
little,	however,	 is	known	about	how	parents’	unauthorized	status	 affects
the	educational,	health,	and	social	development	of	children	and	youth.
Research	by	Carola	Suárez-Orozco,	Marcelo	Suárez-Orozco,	Hirokazu

Yoshikawa,	and	others	is	starting	to	fill	this	gap	(see,	for	example	Suárez-
Orozco,	Suárez-Orozco,	 and	Todorova	2008;	Suárez-Orozco	 et	 al.	 2011;
Yoshikawa	2011;	Yoshikawa	and	Kholoptseva	2012).	They	find	that	young
children	 of	 undocumented	 immigrants	 show	 significantly	 lower	 levels	 of
language	and	 cognitive	development	 compared	with	 the	 children	of	 legal
immigrants	and	native-born	parents,	 increasing	their	risk	of	 lower	school
performance	and	an	array	of	later	problems,	such	as	dropping	out	of	high
school,	blocked	mobility,	and	economic	stagnation.	Thus,	at	 least	some	of
the	 positive	 effects	 of	 being	 a	 child	 of	 immigrants	 wash	 out	 when	 the
parents	are	undocumented.
Hirokazu	 Yoshikawa’s	 three-year	 study	 of	 the	 lives	 of	 four	 hundred

children	born	in	public	hospitals	in	New	York	City	to	Mexican,	Dominican,
and	Chinese	parents	finds	that	US-citizen	children’s	cognitive	development
and	language	skills	are	harmed	by	ages	two	and	three	if	their	parents	lack
a	 pathway	 to	 citizenship.	 These	 deleterious	 effects	 surface	 through
multiple	 channels.	 Parents	 who	 are	 trying	 to	 avoid	 contact	 with
government	 authorities	 are	 often	 afraid	 to	 enroll	 their	 children	 in
preschool,	 child	 care	 subsidies,	 food	 stamps,	 and	 other	 programs	 that
improve	 children’s	 development.	 These	 programs	 may	 also	 require
information	about	the	parents’	employment,	and	parents	who	do	not	have
work	authorization	may	be	unable	or	unwilling	to	provide	this	information.
Yoshikawa	 notes	 one	 element	 of	 the	 paradox	 experienced	 by
undocumented	 parents:	 “The	 very	 same	 government	 that	 could	 deport
them	also	offered	resources	to	their	citizen	children,	in	the	form	of	public
supports	 for	 families	 in	poverty.	 .	 .	 .	But	of	course,	children	cannot	walk
into	 offices	 and	 enroll	 themselves	 in	 these	 programs.	When	 parents	 are
reluctant	to	do	so,	children	cannot	benefit.	.	.	.	Far	too	often,	that	paradox
leads	 to	 citizen	 children	 of	 the	 undocumented	 being	 excluded	 from
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supports	 from	 which	 their	 peers	 with	 documented	 or	 citizen	 parents
benefit”	(2011,	53).
Immigrant	 families,	 and	 particularly	 families	 in	 which	 the	 parents	 are

unauthorized,	have	high	rates	of	 living	 in	poverty.	This	has	repercussions
for	children’s	cognitive	development,	language	skills,	and	early	education.
For	 example,	 many	 immigrant	 parents	 cannot	 afford	 preschool	 learning
materials	 or	 stimulating	 childcare,	 and	 they	 may	 experience	 food	 and
housing	insecurities	(Capps	and	Fix	2012;	Chaudry	et	al.	2010;	Yoshikawa
2011).	 Parents	 may	 also	 owe	 significant	 debts	 to	 smugglers,	 further
reducing	 family	 finances.	 Although	 these	 costs	 tend	 to	 be	 highest	 for
Chinese	 immigrants,	 they	 are	 common	 to	 everyone	 who	 employs	 a
smuggler.	 Moreover,	 because	 undocumented	 workers	 typically	 receive
minimal	pay,	they	often	must	work	long	hours	at	multiple	jobs.	This	leaves
them	with	 little	 time	 to	 spend	with	 their	 children,	and	 their	absence	has
psychological	and	developmental	consequences.
Parents	without	work	authorization	move	frequently	in	search	of	work;

as	 a	 result,	 their	 children	 may	 change	 schools	 several	 times.	 School
mobility,	in	turn,	has	been	linked	to	lowered	school	performance	(Suárez-
Orozco	 et	 al.	 2011).	 Regardless	 of	 the	 child’s	 citizenship	 status,	 having
parents	who	are	unauthorized	 immigrants	 limits	 the	youths’	and	parents’
engagement	in	school.	Parents	are	less	likely	to	interact	with	teachers	or
be	 active	 in	 school	 when	 they	 fear	 deportation	 (Suárez-Orozco	 et	 al.
2011).	They	may	also	be	leery	of	allowing	their	children	to	participate	in
field	trips	or	afterschool	sports	because	this	requires	paperwork,	including
health	forms,	that	parents	fear	could	expose	their	status.	As	 immigration
attorney	and	scholar	Nina	Rabin	reflected	on	findings	of	her	study	of	the
effects	of	Arizona’s	SB	1070	on	youth:

The	level	of	stress	that	these	immigrant	families	are	under	impacts	children	at	school,	and
that’s	a	real	issue	for	the	schools	to	contend	with.	A	lot	of	teachers	we	spoke	to,	in	the	really
small	study	that	I	did,	talked	about	the	fact	that	they	saw	an	impact	on	kids’	performance	in
school	and	their	level	of	stress	and	anxiety	as	a	result	of	all	the	stress	about	SB	1070,	and
what	was	going	 to	happen	with	 it.	And	 .	 .	 .	with	 the	 climate	being	 so	hostile,	 in	general,	 I
think	it	places	a	strain	on	schools	to	encourage	participation	from	parents	.	 .	 .	to	come	to
conferences	or	meetings,	or	just	generally	be	involved	with	the	kids’	education.2
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In	 contrast,	 another	 attorney	who	worked	 on	 immigration	 cases	 in	 an
urban	 community	 center	 suggested	 that	 parents	 felt	 that	 schools	 were
safe,	but	other	institutions	were	not.	She	recounted:

I	think	parents	generally	feel	like	schools	are	a	safe	zone.	They	can	go	to	school.	They	can
ask	 questions.	 They	 can	 be	 there.	 They	 feel	 a	 general	 safety.	 I	 don’t	 think	 that	 they	 think
there’s	any	raids	going	on	at	schools.	.	.	.	Outside	of	school,	there’s	not	many	other	venues.
In	fact,	I’ve	had	a	lot	of	parents	who	are	scared	to	go	to	the	hospital.	A	lot	of	parents	are
scared	to	take	their	kids	to	the	hospital,	they’ll	require	somebody	else	to	take	their	kids	to
the	hospital	because,	if	the	child	is	documented,	they’re	not	going	to	the	hospital	because
they’re	 afraid	 that	 ICE	 or	 DHS	 [Department	 of	 Homeland	 Security]	 will	 be	 called	 to	 pick
them	up	because	they	don’t	have	proof	of	insurance	for	the	child.	Undocumented	children,
even	more	so.

Access	to	Health	Care	and	Other	Benefits

US-citizen	children	are	eligible	for	state	and	federal	health	benefits.	Their
undocumented	siblings,	however,	are	not.	As	a	result,	some	children	within
a	family	may	receive	very	good	health	care,	including	regular	preventative
care,	dental	 checkups,	 and	access	 to	mental	health	provisions	 if	 needed.
Others	in	the	family	do	not	have	access	to	this	care.	This	means	that	if	one
child	in	a	family	has	a	serious	medical	condition,	treatment	is	available	at
relatively	 low	 cost,	 while	 the	 same	 treatment	 is	 not	 available	 for	 the
undocumented	sibling	because	the	family	cannot	afford	the	expense.
Yet	 often	 even	 those	 children	 entitled	 to	 benefits	 do	 not	 receive	 them

because	of	their	parents’	fear	of	engagement	with	authorities.	Immigration
scholar	David	Thronson	suggests,	“Citizen	children	in	mixed	status	families
thus	often	take	on	the	status	of	undocumented	children”	(2010,	247;	see
similarly	 Menjívar	 and	 Abrego	 2012;	 Suárez-Orozco	 et	 al.	 2011;
Yoshikawa	 2011).	 Immigrant	 and	 children’s	 welfare	 advocates	 and
attorneys	recounted	numerous	such	stories,	noting	that	 these	fears	were
especially	virulent	during	the	period	2006	through	2011,	when	state	and
local	governments	across	the	country	were	enacting	the	most	vehemently
anti-immigrant	laws.3

Zatz, Marjorie S., and Nancy Rodriguez. Dreams and Nightmares : Immigration Policy, Youth, and Families, University of California Press, 2015. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/newschool/detail.action?docID=1882101.
Created from newschool on 2018-02-02 12:05:06.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

5.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



As	one	attorney	suggested,	“I	 think	one	of	 the	 issues	that	really	bears
following	is	the	implication	of	all	the	state-level	anti-immigration	legislation
on	US-citizen	kids’	abilities	to	access	benefits,”	noting	that	the	climate	of
fear	led	to	beliefs	that	medical	and	other	social	service	providers	would	be
required	to	report	undocumented	parents	to	authorities.	Similarly,	attorney
Victoria	López	of	the	Arizona	American	Civil	Liberties	Union	[ACLU]	told
us	 that	 such	proposals,	whether	 enacted	 into	 law	or	not,	 send	 ripples	 of
fear	 throughout	 the	 community.	 Her	 agency	 conducted	 a	 series	 of
information	campaigns	to	make	sure	people	knew

that	first	of	all,	US-citizen	children	still	qualified	for	these	specific	benefits,	and	that	even	if
you	are	undocumented,	you	can	still	access	emergency	medical	services	and	certain	other
services	 under	 federal	 law,	 and	 that	 public	 benefit	 employees	 should	 still	 not	 be	 asking
certain	questions	of	you	even	if	you	are	undocumented	and	you	are	trying	to	access	services
that	you	or	your	child	are	still	eligible	for.	.	.	.	Even	the	announcement	of	these	kinds	of	bills,
even	if	they	don’t	become	law,	have	such	damaging	impacts	for	families.	.	.	.	Because	if	the
school	 can	 ask	me	about	my	kid’s	 immigration	 status,	well	maybe	 the	doctor	 can	 ask	me
about	my	kid’s	immigration	status,	and	maybe	all	these	other	folks	that	you	would	go	to	to
access	 public	 services	 also	 put	 me	 in	 a	 position	 where	 I	 could	 be,	 where	 I	 or	 my	 family
member,	could	be	arrested	and	deported.4

This	comment	from	a	local	attorney	is	consistent	with	findings	across	the
country	and	 reflects	parents’	 fears	of	 exposing	 themselves	 to	 the	 risk	of
deportation	and	their	concern	that	use	of	public	resources,	even	for	their
citizen	 children,	 could	make	 them	 ineligible	 for	 legalization	under	 future
legislation	(Menjívar	2006,	2012;	Thronson	2010;	Van	Hook,	Landale,	and
Hillemeier	2013).
In	 addition,	 a	 growing	 number	 of	 researchers	 have	 documented	 the

ongoing	stress	caused	by	children’s	fears	that	their	parents,	and	in	some
cases	 the	 children	 themselves,	 could	 be	 deported	 at	 any	 time.	 This
manifests	 in	 depression,	 anxiety,	 and	 separation	 disorders,	 and	 other
mental	health	problems	that	affect	children’s	development	and	educational
success	(see	Boehm	2012;	Brabeck	and	Xu	2010;	Brotherton	and	Barrios
2011;	 Capps	 et	 al.	 2007;	 Chaudry	 et	 al.	 2010;	 Hagan,	 Eschbach,	 and
Rodríguez	 2008;	 Hagan,	 Rodríguez,	 and	 Castro	 2011;	 Menjívar	 and
Abrego	2012;	Yoshikawa	2011).
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UNDOCUMENTED	TEENS	AND	YOUNG	ADULTS

Throughout	 the	 K–12	 years,	 schools	 provide	 a	 safe	 cocoon	 for
undocumented	 students.	 In	 Plyler	 v.	 Doe	 (1982),	 the	 Supreme	 Court
decreed	that	every	child	 living	 in	 the	United	States	has	a	right	 to	attend
public	schools,	regardless	of	his	or	her	 immigration	status.	The	rationale
for	 this	 decision	 was	 that	 the	 students	 were	 not	 responsible	 for	 their
citizenship	status	because	they	had	entered	the	country	as	young	children.
To	 deny	 these	 youth	 education,	 Justice	 Brennan	 argued,	 would	 create	 a
lifetime	of	hardship	and	a	permanent	underclass,	and	would	“not	comport
with	fundamental	conceptions	of	justice”	(Plyler	v.	Doe	1982,	220;	see	also
Gleeson	 and	 Gonzales	 2012;	 Olivas	 2012b;	 Shaina	 and	 Small	 2013).	 As
Justice	Brennan	recognized,	 the	primary	and	secondary	school	years	are
formative	to	youths’	later	success.	Shannon	Gleeson	and	Roberto	Gonzales
take	 this	 a	 step	 further,	 arguing,	 “The	 result	 of	 the	 school	 socialization
experience	is	to	empower	undocumented	youth	to	dream	big	irrespective
of	their	immigration	status”	(2012,	10).
By	the	end	of	high	school,	however,	undocumented	teenagers	have	come

to	realize	tangible	consequences	of	their	immigration	status.	In	most	states
they	are	unable	to	obtain	driver’s	licenses.	They	do	not	have	valid	Social
Security	 numbers	 and	 so	 cannot	 legally	 work.	 They	 are	 ineligible	 for
federal	 financial	 aid	 for	 college,	 and	 in	 most	 states	 are	 not	 eligible	 for
state-based	aid.	If	they	are	also	denied	in-state	tuition,	the	cost	becomes
exorbitant,	making	higher	education,	especially	at	 four-year	colleges	and
universities,	an	unattainable	goal	for	many	youth	(Abrego	2011;	Gonzales
2010).
Roberto	 Gonzales	 and	 Leo	 Chavez	 (2012)	 call	 this	 recognition

“awakening	 to	 a	 nightmare.”	 They	 draw	 upon	 Sarah	 Willen’s	 (2007)
concept	 of	 abjectivity	 to	 demonstrate	 how	 abjectivity	 and	 illegality
combine	 to	 define	 and	 constrain	 daily	 life	 for	 members	 of	 the	 1.5
generation.	Based	on	interviews	and	surveys	conducted	in	Orange	County,
California,	 they	 found	 that,	 as	 children,	most	undocumented	youth	 “were
not	 required	 to	produce	 identification.	 It	 is	 only	when	 they	attempted	 to
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assert	 their	 position	 in	 the	American	mainstream	 that	 the	 importance	of
identification	became	essential.	This	was	a	defining	moment,	a	challenge	to
their	taken-for-granted	identity	and	sense	of	belonging.	This	often	came	as
a	surprise	to	many	who	were	unaware	of	their	unauthorized	immigration
status	 or	 its	 significance”	 (2012,	 262).	 Similarly,	 Abrego	 (2006,	 2008,
2011),	 Coutin	 (2007),	 Gleeson	 and	 Gonzales	 (2012),	 and	 Menjívar	 and
Abrego	(2012)	find	that	this	awareness	of	not	fully	belonging,	questioning
of	 identity,	 and	associated	 shame	and	 stigma,	 typified	 the	 experiences	 of
adolescents	 and	 young	 adults	 who	 came	 to	 the	 United	 States	 as	 young
children.	These	feelings	could	materialize	at	any	moment.	For	example,	a
Dream	movement	activist	 recalled	going	 to	 the	movies	at	 age	 seventeen
with	a	friend	in	her	predominantly	white	neighborhood,	only	to	be	turned
away	because	she	did	not	have	identification	to	get	into	the	R-rated	movie.
In	this	way,	everyday	experiences	can	become	defining	moments,	as	youth
“awaken	to	the	nightmare”	of	what	it	means	to	be	undocumented.
Following	 this	 awakening,	 Gonzales	 (2011)	 suggests	 that	 youth	 begin

“learning	to	be	illegal.”	With	this	change	in	their	legal	consciousness,	youth
come	 to	 recognize	 that	 they	 do	 not	 have	 all	 of	 the	 rights	 and	 privileges
available	to	their	friends,	neighbors,	and	classmates.	Their	membership	in
American	 society	 is	 partial—what	 Susan	 Coutin	 (2000,	 2003)	 calls	 the
contradiction	between	one’s	 physical	 and	 social	 presence	 in	 the	 country.
These	 youth	 are	 not	 fully	 incorporated	 into	 American	 society,	 yet	 their
sense	 of	 belonging	 is	 no	 greater	 anywhere	 else,	 as	 they	 grew	 up	 in	 the
United	States,	speak	English,	attend	US	schools,	and	have	always	assumed
that	the	United	States	was	home.
Drawing	on	Cecilia	Menjívar’s	(2006)	work,	Suárez-Orozco	et	al.	assert

that	 these	youth	are	“in	 the	untenable	position	of	 interminable	 liminality.
These	 ‘betwixt	 and	 between’	 residents	 of	 the	 United	 States	 attempt	 to
perform	symbolic	and	ritual	claims	of	belonging	without	the	corresponding
reciprocal	 condition	 of	 acknowledgment”	 (2011,	 444).	 Liminality	 theory,
they	suggest	“becomes	a	particularly	useful	frame	for	understanding	how
their	 formal	entry	 into	adulthood	is	complicated—while,	on	the	one	hand,
they	are	inevitably	propelled	into	adulthood,	on	the	other,	they	are	denied
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participation	 in	 state-sanctioned	 rites	 of	 passage,	 like	 getting	 a	 driver’s
license	 or	 passport	 and	 facile	 entry	 into	 college	 or	 legally	 sanctioned
passage	into	the	work	force”	(2011,	454).	Leisy	Abrego	(2011)	adds	that
immigrants’	 understanding	 of	 this	 liminal	 legality,	 that	 is,	 their	 legal
consciousness,	 is	 experienced	 differently	 depending	 upon	 their	 social
position.	 Among	 the	 relevant	 factors	 contributing	 to	 undocumented
immigrants’	legal	consciousness,	Abrego	assigns	primary	importance	to	the
age	 at	 which	 they	 migrated	 and	 whether	 they	 are	 in	 the	 relatively
protected	confines	of	school	or	in	the	workforce.	Even	within	the	comfort
of	 a	 college	dormitory,	 the	 simple	question,	 “Where	are	 you	 from?,”	 can
raise	 anxieties	 and	 questions	 about	 what	 identity	 the	 undocumented
college	 student	 can	 claim.	 As	 one	 respondent	 recounted	 to	 us,	 “I	 really
struggled,	I	think	it	was	the	beginning	of	really	owning	what	it	means	to	be
undocumented	and	not	knowing	how	to	deal	with	it.”
Unauthorized	 teens	 and	 young	 adults	 must	 learn	 what	 they	 are	 not

allowed	to	do,	how	to	avoid	drawing	attention	to	themselves,	and	what	to
do	 if	 they	 are	 caught	 by	 immigration	 authorities.	 By	 paying	 attention	 to
these	 changes	 in	 legal	 consciousness,	 we	 see	 “the	 effects	 laws	 have	 on
migrants’	 day-to-day	 lives,	 revealing	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 undocumented
persons	experience	inclusion	and	exclusion	and	how	these	experiences	can
change	over	time,	in	interactions	with	different	persons,	and	across	various
spaces”	 (Gonzales	 2011,	 606;	 see	 also	Menjívar	 and	 Kanstroom	 2013).
The	ramifications	can	be	huge.	As	Suárez-Orozco	and	her	colleagues	state,
“Unauthorized	young	adults	may	 find	themselves	 tempted	to	secure	 false
Social	Security	cards	or	driver’s	licenses	in	order	to	find	work.	.	.	.	Once
they	dip	their	toes	in	the	underground	waters	of	false	driver’s	licenses	and
Social	Security	numbers,	they	are	at	risk	of	getting	caught	in	the	undertow
of	a	vast	and	unforgiving	ocean	of	complex	legal	currents”	(2011,	455).
Unlike	their	peers,	for	whom	a	minor	delinquent	act	would	likely	result

in	 probation	 or	 a	 diversion	 program,	 the	 results	 can	 be	 disastrous	 if
undocumented	teens	get	into	trouble	with	school	or	legal	authorities.	Emily
Butera	of	the	Women’s	Refugee	Commission	told	us	this	story	of	a	boy	she
met	in	an	Office	of	Refugee	Resettlement	(ORR)	facility	in	Arizona:
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He	told	me	 that	he	was	picking	on	a	girl,	but	 I	 think	he	was	 trying	 to	 flirt	with	her	 in	 that
awkward	way	that	adolescent	boys	do.	In	the	process,	he	took	her	iPhone	out	of	her	hands.
School	 security	got	 involved	and	called	 the	police.	He	was	 living	 in	Maricopa	County	 and
the	next	thing	you	know,	he	has	an	ICE	hold	on	him	and	he’s	placed	into	the	ORR	system.	At
the	time	I	met	him,	he’d	been	away	from	his	family	for	months.	I	can’t	even	remember	how
long	it	was,	but	it	was	a	significant	period	of	time.	This	kid	spoke	perfect	English.	He’d	been
here	since	he	was	one.	He	didn’t	remember	Mexico.	He	just	wanted	to	go	back	to	his	school
and	back	to	his	mom.5

For	 these	 youth,	 many	 of	 whom	 did	 not	 even	 know	 they	 were
undocumented	 until	 their	 teenage	 years,	 the	 possibility	 of	 deportation	 is
suddenly	very	real.	They	have	no	claim	to	relief,	and	in	the	blink	of	an	eye
they	could	be	deported	to	a	country	they	don’t	remember,	where	they	don’t
speak	the	language	or	speak	it	poorly,	and	where	they	don’t	know	anyone.

Going	to	College	While	Undocumented

One	of	the	primary	paths	to	success	in	US	society	is	a	college	education.
Yet	for	undocumented	students	to	attend	college	requires	that	they	“have
squeezed	 their	 way	 through	 narrow	 openings	 along	 the	 educational
pipeline”	 (Abrego	 and	Gonzales	 2010,	 147).	Not	 surprisingly,	 Passel	 and
Cohn	 (2009)	 report	 that	 40	percent	 of	 undocumented	 young	adults	 ages
18–24	 have	 not	 completed	 high	 school,	 compared	 to	 8	 percent	 of	 the
general	US	population.	Of	those	who	did	graduate	from	high	school,	only
49	 percent	 went	 on	 to	 college,	 compared	 to	 71	 percent	 of	 the	 US
population.	These	educational	outcomes	bifurcate,	depending	upon	the	age
when	the	undocumented	youth	came	to	the	United	States.	Three-quarters
(72	 percent)	 of	 the	 youth	 who	 came	 to	 the	 United	 States	 before	 age
fourteen	 graduated	 high	 school,	 compared	 to	 54	 percent	 of	 their
counterparts	who	arrived	when	they	were	age	fourteen	or	older.	And,	61
percent	of	those	youth	who	came	to	the	United	States	by	age	fourteen	are
in	college	or	have	attended	college,	compared	to	42	percent	of	those	who
were	fourteen	or	older	when	they	arrived	(Passel	and	Cohn	2009).	Thus,
youth	 who	 arrived	 in	 the	 United	 States	 as	 younger	 children	 have
educational	outcomes	closer	to	the	national	norm.
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Prior	 to	 about	 2006,	 some	 states,	 such	 as	Arizona,	 allowed	 their	 high
school	 graduates	 to	 pay	 resident	 tuition,	 regardless	 of	 their	 immigration
status.	 They	 were	 not	 eligible	 for	 financial	 aid,	 but	 at	 many	 public
universities,	the	tuition	was	affordable.	Then,	in	the	wave	of	anti-immigrant
legislative	 fervor	 sweeping	 the	 country,	 Arizona,	 Alabama,	 Colorado,
Georgia,	 South	 Carolina,	 and	 Indiana	 passed	 legislation	 excluding
previously	eligible	undocumented	immigrants	from	paying	resident	tuition.
This	 largely	 froze	 undocumented	 students	 out	 of	 a	 college	 education,
especially	because	they	could	not	obtain	federal	financial	aid	such	as	loans,
grants-in-aid,	 or	 work	 study,	 or	 state-based	 aid	 in	 most	 of	 the	 country
(Flores	2010;	Gonzales	2010;	Suárez-Orozco	et	al.	2011).	Georgia	went
as	 far	as	 to	ban	undocumented	students	 from	enrolling	 in	selective	state
colleges	 and	 universities	 in	 2010	 if	 the	 institution	 “has	 not	 admitted	 all
academically	qualified	applicants	in	the	two	most	recent	years”	(National
Conference	of	State	Legislatures	2014a).

THE	DREAM	ACT,	DACA,	AND	POLITICAL	MOBILIZATION

Although	 some	 state	 and	 federal	 legislators	 have	 called	 for	measures	 to
curtail	Fourteenth	Amendment	guarantees	of	citizenship	for	all	those	born
within	 the	 United	 States	 (Preston	 2011),	 there	 is	 also	 widespread
sympathy	for	those	youth	who	entered	the	country	as	young	children	and
who	 have	 grown	 up	 calling	 the	 United	 States	 home.	 This	 sympathy	 has
crystalized	 in	 the	DREAM	 (Development,	Relief,	 and	Education	 for	Alien
Minors)	Act,	which	would	regularize	the	status	of	these	young	people	and
put	them	on	a	path	to	citizenship.
First	introduced	in	April	2001	by	Representative	Luis	Gutiérrez	as	H.R.

1582,	 the	 bill	 has	 been	 reintroduced	 almost	 annually.	 While	 it	 varies
slightly	from	one	iteration	to	another,	the	DREAM	Act	would	make	those
youth	 within	 the	 ages	 specified	 (depending	 on	 the	 bill,	 this	 fluctuates
between	a	minimum	age	of	12–15	and	a	maximum	age	of	30–35	at	the	time
of	the	law’s	passage)	eligible	for	conditional	permanent	residency	status	if
they	 arrived	 in	 the	United	 States	 before	 the	 age	 of	 sixteen,	 lived	 in	 the
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United	 States	 for	 at	 least	 five	 years	 prior	 to	 the	 date	 of	 the	 bill’s
enactment,	 graduated	 from	 a	 US	 high	 school	 or	 earned	 a	 GED	 or	 have
been	 accepted	 to	 a	 US	 college	 or	 university,	 and	 have	 good	 moral
character	(that	 is,	do	not	have	a	criminal	record	or	pose	a	security	risk,
and	are	not	inadmissible	or	removable	on	other	grounds).
The	DREAM	Act	has	appeared	 in	multiple	 formats.	Some	years,	 it	has

stood	on	its	own;	other	years,	it	has	been	incorporated	into	comprehensive
reform	 or	 attached	 to	 different	 bills,	 such	 as	 the	 2007	 Department	 of
Defense	authorization	bill.	It	came	very	close	to	passing	into	law	in	2007
and	2010.	As	Michael	Olivas	recounts:

A	little	luck	might	have	helped	turn	the	corner:	had	Senator	Kennedy	been	well,	had	Senator
Specter	not	backed	away,	had	the	fires	not	broken	out	in	California,	had	Senator	Dodd	not
taken	a	walk,	had	there	not	been	a	presidential	election	looming,	all	for	want	of	a	nail.	But
all	legislation,	not	just	that	affecting	immigration,	has	to	face	the	cards	in	play	on	the	table
at	the	time	of	its	consideration.	The	2010	efforts	were	also	doomed,	this	time	by	extremely
partisan	politics	and	the	crowded	calendar	of	events	in	the	111th	Congress,	especially	with
voting	just	before	and	just	after	the	midterm	2010	elections.	(2012b,	81)

The	Dreamer	Political	Movement

The	youth	who	would	have	been	eligible	for	regularized	status	under	the
DREAM	Act	 have	 come	 to	 be	 known	 as	 “Dreamers.”	 They	 have	 largely
succeeded	 in	 their	 efforts	 “to	 capture	 the	 imagination	 of	 the	 American
people	 and	 redefine	 what	 it	 means	 to	 ‘be	 American’”	 (Aber	 and	 Small
2013,	 88).	 They	 have	 developed	 a	 strong	 social	 movement	 and	 viable
political	 presence	 and	 have	 “consciously	 and	 consistently	 established
themselves	and	their	movement	as	the	heirs	to	the	struggle	for	equality	of
Civil	 Rights	 era	 activists,	 staging	 provocative	 sit-ins	 and	 nonviolent
protests,	marches	 and	acts	 of	 civil	 disobedience”	 (Aber	 and	Small	 2013,
89).
As	 occurs	 in	 every	 political	 movement,	 the	 various	 Dreamer

organizations	 and	 their	 allies	 do	 not	 all	 agree	 on	 which	 tactics	 and
strategies	will	be	most	effective	in	a	specific	context,	or	on	the	ideal	end
goals.	 These	 differences	 in	 perspectives	 manifest,	 for	 example,	 in
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disagreements	 as	 to	 whether	 and	 how	 far	 to	 align	 themselves	 with	 the
Obama	 administration,	 whether	 pushing	 hard	 for	 executive	 action	 will
derail	possible	legislation,	and	whether	to	publicly	expose	others	who	are
undocumented.
Borrowing	 from	 the	 civil	 rights	 movement,	 Dreamers	 organized	 mass

May	Day	marches	 in	cities	across	the	country	 in	2006,	and	in	2010	they
enacted	 the	Trail	 of	Dreams—a	1,500-mile	walk	 from	Miami,	Florida,	 to
Washington,	DC.	They	have	also	drawn	from	the	experiences	of	the	LGBT
(lesbian,	 gay,	 bisexual,	 transgender)	 and	 Chicano	 movements.	 From	 the
GLBT	 community,	 they	 learned	 the	 importance	 of	 putting	 a	 face	 and	 a
human	 story	 to	 their	 experiences	 (Sharry	 2013).	 They	 are	 coming	 out
publicly	 so	 that	 neighbors,	 classmates,	 and	 coworkers	 are	 forced	 to
recognize	 that	 they	 know	 many	 undocumented	 people,	 that	 they	 share
similar	values	and	goals,	and	they	are	not	alien	“others”	to	be	ignored	or
condemned.	 Dreamers	 have	 staged	 events	 at	 border	 crossings	 and	 in
schools,	 demonstrating	 the	many	ways	 in	which	 they	 could,	 and	 in	many
cases	 already	 do,	 contribute	 to	 US	 society,	 and	 how	 their	 immigration
status	is	a	barrier	to	further	contributions	they	might	make.	Some	of	the
most	 visible	 examples	 include	 Jose	 Antonio	 Vargas,	 a	 Pulitzer	 Prize–
winning	journalist	who	came	out	as	undocumented	in	2011	in	a	New	York
Times	Magazine	story	in	an	effort	to	advocate	for	passage	of	the	DREAM
Act,	and	groups	of	Dreamers	dressed	in	graduation	robes	seeking	entrée
at	border	crossings	in	Arizona	and	Texas.
Lorella	 Praeli,	 director	 of	 advocacy	 and	 policy	 for	 the	 largest	 of	 the

Dreamer	organizations,	United	We	Dream,	told	us	that	Dreamers	learned
five	 key	 lessons	 from	 earlier	 social	 movements.	 First,	 they	 came	 to
recognize	the	importance	of	incremental	change	and	small	wins.	Although
comprehensive	immigration	reform	is	a	primary	goal,	she	said,	if	that	does
not	seem	likely	at	a	given	moment,	then	go	for	the	narrower	DREAM	Act,
and	 if	 that	 isn’t	 possible,	 push	 for	 administrative	 relief,	 such	 as	 DACA.
Second,	they	learned	the	power	of	personal	narratives	and	oral	histories.
Third,	as	a	youth-led	movement,	 they	quickly	came	to	recognize	 the	role
that	youth	play	in	fighting	for	social	change.	Fourth,	they	realized	that	they
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have	the	agency	to	create	change.	Being	young,	she	suggests,	allows	them
to	take	risks.	But	they	are	also	capable	of	taking	charge,	and	they	are	not
to	be	patronized	or	placated.	And	fifth,	they	have	learned	that	when	they
come	 forward	 in	 public	 spheres	 as	 an	 organized	 group,	 they	 have	 the
ability	to	confront	power	and	demand	action.6

Some	immigrant	rights	advocates	have	at	times	been	reluctant	to	push
for	a	stand-alone	DREAM	Act	out	of	concern	that	it	would	peel	away	the
most	popular	element	of	comprehensive	reform,	making	it	even	harder	to
enact	 the	broader	 legislation	 they	sought.	When	we	asked	Lorella	Praeli
how	 her	 organization	 chose	 between	 administrative	 and	 legislative
strategies,	she	replied	that	she	does	not	see	them	as	exclusive	strategies.
Moreover,	 as	 a	 vibrant	 youth	 organization,	 she	 sees	 the	 movement	 as
being	in	a	good	position	to	take	the	lead	in	making	difficult,	risky	choices.
As	she	recalled:

In	 2010	 the	 broad	 immigrant	 rights	 movement	 was	 focused	 on	 pursuing	 a	 CIR
[comprehensive	 immigration	 reform]	 strategy.	 They	 wanted	 to	 push	 for	 comprehensive
immigration	 reform.	And	we	said	no.	Halfway	 through	 the	year	we	 realized	 it	was	actually
not	a	winning	strategy.	We	don’t	have	the	votes	for	CIR.	We	may	not	even	have	the	votes	for
DREAM.	But	why	don’t	we	 try	 to	push	 for	something	narrow,	and	at	 that	point	compelling.
Because	 this	 was	 a	 time	 .	 .	 .	 in	 2010,	 Dreamers	 were	 just	 really	 beginning	 a	 lot	 of	 the
forceful	coming	out.	And	I	don’t	think	before	then	people	really	knew	or	understood	what	it
meant	 to	 be	 undocumented.	 Right?	 And	 so,	 we	 made	 the	 shift.	 We	 literally	 shifted	 the
movement	from	CIR	to	DREAM.	And	then	you	had	the	lame	duck	vote.	So	then,	DREAM	fails
December	of	2010.

She	 continued,	 explaining	 the	 shift	 in	 the	 organization’s	 focus	 from	 a
legislative	solution,	which	they	determined	was	unlikely	to	succeed	in	the
short	term,	to	administrative	relief:

And	then	we	get	together	in	Memphis	Tennessee	in	March	of	2011.	And	that	is	when	we	said
.	.	.	I	mean	in	2010	we	had	begun	the	conversations	on	administrative	relief	strategies,	but
we	were	still	learning	about	it,	we	wanted	to	understand	it.	And	in	2011	we	said	our	primary
target	 is	 going	 to	 be	 the	 administration.	 Based	 on	 our	 own	 political	 analysis,	 we	 don’t
believe	that	a	permanent	legislative	solution	is	possible	right	now.	And	so,	what	is	going	to
get	us	a	win	to	build	power,	to	give	people	temporary	certainty	and	security,	to	resource	our
community	 so	 that	 they	 have	 the	 ability	 to	 work,	 and	 to	 feel	 safe	 from	 the	 threat	 of
deportation?	 I	mean,	 those	were	 the	 things	we	were	considering,	and	to	continue	 to	build,
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because	if	you	are	not	making	incremental	wins,	it	is	very	hard.	People	need	wins.	And	that
is	when	we	said	we	are	going	to	shift,	we	are	not	going	to	focus	on	legislation,	we	are	going
to	push	the	administration.	That	was	early	2011.7

United	 We	 Dream	 and	 its	 allies	 decided	 on	 a	 multipronged	 strategy,
highlighting	 thirty	 legal	 cases	 to	 educate	 others	 about	 undocumented
youth.	 They	 developed	 the	 Education	Not	 Deportation	 (END)	 campaign,
and	then	in	2012	rebranded	this	as	the	“Right	to	Dream”	campaign.	As	the
2012	 elections	 approached,	 it	 was	 clear	 to	 movement	 activists	 that	 the
Obama	 administration	 had	 failed	 to	 champion	 immigration	 reform.	 The
Dreamers	had	helped	to	energize	the	Latino	and	youth	electorates	in	2008,
and	all	they	had	seen	from	the	Obama	administration	in	return	were	more
and	 more	 deportations.	 President	 Obama	 needed	 a	 strong	 Latino	 vote
turnout	 in	 the	 2012	 elections,	 so	 movement	 activists	 asked	 themselves,
How	can	we	leverage	this	moment	to	get	what	we	need?	Although	many	on
the	left	were	concerned	that	the	Dreamers	were	asking	for	too	much,	and
this	 could	 risk	 the	Obama	presidency	and	 result	 in	 a	win	 for	Republican
candidate	Mitt	Romney,	Dreamers	used	the	opportunity	to	demand	change
and	successfully	pushed	for	administrative	relief.	As	a	former	government
official	concluded,	“The	only	reason	 there	 is	DACA	 is	because	 these	kids
stood	up	and	they	blocked	and	they	chained	and	they	put	it	in	Obama’s	face
and	 there	 wasn’t	 any	 way	 he	 could	 win	 the	 election	 without	 doing
something.	Could	he	have	done	it	the	first	time	he	promised	to	do	it?	Hell
yes,	he	could	have.	He	could	have	done	a	ton	of	different	things.”
On	 June	 15,	 2012,	 President	 Barack	 Obama,	 Secretary	 of	 Homeland

Security	Janet	Napolitano,	and	Director	of	US	Citizenship	and	Immigration
Services	 (and	 since	 December	 2013,	 Deputy	 Secretary	 of	 Homeland
Security)	 Alejandro	 Majorkas	 announced	 the	 Deferred	 Action	 for
Childhood	Arrivals	Program,	with	an	effective	date	just	two	months	later,
on	August	15,	2012.

DACA
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Deferred	action	is	not	new,	though	prior	to	DACA	it	was	best	known	as	the
mechanism	that	allowed	late	Beatle	John	Lennon	to	remain	in	the	United
States	 in	 the	 1970s	 while	 Lennon	 and	 his	 wife,	 Yoko	 Ono,	 searched	 for
Ono’s	 daughter.	 Lennon	 had	 an	 earlier	 drug	 conviction	 in	 the	 United
Kingdom,	 and	 this	 precluded	 his	 being	 granted	 residency	 (Olivas	 2012a;
see	also	Wadha	2010).	Ironically,	today	a	drug	conviction	is	one	of	the	key
factors	that	would	make	an	immigrant	ineligible	for	DACA.
DACA	is	administered	by	the	agency	within	DHS	that	is	most	supportive

of	 immigrant	 integration,	 US	 Citizenship	 and	 Immigration	 Services
(USCIS).	 The	 eligibility	 criteria	have	been	well	 publicized,	 so	 those	who
are	clearly	not	eligible	do	not	need	to	risk	coming	out	of	the	shadows	and
then	being	denied.	DACA	also	 has	 enormous	 symbolic	 value,	 providing	 a
blueprint	 for	 how	 a	 legalization	 program	 might	 proceed	 under
comprehensive	immigration	reform.	For	these	reasons	Tom	Wong	and	his
colleagues,	 among	 others,	 conclude,	 “The	 DACA	 announcement
represented	a	victory	 for	undocumented	youth	and	their	allies”	 (Wong	et
al.	2013,	1).
Yet	 as	 a	 policy	 analyst	 told	 us,	 because	 it	 is	 a	 form	 of	 prosecutorial

discretion	and	does	not	have	the	force	of	law,	“DACA	can	help,	but	it’s	the
uncertainty,	and	PD	continues	that	uncertainty”	of	whether	a	loved	one	can
remain	 in	 the	 country	 indefinitely	 or	 whether	 the	 program	will	 end	 and
family	members	will	once	again	be	at	risk	for	deportation.

Meeting	the	Eligibility	Requirements

Approximately	1.76	million	young	people	are	potentially	eligible	for	DACA
(Batalova	and	Mittelstadt	2012).	Of	these,	72	percent,	or	1.26	million,	met
the	 age	 requirement	 at	 the	 time	DACA	was	 announced,	 and	 another	 28
percent	were	 under	 age	 fifteen	 but	 could	 be	 eligible	 in	 the	 future.	 It	 is
estimated	that	about	800,000	of	the	potential	beneficiaries	were	enrolled
in	K–12	schools	in	2012,	another	390,000	had	graduated	from	high	school
or	had	a	GED,	80,000	had	a	college	degree,	and	140,000	were	enrolled	in
college.	 The	 remaining	 350,000	 did	 not	 have	 a	 high	 school	 degree	 and

Zatz, Marjorie S., and Nancy Rodriguez. Dreams and Nightmares : Immigration Policy, Youth, and Families, University of California Press, 2015. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/newschool/detail.action?docID=1882101.
Created from newschool on 2018-02-02 12:05:06.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

5.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



were	 not	 enrolled	 in	 school,	 meaning	 they	 would	 need	 to	 re-enroll	 or
complete	 their	 degrees	 or	 GEDs	 to	 qualify	 (Batalova	 and	 Mittelstadt
2012).
USCIS	 and	 community	 organizations	 have	 made	 substantial	 efforts	 to

publicize	 eligibility	 criteria	 and	 resources.	 USCIS	 posted	 detailed
Frequently	 Asked	 Questions	 on	 its	 website,	 and	 immigrant-serving
community	 organizations	 and	 legal	 service	 providers	 have	 shared
information	 and	 posted	 a	 host	 of	 resources	 online.	 The	 Immigration
Advocates	 Network	 has	 collaborated	 with	 national	 partners	 to	 help
advocates	 and	 applicants	 alike	 learn	 more	 about	 the	 program.	 In
December	2013,	they	sent	out	emails	to	subscribers	of	relevant	listservs
announcing	 the	 availability	 of	 information	 through	 United	 We	 Dream’s
“Own	 the	 Dream”	 campaign	 website.	 These	 resources	 include	 an
interactive	 online	 screening	 and	 application	 interview	 to	 help	 applicants
learn	about	eligibility	criteria	and	how	to	fill	out	the	forms,	a	directory	of
free	 or	 low-cost	 nonprofit	 immigration	 legal	 services	 providers,	 another
Frequently	 Asked	 Questions	 page	 that,	 when	 we	 visited	 it	 on	 May	 12,
2014,	included	forty-seven	questions,	training	materials,	events,	and	news
updates.	The	website	also	includes	resources	for	advocates,	such	as	guides
for	 completing	 the	 application	 forms,	 strategies	 for	 proving	 that	 the
education	and	residency	requirements	have	been	met,	screening	guides	for
other	potential	sources	of	relief	 (for	example,	Special	 Immigrant	Juvenile
Status),	 and	 tips	 for	 writing	 affidavits.	 The	 email	 from	 the	 Immigration
Advocates	 Network	 also	 provided	 links	 to	 advocacy	 alerts,	 information
regarding	 the	 availability	 of	 a	 driver’s	 license	 in	 different	 states,	 and
resources	 relevant	 to	 college	 attendance,	 including	 an	 interactive	 map
showing	which	states	provide	some	degree	of	tuition	eligibility	or	financial
aid	for	undocumented	students.
Reflective	of	the	technology-savvy	generation	to	which	DACA	applicants

belong,	 the	 Immigration	 Advocates	 Network,	 American	 Immigration
Council,	and	American	Immigration	Lawyers	Association	 jointly	created	a
free	“Pocket	DACA”	app,	available	for	Android	and	Apple	smartphones	and
tablets,	to	help	prospective	applicants	learn	about	DACA	eligibility.	Social
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media	 such	 as	 Facebook	 and	 Twitter	 supplement	 traditional	 media	 to
provide	 information	 and	 to	 publicize	 success	 stories	 designed	 to	 inspire
other	 eligible	 youth	 to	 apply	 (Wong	 et	 al.	 2013).	 In	 addition,	 several
universities	 and	 colleges,	 mostly	 in	 California,	 have	 opened	 Dreamers
Resource	 Centers,	 which	 provide	 information	 about	 financial	 aid,
internships,	 and	 other	 resources	 as	 well	 as	 academic	 and	 emotional
support	for	undocumented	college	students.	Finally,	the	Mexican	consulate
has	been	proactive	in	providing	assistance	to	Mexican	immigrants	needing
birth	certificates,	passports,	and	consular	identification	cards	to	establish
their	place	and	date	of	birth.	Mexican	consular	offices	across	the	United
States	have	expanded	their	hours	of	operation,	provided	public	outreach,
and	 offered	 assistance	 to	 DACA	 clinics.	 Like	 the	 Pocket	 DACA	 app,	 the
Mexican	 Consulate	 has	 also	 created	 a	 free	 micro-consular	 app,
“MiConsulMex,”	for	the	Android	and	Apple	platforms.
The	availability	of	these	resources	has	meant	that	very	few	individuals

are	applying	for	DACA	unless	they	are	clearly	eligible.	This	may	change	if
applicants	 with	 less	 clear-cut	 cases	 start	 coming	 forward	 in	 increasing
numbers.	 With	 time,	 however,	 new	 sources	 of	 documentation	 are
emerging.	 For	 example,	 in	 addition	 to	 school	 records,	 rent	 and	 utility
receipts,	 vaccination	 records,	 and	 records	 confirming	 participation	 in	 a
religious	ceremony,	we	have	heard	stories	of	youth	who	have	successfully
used	Facebook	postings	with	GPS	locators	to	show	that	they	were	 in	the
United	States	on	a	given	date.

DACA	Implementation:	Year	1	Applicant	Demographics

Initial	 analyses	 of	 the	 first	 year	 of	 DACA’s	 implementation	 have	 been
conducted	 by	 Batalova	 et	 al.	 (2013),	 Singer	 and	 Svejlenka	 (2013),	 and
Wong	et	al.	(2013).	Their	analyses	differ	slightly	in	their	estimates	of	the
immediately	eligible	population	because	the	true	number	of	unauthorized
immigrants	 living	 in	 the	 United	 States	 who	 were	 between	 the	 ages	 of
fifteen	and	thirty-one	on	June	15,	2012,	arrived	in	the	United	States	before
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June	 2007,	 were	 under	 age	 sixteen	 at	 arrival,	 and	 meet	 DACA’s	 other
requirements	is	unknown.8

Tom	Wong	and	his	colleagues	estimate	 that	53.1	percent	of	 the	DACA
population	 was	 immediately	 eligible	 to	 apply,	 and	 61	 percent	 of	 that
population	 applied	 by	 August	 15,	 2013,	 the	 first	 anniversary	 of	 USCIS
accepting	 DACA	 applications.	 Jeanne	 Batalova	 and	 her	 colleagues	 at
Migration	 Policy	 Institute	 (2013)	 estimate	 that	 a	 slightly	 higher
percentage,	 57	 percent	 of	 the	 potential	 applicants,	 were	 immediately
eligible,	and	49	percent	of	those	currently	eligible	had	applied	by	June	30,
2013.	 Their	 findings	 also	 vary	 a	 bit	 as	 a	 consequence	 of	 their	 differing
sources.	 To	 supplement	 publicly	 available	 USCIS	 data,	 Singer	 and
Svejlenka	(2013)	and	Wong	et	al.	(2013)	obtained	data	on	applicants	from
Freedom	of	Information	Act	(FOIA)	requests	to	DHS.	Their	FOIA	requests,
and	thus	their	findings,	differ	slightly,	primarily	in	the	time	frame	covered
by	the	request.
Although	the	foreign-born	noncitizen	population	 in	the	United	States	 is

only	48.5	percent	female,	women	are	more	likely	to	successfully	apply	for
DACA.	Wong	et	al.	(2013)	report	that	51.2	percent	of	their	FOIA	sample
was	 female,	 with	 men	 1.4	 times	 more	 likely	 than	 women	 to	 have	 their
applications	denied	 (see,	 similarly,	Singer	and	Svejlenka	2013).	The	data
also	 indicate	 substantial	 variation	 in	 application	 rates	by	national	 origin.
Applicants	 in	Wong	et	al.’s	FOIA	sample	came	 from	205	countries,	while
Singer	 and	 Svejlenka’s	 FOIA	 sample	 includes	 applicants	 from	 192
countries.	Both	studies,	however,	report	that	more	than	90	percent	of	the
applicants	were	 from	Mexico,	Central	America,	and	South	America,	with
the	 vast	 majority	 coming	 from	Mexico.	 The	 far	 higher	 application	 rates
from	Latin	Americans	than	from	immigrants	hailing	from	other	parts	of	the
world	 are	 generally	 attributed	 to	 the	 very	 effective	 outreach	 efforts	 by
Spanish	 language	 media	 and	 immigrant-serving	 organizations	 in	 Latino,
and	especially	Mexican,	immigrant	communities.	There	is	also	substantial
intragroup	 variation	within	 the	 Asian	 population,	with	 the	 Korean	 ethnic
media	being	far	more	proactive	than	the	Chinese	media	(Wong	et	al.	2013,
31).	 This	 could	 explain	 the	 high	 application	 and	 approval	 rate	 for	 South
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Korean	 applicants.	 Immigrants	 from	 South	 Korean	 followed	 Mexicans,
Salvadorans,	Guatemalans,	and	Hondurans	in	the	number	of	applications,
and	Batalova	et	al.	report	that	33	percent	of	the	currently	eligible	Korean
immigrants	applied	for	DACA	in	its	first	year.	The	lowest	application	rates
are	from	African	immigrants,	with	only	1	percent	of	the	applicants	in	Wong
et	al.’s	FOIA	sample	migrating	from	Africa.
The	average	age	of	initial	applicants	in	Wong	et	al.’s	FOIA	sample	was

twenty	years	old,	and	Singer	and	Svejlenka	report	that	more	than	half	(54
percent)	 were	 under	 the	 age	 of	 twenty-one.	 Advocacy	 organizations
recognize	that	they	did	a	better	job	of	reaching	young	people	than	those	at
the	 older	 end	 of	 the	 eligible	 age	 range.	 As	 Allison	 Posner,	 advocacy
director	 of	 Catholic	 Legal	 Immigration	 Network	 Inc.	 (CLINIC)	 told	 us,
“The	advocacy	community	did	a	great	 job	 reaching	out	 to	people	 in	high
schools	and	colleges.	However,	eligible	applicants	who	are	older	and	out	of
school,	 especially	 those	 with	 young	 families,	 did	 not	 receive	 as	 much
outreach	and	thought	that	DACA	did	not	apply	to	them.	Some	thought	that
because	 they	 had	 children	 of	 their	 own,	 they	were	 ineligible.	 That’s	 not
true.	Organizations	are	now	 trying	 to	do	a	better	 job	at	 reaching	out	 to
those	who	are	eligible	but	have	not	applied	and	to	dispel	misconceptions
about	the	program.”9

Older	applicants	are	more	 likely	to	be	denied	than	younger	applicants,
probably	 because	 of	 the	 greater	 difficulty	 in	 establishing	 eligibility	 for
people	 who	 have	 been	 out	 of	 school	 for	 a	 while	 and	 may	 have	 moved
frequently.	Although	three-quarters	of	the	applicants	overall	are	from	the
western	 and	 southern	 parts	 of	 the	 United	 States	 (Wong	 et	 al.	 2013),
applicants	 over	 the	 age	 of	 twenty-one	 tend	 to	 live	 in	 states	 with	 long-
established	 immigrant	populations,	 such	as	California,	 Illinois,	New	York,
and	New	Jersey	(Singer	and	Svejlenka	2013).	This	may	reflect	the	greater
number	of	immigrant-serving	community	organizations,	including	churches
and	legal	aid	providers,	in	traditional	destination	sites.

Going	from	Undocumented	to	“Dacamented”
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Gonzales,	 Terriquez,	 and	 Ruszczyk	 (2014)	 explore	 the	 initial
implementation	 of	 DACA	 through	 analysis	 of	 a	 national	 Web	 survey	 of
DACA	 recipients,	 the	 National	 Undacamented	 Research	 Project.	 This
project	 surveyed	 young	 adults	 ages	 18–32	who	were	 eligible	 to	 receive
DACA	during	the	first	sixteen	months	of	its	availability.	They	found	that	just
over	half	of	the	survey	respondents	obtained	driver’s	licenses,	59	percent
obtained	 new	 jobs,	 45	 percent	 reported	 increased	 job	 earnings,	 and	 21
percent	obtained	health	care	after	receiving	DACA.	In	addition,	nearly	half
of	 the	 respondents	 opened	 their	 first	 bank	 accounts,	 and	 one-third
obtained	their	first	credit	cards	after	becoming	dacamented.	As	Gonzales
and	his	colleagues	conclude,	“Although	DACA	does	not	address	many	of	the
problems	 these	 young	 people	 confront	 .	 .	 .	 its	 beneficiaries	 experienced
greater	access	 to	U.S.	 institutions,	enabling	them	to	better	achieve	 their
potential”	(2014,	1866).
One	 of	 the	most	 important	 points	 of	 access	 is	 higher	 education.	 As	 of

August	 2014,	 sixteen	 states	 have	 classified	 at	 least	 some	 unauthorized
immigrants	as	residents	for	tuition	purposes	if	they	graduated	from	state
high	schools,	have	two	to	three	years	residence	in	the	state,	and	apply	to	a
state	 college	 or	 university.	 Another	 two	 states	 permit	 undocumented
students	 to	pay	 in-state	 tuition	 through	board	of	 regents	decisions,	 for	a
total	of	eighteen	states	providing	residency	status	(National	Conference	of
State	Legislatures	2014a).
New	 resources	 are	 making	 a	 college	 education	 and	 even	 graduate

school	 a	 reality	 for	 some	Dreamers.	 In	October	2013,	 Janet	Napolitano,
former	DHS	Secretary	and	now	president	of	 the	University	of	California,
pledged	 $5	 million	 in	 university	 funds	 to	 assist	 the	 approximately	 900
Dreamers	 attending	 University	 of	 California	 campuses	 (Rainey	 2013).
These	 funds	 will	 supplement	 state	 and	 campus-based	 financial	 aid	made
available	to	California’s	undocumented	students	under	Assembly	Bills	130
(2012)	and	131	(2013).	Soon	after,	former	Washington	Post	owner	Donald
Graham	created	“TheDream.US,”	a	$25	million	 fund	to	award	 full-tuition
college	scholarships	to	1,000	students	in	the	next	year	“who	want	to	study
nursing,	teaching,	computers,	and	business.”	With	support	from	the	Bill	&
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Melinda	 Gates	 Foundation,	 Bloomberg	 Philanthropies,	 and	 the	 Inter-
American	 Development	 Bank,	 among	 others,	 Graham	 created	 this	 fund
because	“I’m	not	wise	enough	to	know	what	is	the	right	immigration	policy
for	 the	United	 States	 of	 America.	 .	 .	 .	 I	 know	 these	 students	 deserve	 a
chance	at	higher	education”	(Layton	2014).
Washington	Post	journalist	Pamela	Constable	has	described	DACA	as	“a

legal	ticket	to	self-respect.”	DACA	recipients	“are	able	to	leave	day-labor
pools	 for	 steadier	 jobs	 in	 stores	 or	 trades	 and	 take	 part-time	 classes	 at
community	 colleges.	 Their	 schedules	 are	 often	 grueling,	 but	 they	 are
keenly	aware	that	the	clock	is	ticking.	Every	benefit	DACA	status	confers—
a	Social	Security	card,	a	work	permit,	the	right	to	drive—is	valid	for	only
two	 years.”	 Again	 mirroring	 the	 complexities	 of	 mixed	 status	 families,
however,	 she	 continues,	 “In	 the	Washington	 region,	 immigration	 lawyers
said	that	most	of	their	DACA	clients	have	parents	who	are	in	the	country
illegally.	Some	families	have	several	children	who	received	DACA;	in	other
cases,	one	sibling	was	successful	but	another	was	too	old	or	did	not	have
enough	documents	to	get	approval”	(Constable	2014).

What	Is	Next?	Renewal	of	DACA

As	 DACA	 approached	 its	 second	 birthday,	 United	 We	 Dream	 and	 other
advocacy	 groups	 called	 for	 substantial	 changes	 in	 “DACA	 2.0,”	 such	 as
raising	 the	maximum	age	of	 entry	 requirement	 from	sixteen	 to	eighteen,
removing	the	age	cap,	 including	Dreamers	 in	 the	 labor	 force	who	do	not
meet	 DACA’s	 education	 guidelines,	 making	 applying	 for	 DACA	 more
affordable	through	a	fee	waiver	for	persons	at	or	below	150	percent	of	the
Federal	Poverty	Level,	extending	deferred	action	to	five	years	rather	than
two,	eliminating	 the	“significant	misdemeanor”	bar	and	requiring	 that	an
individual	must	have	 served	an	aggregate	of	 365	days	 in	order	 for	 their
criminal	 record	 to	 bar	 them	 from	 the	 program,	 and	 granting	 DACA
applicants	 parole-in-place	 if	 they	 are	 otherwise	 eligible	 for	 the	 program
(Praeli	2014).
These	requests	were	not	met	in	the	renewal	of	DACA,	but	Dreamers	and
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other	 immigration	 advocates	 have	 continued	 to	 pressure	 the	 Obama
administration	to	go	beyond	DACA,	demanding	that	administrative	relief	be
provided	to	all	those	who	would	have	been	eligible	for	legalization	under	S.
744,	 the	comprehensive	 immigration	 reform	bill	passed	by	 the	Senate	 in
2013	(Praeli	2014;	Preston	2014).	As	part	of	this	strategy,	Dreamers	are
actively	 engaging	 with	 key	 members	 of	 Congress	 whom	 they	 see	 as
important	allies	in	expanding	administrative	forms	of	relief.10

The	Congressional	Hispanic	Caucus	sent	DHS	Secretary	Jeh	Johnson	a
confidential	draft	memorandum,	which	was	leaked	to,	and	published	by,	the
Washington	Post	on	April	4,	2014.	Reminiscent	of	the	history	of	the	leaked
memorandum	authored	by	Denise	Vanison,	Roxana	Bacon,	Debra	Rogers,
and	Donald	Neufeld	suggesting	the	use	of	deferred	action	in	2010	(Vanison
et	al.,	n.d.),	this	memorandum	begins	by	saying:

The	President	shared	with	us	in	a	recent	meeting	that	he	has	asked	you	to	do	an	inventory	of
the	Department’s	current	practices	to	see	how	it	can	conduct	enforcement	more	humanely
within	 the	 confines	 of	 the	 law.	 Below	 are	 several	 policy	 options	 that	 offer	 affirmative
administrative	relief	within	the	purview	of	the	law	with	the	goal	of	family	unity.	In	addition,
we	have	also	included	recommendations	on	enforcement	reforms	that	DHS	can	implement
to	 better	 focus	 its	 resources	 on	 targeting	 those	 who	 pose	 a	 serious	 threat	 to	 our
communities	 and	 reflect	 a	 more	 humane	 approach	 to	 immigration	 enforcement.”
(Congressional	Hispanic	Caucus,	n.d.,	1)

Among	 other	 recommendations,	 the	Hispanic	Caucus	 calls	 for	DHS	 to
protect	parents	and	siblings	of	DACA	recipients,	as	well	as	parents	of	US
citizen	or	 legal	permanent	 resident	 children,	 against	deportation,	 stating
that	this	would	help	keep	families	intact	and	reduce	the	number	of	children
in	foster	care.	The	caucus	memo	recommends	that	these	family	members
be	allowed	to	apply	for	a	work	permit,	and	for	extension	of	humanitarian
parole	 to	 immediate	 family	 members	 if	 they	 have	 been	 deported.	 The
memo	advocates	for	a	review	of	ICE’s	civil	enforcement	priorities	and	of
the	use	of	prosecutorial	discretion,	termination	of	Secure	Communities	and
the	 287(g)	 programs,	 and	 limiting	 the	 use	 of	 detention	 to	 the	 highest-
priority	cases.
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Yet	consistent	with	the	zigzag	progress	that	has	bedeviled	immigration
reform,	in	late	May	2014,	President	Obama	asked	DHS	Secretary	Johnson
not	 to	 make	 results	 of	 his	 review	 of	 administrative	 options	 public	 until
Congress	recessed	 in	August,	so	as	not	 to	 jeopardize	 last-ditch	efforts	 to
pass	 legislation	 in	 the	 House.	 Similarly,	 he	 asked	 the	 Department	 of
Defense	to	delay	a	plan	to	allow	persons	granted	relief	under	DACA,	and
who	 have	 specific	 language	 or	 medical	 skills,	 a	 path	 to	 citizenship	 by
serving	in	the	military	(Kuhnhenn	2014).	As	the	Washington	Post	reports,
“The	 White	 House	 is	 concerned	 that	 Republicans	 would	 balk	 if	 the
administration	 takes	 unilateral	 action	 to	 stem	 the	 deportation	 of
undocumented	immigrants,	ending	any	slim	remaining	hopes	of	a	legislative
compromise”	(Nakamura	2014).	By	late	summer,	House	Republicans	had
made	 clear	 that	 a	 legislative	 compromise	was	 not	 in	 the	works.	 Rather,
they	 promised	 impeachment	 proceedings	 if	 President	 Obama	 took
unilateral	action	that	they	felt	exceeded	his	authority.
Perhaps	 in	 an	 effort	 to	 strengthen	 President	 Obama’s	 resolve,	 on

September	 3,	 2014,	 more	 than	 130	 law	 professors	 sent	 a	 letter	 to	 the
president	reaffirming	the	constitutional	basis	for	prosecutorial	action,	and
for	 formalizing	 that	policy	decision	 through	procedures	 such	as	deferred
action	and	work	authorization	(Wadhia	et	al.	2014).	Three	days	later,	the
president	 announced	 that	 he	 would	 delay	 taking	 executive	 action	 on
immigration	 until	 after	 the	 midyear	 elections,	 as	 requested	 by	 fellow
Democrats	 facing	 difficult	 contests.	 The	 delay	 did	 not	 achieve	 its
objectives,	as	Democrats	lost	the	Senate	as	well	as	the	House.	Finally,	on
November	 20,	 2014,	 President	 Obama	 announced	 his	 intent	 to	 pursue
executive	 action	 to	 expand	 the	 deferred	 action	 program	 to	 shield	 five
million	unauthorized	 immigrants	 from	deportation	and	provide	 them	with
work	 authorization,	 redefine	 priorities	 for	 ICE,	 and	 streamline	 the	 visa
application	process.

COMPLICATIONS	AND	CONTRADICTIONS
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Focusing	our	lens	on	mixed	status	families,	and	especially	the	dreams	and
nightmares	 of	 the	 1.5	 generation,	 brings	 the	 complications	 and
contradictions	 of	 contemporary	 immigration	 policy	 in	 the	 United	 States
into	sharp	relief.	We	have	seen	multiple	attempts	 to	pass	comprehensive
immigration	 reform	 in	 the	 past	 decade.	 Whenever	 those	 attempts
appeared	at	risk	of	failing,	immigration	advocates	and	their	supporters	in
Congress	 and	 the	 White	 House	 tried	 for	 the	 more	 modest	 DREAM	 Act
because	there	was	more	support	for	young	people	who	came	to	the	United
States	as	young	children	than	for	their	parents.	Although	some	feared	that
the	 DREAM	 Act	 would	 peel	 off	 support	 from	 comprehensive	 legislation,
others	felt	whatever	might	work	should	to	be	tried.
Early	 in	 the	 Obama	 administration,	 there	 was	 talk	 of	 what	 forms	 of

administrative	relief	might	be	available	to	the	executive	branch.	Deferred
action	was	proposed,	but	instead	the	administration	chose	to	demonstrate
that	 it	 was	 taking	 a	 tough	 approach,	 hoping	 that	 so	 doing	 would	 make
comprehensive	reform	more	feasible.	Instead,	two	million	immigrants	were
deported	 under	 the	 Obama	 administration’s	 watch,	 and	 the	 advocacy
community	 began	 calling	 President	 Obama	 “deporter	 in	 chief.”	 An
organized	 coalition	 of	 Dreamers	 and	 their	 allies	 confronted	 the	 Obama
administration	with	 the	 necessity	 of	 offering	 administrative	 relief	 if	 they
were	 to	 help	 get	 out	 the	 vote	 in	 the	 2012	 election.	 This	 strategy	 was
successful,	 and	 half	 a	 million	 young	 people	 have	 been	 granted	 deferred
action	 and	 permission	 to	work	 in	 the	United	 States.	 Yet	 close	 to	 eleven
million	undocumented	 immigrants	still	do	not	have	such	relief,	and	mixed
status	 families	 are	 now	 further	 complicated,	 with	 some	 family	members
having	 US	 citizenship	 or	 legal	 permanent	 residency,	 others	 who	 are
dacamented	having	a	smaller	set	of	privileges,	and	still	others	remaining
undocumented.	 Within	 this	 shifting	 context,	 we	 next	 review	 the	 key
structural	 mechanisms	 that	 have	 exacerbated	 harm	 for	 mixed	 status
families	and	members	of	the	Dreamer	generation,	and	those	that	mitigate
harm.
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STRUCTURAL	MECHANISMS	THAT	EXACERBATE	HARM

The	 educational	 and	 developmental	 ramifications	 for	 children	 of	 their
parents’	 undocumented	 status	 are	 becoming	 increasingly	 clear.	 In	 part,
this	 is	 due	 to	 families	 living	 in	 poverty	 and	 to	 the	 long	 hours	 that	most
undocumented	 immigrants	work,	often	at	multiple	 jobs.	Compounding	the
problems	 faced	 by	 immigrants	 with	 legal	 status,	 who	 may	 also	 struggle
with	finding	work	that	pays	well,	undocumented	parents	often	have	debts
they	must	 pay	 to	 smugglers,	 and	 they	 are	 vulnerable	 to	 exploitation	 by
unscrupulous	employers	who	may	not	pay	them	for	a	job	completed.	This
translates	 into	 children	 not	 having	 access	 to	 good	 preschools,	 resources
that	might	 further	 their	development,	 or	 even	 to	 their	parents’	 time	and
energy.	The	multiple	barriers	to	health	care	and	to	educational	and	social
services	 further	 deprive	 citizen	 children	 of	 undocumented	 parents	 from
services	 to	 which	 they	 are	 entitled.	When	 children	 cannot	 access	 these
services,	 their	 development	 is	 stymied,	 avenues	 for	 success	 are
systematically	 closed	off	 to	 them,	and	 they	are	not	able	 to	 contribute	 to
society	to	the	extent	they	might	if	they	had	received	these	benefits.
The	exclusion	of	undocumented	students	 from	federal	 financial	aid	and

from	state-based	aid	in	the	majority	of	states	is	another	structural	barrier
to	full	integration	of	the	1.5	generation	in	American	society.	When	students
who	grew	up	in	the	United	States,	attending	local	schools	for	most	of	their
life,	 suddenly	 realize	 that	 they	 are	 not	 considered	 residents	 of	 the	 state
where	 they	 live,	 this	 has	 profound	 consequences	 for	 their	 sense	 of
belonging.	 It	 also	 has	 serious	 financial	 implications.	 Having	 to	 pay
nonresident	tuition	and	lacking	access	to	financial	aid	in	most	states	means
that	higher	education	becomes	an	unattainable	dream	for	youth	who	must
watch	 from	 the	sidelines	as	 their	 friends,	neighbors,	and,	 in	many	cases,
younger	siblings	go	on	to	college.
Finally,	exclusion	of	“dacamented”	youth	from	the	Affordable	Care	Act,

while	perhaps	politically	expedient,	means	that	Dreamers	must	continue	to
struggle	to	pay	for	basic	medical	and	dental	care	and	reminds	them	of	the
liminality	of	their	status—that	they	are	not	seen	as	fully	American.
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STRUCTURAL	MECHANISMS	THAT	MITIGATE	HARM

In	 the	 absence	 of	 comprehensive	 immigration	 reform	 and	 even	 its	more
limited	 variant,	 the	 DREAM	Act,	 Deferred	 Action	 for	 Childhood	 Arrivals
has	been	 the	primary	mechanism	 for	 reducing	harm	 for	members	 of	 the
1.5	 generation.	 DACA	 represents	 a	 major	 victory	 for	 immigration
advocates.	Nevertheless,	it	has	limitations.	Chief	among	them	is	that	DACA
is	a	 temporary	status	 that	must	be	renewed	regularly.	The	program	was
probably	limited	in	this	fashion	to	make	it	harder	for	opponents	to	accuse
the	Obama	administration	of	conducting	an	end	run	around	congressional
authority	to	legislate	immigration	law.	As	former	INS	Commissioner	Doris
Meissner	 told	 us,	 “That	 makes	 it	 uncertain	 and	 costly	 for	 beneficiaries
because	they	must	pay	an	application	and	fingerprint	fee	to	obtain	renewal
of	 their	 status.	 Still,	 in	 the	 absence	 of	 immigration	 reform	 or	 any	 other
avenue	for	legal	status,	DACA	is	life	changing.	It	provides	protection	from
deportation	and	the	ability	to	work	legally.	Depending	on	state	laws,	it	can
also	permit	going	to	college	and	getting	a	driver’s	license.	There	are	major
pluses	for	young	people.”11

One	of	the	key	structural	dilemmas	when	DACA	was	being	developed	in
the	summer	of	2012	was	how	best	to	define	its	educational	requirements.
Advocacy	 organizations	 and	 immigration	 policy	 centers	 worked	 closely
with	 government	 officials	 to	 define	 these	 requirements	 so	 as	 to	 include
youth	who	may	have	dropped	out	of	school,	but	who	could	now	return	and
gain	 their	 diplomas	 or	GEDs.	 The	 revised	 definition	 of	 being	 enrolled	 in
school	on	the	date	when	you	apply	for	DACA—regardless	of	whether	you
had	previously	quit	and	now	were	returning	to	school—brings	an	estimated
350,000	more	 students	 out	 of	 the	 shadows	and	 into	 the	DACA	eligibility
pool	(Batalova	and	Mittelstadt	2012).	In	addition,	it	gives	families	a	reason
to	keep	older	children	in	school	rather	than	allowing,	or	encouraging,	them
to	drop	 out	 of	 school	 to	 take	 care	 of	 younger	 siblings	while	 the	 parents
work,	or	to	go	to	work	themselves	to	help	support	the	family.
In	 his	 analysis	 of	 Plyler	 v.	 Doe	 and	 the	 education	 of	 undocumented

children	 in	 the	 United	 States,	 Michael	 Olivas	 (2012b)	 describes	 the
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DREAM	 Act	 as	 “Doe	 goes	 to	 college.”	 As	 federal	 law,	 the	 DREAM	 Act
would	 have	 facilitated	 college	 education	 for	 eligible	 undocumented
students	 nationwide	 by	 enabling	 them	 to	 obtain	 federal	 loan,	 grant,	 and
work-study	funding.	DACA	is	not	able	to	go	this	far.	Yet	as	we	discussed	in
this	 chapter,	 as	 of	 spring	 2014,	 eighteen	 states	 have	 extended	 in-state
tuition,	 and	 in	 some	 cases	 state-based	 financial	 aid,	 to	 undocumented
immigrants	who	meet	eligibility	criteria,	either	through	state	legislation	or
through	 board	 of	 regents	 decisions	 (National	 Conference	 on	 State
Legislatures	2014a).	Thus,	to	borrow	from	Michael	Olivas,	Doe	can	more
readily	go	to	college,	at	least	in	some	states.
DACA’s	 most	 obvious	 benefit,	 of	 course,	 is	 to	 keep	 youth	 safe	 from

deportation.	But	 the	 increased	numbers	of	undocumented	youth	who	will
now	 graduate	 from	 high	 school	 because	 of	 how	 the	 educational
requirements	were	written,	and	who	will	continue	on	to	college	because	of
DACA	 and	 the	 state	 laws	 enacted	 in	 support	 of	 this	 program,	 are	 also
tremendously	important	means	of	mitigating	harm	to	youth	and	families.
In	 DACA’s	 wake,	 there	 has	 been	 substantial	 state-level	 legislation

permitting	dacamented	youth	to	obtain	driver’s	 licenses.	 In	places	where
public	 transportation	 is	 limited,	 DACA’s	 work	 authorization	 is	 seriously
constrained	without	permission	to	drive.	As	of	May	2014,	eleven	states	and
the	District	of	Columbia	allow	undocumented	immigrants	to	obtain	driver’s
licenses,	 and	 another	 three	 states	 issued	 driving	 privileges	 to	 certain
immigrants	(National	Conference	of	State	Legislatures	2014b).
The	 coordinated	 engagement	 among	 government	 officials,	 nonprofit

advocacy	groups,	Dreamer	networks,	 local	community	organizations,	and
the	media	has	been	critical	to	informing	relevant	communities	about	DACA,
including	 who	 is	 eligible,	 how	 to	 demonstrate	 residency	 and	 the	 other
requirements,	 and	 how	 to	 apply.	 The	 degree	 of	 support	 across	 agencies
and	 the	 speed	 with	 which	 those	 resources	 were	 engaged	 has	 been
impressive	 and	 is	 in	 large	 part	 responsible	 for	 the	 early	 success	 of	 the
program.
The	expansion	of	deferred	action	in	President	Obama’s	November	2014

executive	action	will	potentially	affect	five	million	people.	As	Dreamers	had
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hoped,	 it	 removes	 the	 age	 cap	 for	 DACA,	 includes	 youth	 brought	 to	 the
United	States	before	January	1,	2010,	and	extends	relief	for	three	years	at
a	time	rather	than	two.	It	will	go	far	to	reduce	family	separations,	offering
deferred	action	and	work	authorization	for	parents	of	US-citizen	or	legal
permanent	 resident	 children	 who	 have	 lived	 in	 the	 United	 States	 for	 at
least	 five	 years	 and	 meet	 other	 eligibility	 requirements.	 Although
Dreamers	were	disappointed	that	the	administrative	relief	will	not	extend
to	 their	 parents	 unless	 they	 have	 siblings	 who	 are	 citizens	 or	 legal
residents,	 this	 carefully	 crafted	 expansion	 of	 deferred	 action	 illustrates
that	DACA	was	a	viable	vehicle	for	administrative	reform	and	could	serve
as	a	blueprint	for	future	forms	of	relief	(Cavendish	et	al.	2014).

CONCLUSIONS

This	chapter	focuses	on	the	everyday	experiences	of	undocumented	youth
and	 the	 children	 of	 undocumented	 parents.	Millions	 of	 Americans	 live	 in
mixed	 status	 families,	 with	 siblings	 encountering	 what	 may	 be	 vastly
different	opportunities	depending	upon	where	and	when	 they	were	born.
When	parents	 are	undocumented,	 the	whole	 family	 lives	 in	 the	 shadows.
The	 next	 generation	 suffers,	 because	US-citizen	 children	 do	 not	 receive
the	 educational,	 health,	 and	 other	 social	 benefits	 they	 are	 due.	 When
teenagers	realize	they	are	undocumented,	they	see	their	options	suddenly
cut	 off.	 The	 implications	 for	 civic	 society	 are	 potentially	 huge,	 as	 large
numbers	of	youth	are	made	to	feel	that	they	do	not	really	belong.
The	Dreamer	social	movement	has	brought	these	teenagers	and	young

adults	out	of	the	shadows	and	into	the	streets,	where	they	are	claiming	the
rights	and	privileges	of	membership	in	the	society	they	have	always	called
home.	Fed	up	with	congressional	gridlock,	they	have	pressured	President
Barack	Obama	 to	 use	 the	 power	 of	 his	 pen	 and	 to	 enact	 administrative
forms	of	 relief	 so	 that	 their	parents,	 siblings,	and	 friends	can	 live,	work,
and	 go	 to	 school	 without	 fear	 of	 deportation.	 On	 November	 20,	 2014,
President	Obama	used	his	power	and	took	such	action.
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We	turn	next	to	the	ramifications	of	parental	detention	and	deportation,
and	of	life	under	the	threat	of	deportation.	As	we	discuss	in	chapter	4,	the
intersection	 of	 the	 immigration	 system,	 the	 child	welfare	 system,	 and	 at
times	 the	 criminal	 justice	 system,	 can	 have	 devastating	 effects	 on	 youth
and	their	families.
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