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Undocumented Childhood 
Arrivals in the U.S.: Widening 
the Frame for Research and 
Policy

Introduction
Amongst undocumented immigrants living in the U.S., the fate of 
childhood arrivals has garnered greater public sympathy and political 
support relative to other segments of the population since the early 
2000s.[2] People typically imagine childhood arrivals as children 
migrating alongside or in the hope of reunifying with parents.[3] 
Undocumented children are assumed to follow a Western normative 
coming of age trajectory. The dominant portrait assumes they grow up 
as dependents with access to education and socialization in K-12 
schools and make decisions about pursuing higher education, entering 
the workplace, and family formation as they transition into 
adulthood.[4]

Despite undocumented childhood arrivals being at the center of the 
immigration debate over the last two decades,[5] youth who do not 
follow this linear coming of age trajectory are left in the political fray. 
Our qualitative research in Los Angeles, California and Chicago, Illinois 
shows that the common portrait of the undocumented young person 
growing up in the U.S. does not reflect the diversity of childhood 
arrivals and the full range of their incorporation and coming of age 
experiences. 1
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ISSUE
BRIEF
S E R I E S  
The IIH supports the production and 
dissemination of rigorous, non-partisan, 
and non-ideological research on 
immigration issues across a broad 
diversity of disciplines and perspectives, 
and the application of this research to 
local, regional, and national policy issues.

K E Y  F A C T S
• The dominant portrait of 

undocumented youth in the U.S. 
ignores the diversity of childhood 
arrivals from Mexico and Central 
America. 

• Far from being a homogenous 
population, undocumented youth vary 
in age-at-arrival, family dynamics, 
social roles, and degree of social 
inclusion and institutional 
participation as they come of age.

• Failure to acknowledge this diversity 
hampers the effectiveness of 
protection policies and leaves many 
young people largely off the grid from 
the institutions associated with 
immigrant incorporation, including 
schools.

• Child labor migrants, teenage parents, 
and individuals of minoritized gender 
and ethnic groups are especially likely 
to be left out.
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