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To
Mercedes and Luis Antonio Zayas who taught me compassion and service


Once, I arrived a little early for one of our tutoring sessions,
Daniel was still playing Super Mario,
When his mother told him it was homework time
he whined and said he wanted to keep playing,
a smirk bullet-trained across my face
but her response derailed my smile in its tracks
she told him:
“Mi hijo, tienes que estudiar, pa’que no seas como tu papá,
haciendo el trabajo que nadie lo quiere hacer”
“My son, you have to study so you don’t end up like your father,
doing the work that no one else wants to”

And I wanted to tell him ‘no’,
tell him your mother is a brick house guerrera of a woman
and I know what she’s trying to teach you
but no mi hijo,

You be just like your father
learn to pick those locks like he taught ya’
let no rules written by men
tell you where you can roam on God’s green earth
let no Uncle Sam Sandman tell you when you can dream
just rub those grains of the Sonora out of your eyes
and replace them with little bits of revelation

And if a classmate,
or a store clerk,
or a coward with a badge made of false courage ever calls you
“illegal”
you remind them that a few decades back
the gutter
          used to be the border
that kept black folk off the sidewalk
                                             legally
You’re a superhero to me mi hijo,

and just know
That one day you may find a brick house guerrera of a woman
that will hold you as tightly as her courage
and perhaps she will teach you to hold your son the same way,
he will have his grandfather’s smile
and his mother’s eyes
and if he ever doubts the fireballs in his palms,
she will tell him:
“Un día mi hijo, tu vas a ser igual que tu papá”
“One day my son, you’re gonna’ be just like your Daddy.”

Kane Smego
“Super Mario” (Abridged, 2012)
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A NOTE ON NAMES AND TERMS

The names of all citizen-children and their families that appear in this book have been changed to protect their privacy. I have not disguised their parents’ originating countries and towns for authenticity. Children’s ages have not been changed to present them within their developmental position. However, the locations of their homes and names of schools and other details of their lives have been “disguised, but” not to the extent of altering the contexts in which they live. The only real names that are used are those of children and parents whose identities have been revealed publicly by the news media. Professionals in public roles, such as our interviewers, expert witnesses, attorneys, and judges whose names appear on legal documents or news reports, are identified by their real names except in a few instances in which I decided discretion was best.

Quoted comments provided by the children during interactions with me or our project interviewers are drawn from transcripts and notes. They are the words actually spoken by the children. When I work from recollections of experiences with children or parents, I use paraphrasing. At times I condense the children’s comments for brevity or I re-sequence them for clarity. Occasionally, I alter children’s grammar to make their statements easier to comprehend. When they spoke in Spanish or interspersed their English with emotionally or socially laden terms in Spanish, I present the original Spanish and provide translations.

Illegal alien and illegal immigrant are official or legal terms for persons who enter the country without permission or who have entered with the proper documents but stayed beyond their allowable time. The terms undocumented immigrant and unauthorized immigrant are also in common usage. The two latter terms emerged in reaction to the legal terms that connote criminal behavior and stigmatize. You will see these four terms in this book, but generally I use the terms undocumented immigrant and unauthorized immigrant. It is essential to note that not all undocumented immigrants are from Mexico. Nor are they only from Latin America. It is true that about 81 percent of the unauthorized immigrant population is from Latin America, mostly from Mexico (Hoefer, Rytina, & Baker, 2009). The other 19 percent—nearly a fifth of all illegal immigrants—come from countries such as China, the Philippines, India, Korea, and Canada, and assorted countries of Europe, Africa, Asia, and Oceana. The situations of citizen-children of undocumented immigrants from countries outside of Latin America are in some ways similar to and in other ways different from their counterparts with Latin American parents. My use of examples of US citizen-children and their unauthorized-immigrant parents from Latin America is based on their sheer numbers and my greater familiarity with their situations.

I refer to unauthorized immigrants by their national origin rather than as part of an ethnic group. When referring to them as a group, I use the term Latin American rather than Latino or Hispanic. These last two terms typically represent a broader political grouping that includes foreign- and US-born people of Latin American heritage, not all of them immigrants.


PREFACE

In this book, I try to put a human face on the predicament of children who are born in the United States to parents who have immigrated to this country without permission or who have decided to stay in violation of the law after their permission officially expired. This is a book about citizen-children—and, to some extent, their undocumented brothers and sisters—who have not chosen their legal status. Citizen-children are born in the United States. They may have siblings who were born in another country and brought here by parents seeking brighter futures for themselves and their children. These sibling groups do not enter the world expecting that their parents will live under a cloud of deportability from the United States. Yet in communities all over the United States, citizen-children grow to learn the constant fear of losing parents and siblings, or being uprooted from the lives they know. Living under the threat of their parents’ deportation colors how citizen-children view the world and how they move about in it, even how they perceive and judge themselves. They are affected psychologically by this constant worry. The citizen-children of unauthorized or illegal immigrants are the collateral damage of the laws and policies, and immigration enforcement practices that our government enacts. Their situation seldom rises to the critical attention of legislators, other policy makers, and the enforcers of immigration laws.

It is a deep empathy that fuels my passion for seeing justice done for the children and parents who live beleaguered lives for the decisions they made to emigrate from other countries. Many are brave people who decided to undergo the harrowing routes of coming to America by foot, boat, or raft, or on top of trains. They have been smuggled in the trunks of cars or in the oven-like trailers of eighteen-wheel trucks. They have crossed international borders and over state lines like livestock destined for auction or pallets of commercial goods destined for shiny supermarkets. Under these conditions their decisions and determination are no less vital than the decisions and grit of our country’s earliest immigrants. Today’s illegal immigrants encounter legal systems and public punishment and humiliation and possible arrest, detention, deportation and repatriation that affect them and their children. Deportation can fracture families and leave children without the rights to which they are entitled. These results, as unintended as they might be, go against important human rights conventions, such as the American Convention on Human Rights (Organization of American States, 1969) signed by the United States in San Jose Costa Rica on November 21, 1969. Article 17 of the Convention states that: “the family is the natural and fundamental group unit of society and is entitled to protection by society and the state.” Article 19 addresses the rights of minor children: “Every minor child has the right to the measures of protection required by his condition as a minor on the part of his family, society, and the state.”

In these pages, I try to depict and analyze the general and the unique about the lives of citizen-children of unauthorized immigrants, truly a narrow sliver of all the many facets of immigration and deportation. To accomplish this, I must present the situation of citizen-children and their parents and their brothers and sisters with the respectable efficiency of the scholar. That means pulling from research findings in economics, demography, psychology, sociology, anthropology, other social sciences, and abundant collections of studies, theories, biographies, histories, memoirs, and anthologies. It means reviewing history, policy debates, news accounts, and legal decisions, and integrating these with my research and professional experience to arrive at cold, clinical inferences and conclusions. The synthesis must yield intellectual and technical contributions to our knowledge base. It must render the situation of citizen-children accessible and understandable to the reader.

But mostly I seek to portray citizen-children as people, their illegal immigrant parents as fiercely protective and loving. I want to reveal them as I have experienced them: as individual human beings with aspirations and personality quirks, with flaws and with moments of great dignity and nobility; as individuals with complex motivations of love, duty, desperation, greed, and envy. I want to portray them at times when they show really poor judgments, and at times when they act with stunning courage. Their story should be told with compassion to touch on the deeply human. The story needs to show the impact of living as a citizen-child on human attachment, loss, trauma, nostalgia, yearning, and family unity. And it needs to show what happens when parents and children are torn apart by deportation.

Having been trained in the social and behavioral sciences, my natural inclination is to write with the terseness and objectivity of the scholar. But I know as a reader that scientific writing can cause us to lessen our grip on the emotional, the deeply human, and not be stirred to action to right a wrong. Therefore, I’ve chosen a first person voice both to facilitate communication of the children’s and families’ humanity and to reflect the personal nature of their information. This book relates my experience as a clinician and academician. It communicates the conclusions and opinions that I have reached in a career in youth development and mental health that spans 40 years. Throughout the book, I refer to anecdotes from my practice and findings from my research, especially my most recent work on citizen-children, to illustrate these assertions.

Robert Coles (1961), the prolific and noted child psychiatrist, has observed about scientific writing that “Our journals, our habits of talk become cluttered with jargon or the trivial . . . As the words grow longer and the concepts more intricate and tedious, human sorrows and temptations disappear, loves move away, envies and jealousies, revenge and terror dissolve. Gone are strong, sensible words with good meaning and flavor for the real” (p. 111).

Coles is correct. We know that data strengthen the arguments for legislative change and lend support to social movements. However, it is the human testimonial, the compelling story that changes minds, the account that leaves the enduring image. To convey then the real human tragedy that is our immigration and deportation policies and practices—the forces that make vulnerable young citizens the collateral damage in a national war against their parents—the data cannot be allowed to eclipse the human. Another great documentarian of our nation’s vulnerable children, Jonathan Kozol, wields human testimonials to great effect. His books have reflected to a nation’s conscience, maybe even seared on that conscience, how our educational policies have all but abandoned poor urban children. Kozol doesn’t dwell on the data but instead makes his point by narrating the lives of the most vulnerable among us. I am guided by Kozol’s (2000) words in Ordinary Resurrections: Children in the Years of Hope.


The lives of children in poor neighborhoods are studied, and their personalities examined and dissected, often with a good deal of self-confidence, by grown-ups far away who do not know them but rely on data generated by researchers to come up with various conclusions that are used to justify political decisions. This is inevitable, I guess. Societies and governments need to rely on generalities to organize their understandings and establish policies.

Sometimes, though, these generalities seem much too big, too confident, and too relentless. It feels at times as if the world of adult expertise is taking hundred-pound cement blocks, labeled “certitude” and “big significance,” and lowering them down on the shoulders of a six- or seven-year-old boy, then telling him, “Okay, you carry this for ten or fifteen years. Then, if we learn something new, we will come back and give you some new labels you can carry.” Sometimes the size and weight of all of this signification make it hard to see if there is still a living body underneath. (pp. 14–15)



The big, confident, and relentless generalities that obscure the humanity in children in poverty that Kozol so affectionately describes also apply to the world of undocumented immigrant parents, their undocumented and documented children, and the deportation policies that treat them as numbers and violators rather than individuals with personal everyday needs. To bring awareness, understanding, and compassion for citizen-children to a broad and thoughtful audience, I try to balance the academic and the evocative. I hope you will find that I have.


CHAPTER 1

Keeping Silence

The only way that Virginia knew to protect her parents and older siblings was to keep quiet. Virginia had been silent for many, many months in order to preserve a family secret and keep away the big, complex world that made her feel so fragile and scared. She was a perfectly normal 6-year-old girl born to an intact family in Missouri, and her silence was not a problem of language or speech. Her parents were undocumented immigrants from Mexico, and Virginia had to help conceal their illegal status as best she could. Like her older siblings, she was born in the United States and had full citizenship, a birthright given to her by the Fourteenth Amendment of the US Constitution. But her parents, like millions of other undocumented parents, did not have the same protection. At almost any time, they could be subject to removal from the country for being present illegally. It did not matter that her parents were raising three American citizens; this fact alone was not enough to give the parents any legal protection. All Virginia could really do at her tender age was to keep her silence and thus avoid uttering anything that might uncover her parents’ tenuous status.

I came to know Virginia when I received a call in late 2005 from a pair of dedicated immigration attorneys asking me to conduct a psychological and social evaluation of their client’s daughter. The request was part of the attorneys’ effort to prevent the removal of her father from the United States through the legal avenues available to them. The lawyers wanted me to provide an assessment of what the potential impact might be on Virginia’s mental health and general psychosocial functioning if her father were deported to Mexico. The lawyers’ request was a tall order. To win the case, the evaluation would need to show not only that Virginia would suffer if her father were deported, but more so that she would suffer “exceptional and extremely unusual hardship.”

In the mental health field, forecasting a person’s future behavioral or emotional reaction to changes in geographic or physical circumstances that are not well known or that will occur in some unspecified future time is a very inexact science. The best we can do is study past and present adjustments. Then we take this background and superimpose it on the factors that the person will possibly face—new physical situations with new people, unfamiliar institutions, unique customs and rituals, and differing modes of behavior—and then arrive at an educated, informed presupposition. It is not the neatest or most refined aspect of mental health practice, yet we do it all the time when we predict children’s reactions to custody decisions in family courts. In divorces cases, we operate with a good deal of background information from the parents and maybe therapists. In child welfare situations, we make predictions about children’s reactions to being moved from one foster home to another or to meeting adoptive parents, and the evaluator can rely on files that have recorded children’s histories of past disruptions and adjustments. The lawyers for Virginia’s father, however, were calling about an immigration court case, and there was very little to draw from to make predictions about such a serious potential life change.

The uncertainty regarding these predictions led to another possible obstacle in the case. What if the results of the evaluation did not point to any hardship? What if my evaluation resulted in findings that showed a strong, resilient child and a family system that would not be gravely affected by the deportation and probable move of the entire family to Mexico? The request from the attorneys and the obstacles we encountered ignited in me an interest that influenced me for the decade that followed. This one case became a cause for me. I shifted my practice, teaching, and advocacy to work with immigrant families in deportation. My research turned in the same direction. Some of the case studies included in this book come from my practice and some cases are taken from a research project titled “Exploring the Effects of Parental Deportation on US Citizen Children.” (Details on this project are presented in Appendix A.)

At the center of this book are the lives of US citizen-children of undocumented immigrant parents and what happens to them. Throughout this book, the term citizen-children refers to this population: US-born children of undocumented immigrants. There are estimated to be about 4.5 million such citizen-children in the United States today, and another million undocumented children who were born in another country and were brought to the United States at a young age (Wessler, 2011; Dreby, 2012). Two other categories of children are important to distinguish from citizen-children and undocumented children who arrived with their parents. Though they are not the focus of this book, the two groups are children of Legal Permanent Residents (LPR) and children who entered the country as undocumented and unaccompanied minors. The first group is the offspring of LPRs, that is people who are commonly thought of as “green card” holders and who have obtained this legal status through the sponsorship of family members (listed in the immigration law as “preference allocation for family-sponsored immigrants”) or employers (listed as “preference allocation for employment-based immigrants”).1 The special legal status of LPRs allows them to reside in the United States permanently, though they are still considered immigrants and are subject to deportation if convicted of a felony.2 The children born to them in the United States, however, are citizens.3 In a report titled In the Child’s Best Interest?: The Consequences of Losing a Lawful Immigrant Parent to Deportation, attorneys Jonathan Baum, Rosha Jones, and Catherine Barry (2010) discuss the consequences of children’s loss of a parent who is a LPR through deportation due to a felony conviction. The results for the citizen-children of LPRs who are deported are very similar to those of the citizen-children of unauthorized immigrant: they either leave with the deported parent or stay in the United States, a decision often based on the children’s ages and needs as well as the families’ economic resources and social supports. Despite their deportability, however, LPRs do not live with the same threat as undocumented immigrants. Except for committing a crime, LPRs and their citizen-children do not have to worry every day that they will be arrested, detained, and deported, as they are not in the country illegally.

The other distinct group of children is classified as “unaccompanied minors,” or minor children who enter the United States alone and unlawfully. In some cases, they come here in search of their parents who they have not seen in years, parents who left them years before in order to find work. In other cases, these unaccompanied minors are not trying to reunite with parents, but simply may be fleeing the abject poverty, crime, and violence of small villages or capital cities in Central America. Because these children are undocumented, they, too, face the threat of deportation, although they have some protections because of their minor status. (As I write this book in the summer of 2014, the number of unaccompanied minors entering the United States from Central America has reached staggering proportions.)

For the purpose of clarity, the words removal and deportation mean the same thing. Removal is the official or legal term for deportation and refers to expelling an alien after his or her unlawful entry into the country or unlawful extension of stay in the country (Reasoner, 2011). It is, in effect, the banishment and transfer of an alien to his or her country of origin. Unlawful presence in the United States is an administrative, or statutory, violation. Unless the undocumented immigrant is separately convicted of a criminal offense, his or her punishment for unlawful presence is removal.

By focusing on citizen-children and the removal or deportation of their parents, I have three objectives. First, I want to paint a portrait of the lives of citizen-children and their mixed status families. I refer to these families as “mixed-status,” as they comprise parents and kids with different types of legal status. Because the impact of migration can influence a family for several generations, in Chapter 2 I discuss the forces that motivate people to take sometimes treacherous journeys to find a better place. In Chapter 3 I provide a brief history of the complicated relationship that the United States—a nation of immigrants—has with immigration, and put recent Latin American immigration in the context of this history. This description provides at least a partial answer to the question of why the parents from other countries choose to break the law and enter the country illegally, as well as how this act and its consequences affect their children for years to come.

The second objective is to shed light on the social and psychological experiences of citizen-children born to undocumented parents in the United States. Pulling from the extant theoretical and empirical literature, and from the research I have conducted, Chapters 4–6 will show the challenges facing citizen-children and their behavioral and emotional reactions to the situations they encounter in their lives. The point is to show the impact that their parents’ lack of legal immigration status have on them; how citizen-children see and act on the world; how they navigate the many challenges of their parents’ immigration status; and the part they play in protecting that status. In Chapters 7 and 8, I review how the wheels of immigration justice operate and the effects the process has on citizen-children in mixed-status families. To achieve this, I discuss our laws, national and local politics, and public reaction to illegal immigrants. To humanize the situations that parents and children face when they seek relief from deportation in immigration courts, and to demonstrate the legal process as well as the judicial rationale for decisions to grant or deny relief, I include in these chapters several real-life cases and judges’ written decisions.

My third objective is to propose that our immigration enforcement systems create, in effect, two subordinate classes of children: exiles and orphans. The word exile refers to both a person and a state of mind. An exile is by definition someone forced by some reason or other to abandon her or his home country against her or his will. This concept of exile applies to the citizen-child who has left the United States for another country. By compelling parents to make the decision to take their US citizen-children to another country and abrogating the young citizens’ rights, we are coercing them into a state of exile. As a state of mind, exile is the loss of a sense of belonging to a place and its people, the loss of an emotional connection to a group or national identity. The idea that when deportation forces parents to take their children to another country constitutes de facto exile of children has been discussed by legal scholars, notably Jacqueline Bhabha (2014) and David B. Thronson (2005-2006, 2011) in the context of the contradictions created by immigration laws, family laws, and the rights of citizens. My focus is on the deleterious psychological and social impact that deportation and exile have on citizen-children. In Chapter 9, I present the realities of citizen-children in exile who are in that position through no fault of their own.

The term orphan in this book refers primarily to the loss of the daily physical presence, love, and attention of a parent or both parents, even though the parents are alive but living in another country. When parents are forcibly separated from their children and unable to physically minister to their children’s needs, as is the case when parents are detained and deported without their children, they are involuntarily orphaning their children. The very fact that parents may have no recourse other than to leave a child in the care of others does not diminish the child’s sense of loss, even if the child remains in the community and home to which he or she is emotionally attached. Therefore, orphans by deportation are children who are unnecessarily deprived of parents’ care and affection. In Chapter 10, I describe the lives of those who have become orphans through family separation by deportation.

These terms may seem provocative to the reader. That is my intention, to provoke thought and discussion. My argument for assigning these labels is based on the fact that impersonal laws and insensitive enforcement compel undocumented immigrant parents to make decisions that have devastating effects on US citizen-children, the very people our government must protect. Indeed, immigration law often contradicts family law and undermines the rights of citizenship. Forcing citizen-children into exile or making them orphans are two of the most extreme and harmful outcomes of immigration enforcement. Most often, the children are not included in the thinking behind the establishment of the laws or the implementation of the enforcement practices. These laws are designed to keep out undocumented immigrants, but they do not adequately account for the reality of mixed-status families. Legislators who promote increased enforcement effectively increase family disruption and separation; citizen-children are collateral damage. Exiling citizen-children or forcing them to endure an orphan’s existence is not in our national interest, a topic I take up in Chapter 11.

WHEN BIRTHRIGHT CITIZENSHIP DOESN’T PROTECT

The United States, through the 14th Amendment of the Constitution, confers all the rights, privileges, and protections of citizenship to anyone born in the United States. This important right is based on the concept of jus soli or birthright citizenship that dates back to colonial English rule. Under common law, colonial residents born within lands owned by the English and who pledged allegiance to the English were English subjects even if their parents were not. The only exception was for any children born to a “hostile occupying force,” or children of diplomats, who by definition owed allegiance to a different country (Congressional Research Service [CRS], 2010).4 Despite this tradition, the United States had no real statute or Constitutional provision that defined citizenship until 1866.5

Birthright citizenship finally became part of the federal statute with the Civil Rights Act of 1866, which declared that all individuals born in the United States, regardless of race, were citizens of the United States. Notably, this Act overturned Dred Scott v. John Sandford (1857),6 in which the US Supreme Court declared that anyone who was a descendent of a slave, free or not, was not eligible for citizenship (CRS, 2010). The Civil Rights Act of 1866 voided this decision and awarded citizenship to all African Americans born domestically. To prevent amendment or repeal of the Civil Rights Act, Congress passed the 14th Amendment in 1868, solidifying the right to citizenship for every person born in the United States (CRS, 2010). In modern US history, Puerto Rico reflects the English common law origins of jus soli in that persons living in this Free Associated Commonwealth (i.e., a territory of the United States) are, in effect, born on American soil and are, therefore, US citizens by birth. Birthright citizenship is an honorable tradition but it is not shared by all countries.7

In principle, each citizen enjoys protections. But, when we enter the realm of immigration law and mixed-status families it becomes very murky. Despite jus soli, children cannot fully exercise their rights as citizens; they encounter many inequalities. As legal scholar David Thronson (2011) points out, immigration law devalues citizen-children and works against their welfare by separating children not just from their parents in the case of deportation but also from the protection of the state. That is, the full benefits of citizen-children of undocumented immigrant parents are denied to them. Parents’ citizenship rights extend to their children but, by virtue of their youthful status, citizen-children cannot extend their benefits to their parents. “The system,” writes Thronson, “facilitates the assimilation of children’s status to that of their parents but does not provide for assimilation of parents’ status to that of a child” (p. 239). In nullifying the rights and privileges that come with birthright citizenship, immigration laws and enforcement practices undermine the protections of citizenship and, instead, harm citizen-children. In fact, argues Thronson, the very ties that our general structure of laws are intended to protect—families and the connection between parents and their children—are undone by one segment of our legal system, immigration laws. At their extreme, US immigration laws diminish the connection between children and the state rendering them, Thronson avers, to the status of noncitizen and “effectively stateless” (p. 237).

Another noted legal scholar, Jacqueline Bhabha (2014), makes a similar observation.

The assumption that children’s native citizenship cannot alter parents’ immigration status highlights a striking divergence between foundational assumptions of family and immigration law. Where families are divided by marriage or relationship breakdown, courts traditionally allocated the family home to the party with custody of the children—home is where the children are, the custodial parent’s residence deriving from the child’s. But if families face separation because of immigration law, the presumption is that the anchoring role of the child must give way, their primacy evaporating. If children have no right to use their citizenship as a basis for exercising family reunion or shoring up family unity, then—if their parents face deportation—the children too risk constructive deportation, despite being citizens. (p. 71)

Both Thronson and Bhabha identify the inherent incompatibility between immigration law and family law. In this book, I show how the separation between citizen-children and the state, and between citizen-children and their parents, is produced by immigration enforcement and what the effects are on the physical, emotional, and psychological health of citizen-children in mixed-status families.

WHAT VIRGINIA SAID

Long before I met Virginia, I knew some things about the angry debates surrounding immigration reform. I read the newspapers and watched the evening news anchors and correspondents as they reported on ordinances that small towns and large municipalities were enacting to prevent immigrants from moving into their areas. I knew that these were efforts to make life difficult for many people, not only immigrants, but also landlords and employers who rented to immigrants or hired them. Some communities tried to block immigrants’ access to jobs, housing, education, and healthcare as a strategy to combat growth of the immigrant population. There were stories, too, of good deeds done by immigrants or acts of heroism, of communities thriving through the influx of hard-working immigrants who were restoring houses and starting businesses, and of employers whose businesses were jeopardized by the loss of a primary source of labor. I knew many mixed-status families who lived in our midst. I had provided pro bono clinical services to Latin American immigrant families at a local free clinic, but these requests were not for immigration-related services. Most of the clients who sought my services at the clinic were couples encountering marital problems and occasionally alcohol abuse by a husband or wife; young men, some married and some single, who were depressed from the loneliness and distance from their wives, girlfriends, and families back in their home countries; children with emotional or behavioral problems; women who had traversed deserts where they had been raped and victimized in their journey and now suffered from depression and posttraumatic stress; and immigrants with long-standing psychiatric problems who could not get services or medications through the local hospitals, mental health centers, or federally qualified health centers because they were undocumented and uninsured.

But until the day the lawyers called about Virginia, I had not conducted an evaluation of a child for the explicit purpose of providing a professional opinion to an immigration court. I accepted the challenge. Over several hour-long meetings in the course of a month, I interviewed Virginia and her parents, administered some psychological tests to her, and got to know her siblings. I looked over Virginia’s educational records and read notes that her current and previous teachers made on her report cards. After gaining permission from her parents, I contacted two teachers and was able to spend some time on the phone asking them about Virginia. I gleaned additional information from her health records.

Virginia was the youngest of three children, with a brother, age 13, and a sister, age 11. The family resided then in a four-bedroom, single family home that the parents had purchased three years earlier. The children each had their own bedroom. The parents had been married 14 years and had lived in California and Kansas before moving to Missouri just months before Virginia was born. Both parents were restaurant cooks, although the father also had a small side business selling used cars. They had completed the equivalent of high school in Mexico and had stable employment histories in the United States. Virginia’s two older siblings were English-dominant, although they all spoke Spanish at home. Although they understood spoken Spanish, like many other US-born and raised citizen children of foreign-born parents, they did not write or read their parents’ native language. They had never traveled to Mexico and had never met their maternal grandmother or extended family. They had a maternal aunt, also undocumented, who lived nearby. Virginia’s parents were caring, nurturing, and generous people who had provided considerable stability for their children. Teachers described the parents as exemplary and very involved with their children’s schooling and extracurricular activities. (The older brother played tuba, the older sister played the flute, and both were in the school’s orchestra). Virginia’s father became a target for deportation when a resentful co-worker informed the local immigration authorities of his status, leading to his arrest and detention.

Based on the history given by her mother, it seemed that Virginia had met most developmental milestones normally. She entered preschool when she was 3 years old and spent 2 years there with the same teacher, Ms. Mellon. The preschool teacher and Virginia’s parents told me that Virginia had not spoken in school—neither to adults nor other children—for over 15 months. She was extremely timid and would not talk with anyone, including the bilingual teacher who was brought in to work with her. During the first year, Ms. Mellon told me, Virginia attended morning sessions and never talked nor smiled. Her affect was described as flat and scared. Ms. Mellon made a note, however, that Virginia’s parents were extremely supportive of their daughter and took Virginia’s education seriously. During her second year with Ms. Mellon, Virginia began to speak spontaneously by repeating what her teacher had just said. Those were her only utterances. Thereafter, Virginia spoke more, but her verbal production continued to be low relative to other children her age. Her academic progress was uneven and Ms. Mellon was alarmed when Virginia would occasionally stay in a corner of the classroom and curl into a fetal position. Virginia completed the second year of preschool and moved to kindergarten.

In kindergarten, Virginia was described by her teacher, Ms. Joshua, as sweet, compliant, and very quiet. From the very beginning of the school year, Virginia again did not speak or spoke very little to others. Ms. Joshua reported that Virginia followed rules very well and got along with other children. Even at the point in which I met her, at least five months into the academic year, Virginia had barely spoken in school. She would raise her hand in class occasionally, struggling to be a part of the class. Virginia’s reading and writing levels were low for her grade and she spoke and understood English but would not read it or write it. Ms. Joshua thought that it was likely that Virginia would have to repeat kindergarten.

In the interactions with me, Virginia was cooperative, deferential, and respectful, but almost always quiet. Though initially timid, Virginia gradually became more at ease. I asked which language she preferred and she nodded affirmatively to English. When I spoke to her, Virginia would give her reply by gestures. Virginia could not name simple items in Spanish such as hat, buttons, scarf, or shoes. Engaged in play with a coloring book, she could identify some items in English and few in Spanish. It was evident that English was her preferred language. Nodding for yes and shaking her head for no was how we interacted for hours. The few times she spoke to me, her speech showed no signs of impairment, she enunciated clearly although shyly, and her grammar and syntax were age-appropriate. When asked to reproduce some basic geometric shapes, Virginia did so with good results but the size of her renderings were constricted and were placed along the edge of the paper rather than in the middle of the page which is more typical of children her age. Virginia was small physically, but her motor and verbal abilities were normal for her age. The tests I ran indicated no perceptual-motor integration, cognitive, or language impairments. Throughout the four hours, Virginia demonstrated good impulse control, frustration tolerance, and attention span. Her motor activity and emotional state were modulated and well controlled. When her parents and I were in conversation, Virginia entertained herself with coloring books and dolls for long periods, showing no adverse effects of not being the center of attention.

The drawings of her family that I asked her to do were similarly constricted and placed on the upper margins of the paper rather than at the bottom, which would be more typical of a child her age. Her figures were basic and appropriate to her age and were assigned corresponding gender characteristics. Her father was drawn with a bald head, an accurate representation. Virginia placed herself closer to her father than to her mother in the drawing. Asked what the family was doing in the picture, Virginia stated, “The family is taking a picture. They wanted to do fun stuff.” A picture of a girl was similarly basic and age-appropriate and its accompanying story was of a girl making a snowman with a carrot for a nose, playing with dolls, and watching television. The girl was alone because she had been stealing stuff from her brother and parents. The girl did this because “she wanted a lot of stuff. She wanted to win everything.” Virginia also drew a house, which took up much of the page and was placed appropriately on the bottom margin. It was a happy home, with a picket fence, curtains in the windows, flowers in the garden, and a dog named Sparky in the yard. Virginia, I saw, was just like any other American child who wanted a stable, familiar home with parents, siblings, pet, and neighborhood.

But when I asked her to describe who lived in the house and what the family was like, Virginia’s narrative turned from that of the average American kid to that of a citizen-child fearing her father’s deportation. Virginia began the list of the inhabitants of the home with her father and in a reflection on him she added that the girl in the house would “cry if daddy didn’t live with her.” Virginia stated, “I don’t want to go to another place or another school,” and acknowledged that she was timid in preschool and would not want to go to a new school because she is shy. She did not want to go to another school where all the children spoke Spanish. While telling, these statements were the result of a long, slow, laborious process. Still, most of what I learned from her was through her gestures, pointing to things, and nodding yes or shaking her head to signify no.

It doesn’t take a mental health professional or early childhood teacher to recognize that Virginia was a child with a secure attachment to her parents and family. Most of us might also notice that she was very close to her father. Whether this closeness to him came about because of his pending deportation or was just their usual relationship would require that we know them long before the deportation case. Ultimately, the origin of the strong relationship does not really matter, except that it was affected by the deportation case against her father. Simply put, Virginia loved her father and felt safe being around him, her mother, and siblings in the familiar surroundings of her home. The possible separation due to the deportation order was like a dark cloud hovering over their lives.

Virginia was emotionally fragile, a child who reacted to changes in her social environment through regressive behaviors, shyness, and withdrawal. She remained mute although there was no indication of a receptive or expressive aphasia (i.e., the inability to articulate ideas or comprehend spoken or written language that often is a result of damage to the brain due to disease or injury) or any speech problems such as lisping or stuttering. Her condition was not a result of other mental disorders, like schizophrenia, autism, pervasive developmental disorder, or mental retardation. She spoke English without an accent, something that probably protected her from teasing by other children. With this picture, I concluded that her behavior at school met diagnostic criteria for “selective mutism,” an anxiety disorder seen among children, especially girls, which typically interferes with educational achievement (American Psychiatric Association, 2000).8 Selective mutism is frequently accompanied by excessive shyness, causing children to become socially isolated. At times, children with this emotional disorder talk to other children only or they may have no problem talking at home. Virginia fit the profile well: For 15 months she did not speak in school, even with other children. This is particularly notable because at school there is an expectation to speak; speech and communication are, after all, fundamental to learning and engaging in ideas. During the same period, however, Virginia talked at home with her family. That she spoke to me hesitantly in the evaluation was likely a result of her parents telling her that I could be trusted to help her and her father’s deportation process.

Based on this history, I was concerned with the high probability that Virginia would regress to the kinds of behaviors that she had shown in school. She was a child with difficulty encountering novel situations, and would simply become too anxious and insecure. The long-term life impact that such a regression would have on Virginia could confine her to a future of psychological and behavioral pathologies preventing her from meaningful or productive participation in the social environment, mostly school and work that the average person must navigate. I concluded that it was very likely that the move to Mexico would be traumatic for Virginia and cause her to suffer substantial psychological effects. My report presented all these points to the father’s attorneys, the government attorney, and the immigration judge.

The complex picture that Virginia presented bears strong symbolic meaning. Her silence was not a conscious decision, but a deeply psychological one. Virginia had internalized her parents’ caution to protect their legal status to such an extent that she would not talk to anyone about anything lest she inadvertently reveal the secret. Her parents, like other parents of undocumented children, had taught her and her siblings very early in life about discretion and prudence when it came to talking about the family’s legal status. Virginia was too young to appreciate the nuances of what her parents meant, and instead took it as a rule that she was to follow inflexibly. Although most of us take for granted that a child will speak about her family in school, children of undocumented immigrants do so only to an extent, and must be circumspect. It is difficult to explain to a kindergarten-age child that there are some things about the family that she cannot speak about to others. With a young child’s concrete and often categorical form of thinking—right or wrong, good or bad, yes or no, black or white—it isn’t surprising that a child like Virginia becomes so quiet as to be mute in order to protect what was most important to her. It is a necessary fact of survival among undocumented families that children must learn at an early age that their parents are sin papeles (without papers). They may not understand the full significance of what this means but they are reminded by parents and reinforced by older siblings that there could be dire consequences to everyone in the family. The communities that they participate in with other undocumented families reinforce this point to the children.

HIDING OPENLY

Children of undocumented immigrants, regardless of whether they are citizens, must constantly live in a marginal world, covered by shadows and remaining unnoticed. They must, like Virginia, keep silent a family secret that, if revealed, could cause the collapse of the life they have built in the United States. But children can live invisible lives for only so long since they must attend school and go to the doctor like their peers. Children make friends and are invited to parties; they go to playgrounds, church, and supermarkets with their parents. As a result, undocumented immigrants and their children must enter into the daylight of school, work, playgrounds, hospitals and clinics, soccer fields, stores and malls, churches, and other public spaces. They must engage with the world around them and conduct the interpersonal exchanges of everyday life. At the same time, they must either appear invisible or quickly recede into the shadows of silence and invisibility, and away from attention. Although the children and “paperless” parents must participate in the town square, they must always be ready at a moment’s notice to blend in and conceal one critical aspect of their lives: their legal status.

The average American, whether sympathetic or not to the plight and experiences of undocumented parents and their children, sees immigrants and their children in his or her community nearly every day. But that average American may not appreciate that the lives of the undocumented must be conducted within walls of secrecy, shadows and reflections, presence and elusion. Further, most of us may not appreciate what this kind of existence can do to children. Like Virginia, the children of undocumented immigrants worry; they worry a great deal about their mothers and fathers and their brothers and sisters, and uncles, aunts, cousins, and grandparents. They worry for themselves and about what will happen if mommy and daddy are taken away. As average Americans, we see immigrant families in the mall or taking their children to school and we may look on them as we do all other families, attending to the business of raising children and putting food on the table. Yet we may not see the toll that living this way exacts on their bodies and minds. Parents and children show the mental distress of the fear of deportation (Human Rights Watch, 2009).

Although the average American may not see the effects that immigration laws and the constant threat of disclosure, of being found out, have on children, a 2010 story that aired on national and international television put a real face to the worries of citizen-children. That May, the First Lady Michelle Obama visited an elementary school in Silver Spring, Maryland. It was a big media event, as it is anytime her husband or she makes public appearances outside of the White House. With her on the visit was the then First Lady of Mexico, Margarita Zavala. Together the First Ladies met with a group of second-graders in a gymnasium like those in just about every school in America, with its wooden floors and retractable bleachers surrounding the basketball court. Mrs. Obama and Mrs. Zavala sat on a folding chairs chatting with children, and Mrs. Obama was taking their questions. Other students, school officials, and media representatives were present.

Then, as carried by CBS News (2010), a petite little girl identified by Britain’s The Telegraph (2010) as Daisy Cuevas—sitting cross-legged on the school’s gym floor—asked Mrs. Obama a question about immigration reform and how it would affect her family.

“My mom, she says that Barack Obama is taking everybody away that doesn’t have papers.”

Mrs. Obama replied to Daisy by saying, “Yeah, well that’s something that we have to work on, right? To make sure that people can be here with the right kind of papers, right? That’s exactly right.”

But Daisy wasn’t content with Mrs. Obama’s response. As a US-born child of Peruvian immigrants who had entered the country without authorization, Daisy persisted with the innocence of the very young child she was.

“But my mom doesn’t have any papers,” Daisy told the First Lady.

“Well, we have to work on that,” Mrs. Obama replied before that part of the conversation ended. “We have to fix that, and everybody’s got to work together in Congress to make sure that happens.”

With the speed of our digital, high-definition, media-driven world, the video was featured on local, national, and international television and played and replayed in the evening and late news. Pundits, commentators, Democratic spokeswomen, Republican spokesmen, and apologists analyzed the video while defending or justifying a particular doctrine, policy, or institution. The Spanish-language behemoths Telemundo and Univision aired it, it became a hit on YouTube, and Daisy became a star in her mother’s home country of Peru.

Maybe Daisy acted in naïve innocence when she spoke to Mrs. Obama. But comments she made later to Univision expose the depth of her insight and understanding, capacities that seem beyond her age. They reveal the thoughts of a child who has pondered her parents’ status and the implications for her and for them.

“I’m a big girl and I don’t want to be left with nothing. I could almost die,” she told Univision. “My mommy wants papers so that she can be here legally, so that she doesn’t have to go to Peru.”

The Telegraph (2010) reported that Daisy’s parents had left Peru eight years before, leaving behind a 1-year-old daughter, July, to be raised by her grandparents. In Maryland, her father worked as a carpenter and her mother as a housekeeper, and together they sent money to Peru every month to support their child and parents. Though sisters, July and Daisy lived apart and were separated by citizenship in two different countries: July as a citizen of Peru and Daisy as a citizen of the US. The two sisters had seen each other only once in person but occasionally chatted by webcam, which is how they knew each other and developed their sisterly relationship. Back in Peru, July said on Peruvian television, “I hope that they give my mother papers, so that she will be calm and no longer afraid.” Virginia, Daisy, and July are some of the small faces and worried voices of the children of undocumented immigrants.

PUBLIC REACTION AND PROPOSED REMEDIES TO RECENT IMMIGRATION

Solutions to a policy issue that involves 12 million people, the families who depend on them, and the businesses that rely on them are political, social, economic, and extremely complex in nature. But the public’s proposed remedies have often been simplistic. Some Americans believe it is simply a matter of deporting them all, ridding our country of undocumented immigrants the way we sweep away the sand that kids track into the house.

In the closing decade of the 20th century, the attacks on undocumented people reached new heights. In California, for example, Proposition 187 was introduced on the state ballot in 1994 to create a state-run citizenship screening system and prohibit illegal aliens from using healthcare, public education, and other social services. “Prop 187,” also called the Save Our State initiative, insisted that all law enforcement agents who suspected that a person they arrested was in violation of immigration laws had to look into the person’s immigration status. If police found evidence that the person was undocumented, they had to report it to the state’s attorney general and to the federal authorities. Local governments were prohibited from stopping police officers from following the rules of Prop 187. Moreover, if any government worker suspected that a person who was applying for benefits was an unauthorized immigrant, the worker also had to file a report to law enforcement. The proposition further stated that a person could not receive any public social services until it was verified that they were citizens or lawfully admitted aliens. Despite international recognition of health as a human right,9 undocumented persons applying for publicly funded health care services were to be denied services and identified to the police. The same was required of public elementary or secondary schools, and any identified child of an undocumented immigrant would have to leave the school within 90 days. Notably, Prop 187 rested solely on there being “suspicion” that a person was undocumented. More often than not, this suspicion would be based on the person’s physical appearance and the accent in their speech.

It was chilling, but the people of California voted in favor of it anyway. Immediately, lawsuits challenging the proposition were filed and a temporary restraining order was imposed to prevent its implementation. In 1997, most of its provisions were struck down as unconstitutional by a federal judge, and in 1999, the new governor killed the law by not appealing the court’s decision and subsequent arbitration (McDonnell, 1997, 1999). Many Americans continued the call to rid the United States of the nearly 12 million undocumented immigrants living inside its borders, and some argued for the construction of a long, tall wall from California’s Pacific Ocean shores through deep South Texas to the Gulf of Mexico. At a visceral level, the cry seemed to be “Deport the 12 Million.”

In the first decade of the new millennium, states and localities instigated a variety of anti-immigrant initiatives. Hazleton, Pennsylvania, for example, went from a small, obscure town in the northeastern part of the state to a national phenomenon when it passed a local ordinance in 2006 that would penalize landlords who rented to illegal immigrants and employers who hired them. The law was immediately challenged, and blocked in 2007 by a federal district court. Hazleton leaders pursued the case to the US Supreme Court only to have their case returned to the US Court of Appeals in 2011, which upheld its earlier ruling that the law was unconstitutional (Finley, 2013). Vitriolic attacks against undocumented immigrants continue to flourish in the second decade. There is name-calling and pillorying of those who would raise their voices in support of humane treatment of undocumented immigrants, reaching new levels that bring shame on our nation.

Forgotten in all this yelling and rancor have been the human costs and suffering. Immigrants who enter the immigration enforcement system—from arrest to detention to deportation—are often treated in ways that simply do not match the high moral standards that the United States espouses and that international conventions call for. There is evidence that detainees are made to spend long weeks, months, and even years in facilities during which they are addressed with racial epithets and slurs as well as unnecessary physical force (Phillips, Hagan & Rodriguez, 2006). Even the US Department of Homeland Security’s (DHS) own investigation by the Office of the Inspector General (USDHS, 2006) found many instances of neglect and mistreatment of the detainees, such as ignoring guidelines for confinement, inadequate health care, and lack of means for the detainees to report abuses or human rights violations.

In 2006 through 2008, DHS escalated its use of raids in workplaces in which undocumented workers were employed, garnering much attention in the press. A report on three of the largest raids implemented in 2006 and 2007 shows that, for the 900 adults arrested, about 500 children, some less than 5 years old, were left with relatives or in custody of local authorities (Capps, Castañeda, Chaudry, & Santos, 2007). Some of the children were held up to two weeks. Even the conditions that detained children are held in have not met our nation’s well-regarded standards for child welfare practices (Thompson, 2008).

Through the first decade of the century, laws were proposed and passed by all levels of government, some struck down and some not, that added to the vilification of immigrants and put stress on communities who relied on undocumented people to sustain their local economies. Some of these reactions and initiatives occurred at the local level, sometimes meeting the resistance of the state, but in some cases, such as Arizona, the governor’s office championed anti-immigrant legislation. There were state level laws targeting immigrants and those providing vital services to them, such as healthcare centers and social-service organizations. And there were federal acts to increase the detention and removal of the undocumented.

BREAKING HISTORIC RECORDS

It is understandable that after the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks on US soil, our country would move to protect itself more. The federal government increased its efforts to remove undocumented people out of concern for public safety. After that fateful day, we became engaged in an unprecedented level of deportation activities against undocumented immigrants, a policy very vigorously pursued by the US Department of Homeland Security. It is instructive to examine the extent to which this spirited enforcement has grown.

Table 1.1 below shows the increasing numbers of apprehensions (i.e., arrests) and removals (i.e., deportations) since 2005, published by the USDHS (2013). These figures reflect the “record levels of enforcement” boasted by the Immigration and Customs Enforcement ([ICE], 2012b).


Table 1.1




	Year
	Apprehensions
	Removals





	2005
	1,291,065
	246,431



	2006
	1,206,412
	280,974



	2007
	960,772
	319,382



	2008
	1,043,774
	359,795



	2009
	869,828
	395,165



	2010
	752,307
	387,242



	2011
	641,601
	388,409



	2012
	643,474
	419,384



	2013
	Unavailablea
	368,644





a As of April 2014, the figures for apprehensions by the Department of Homeland Security had not been released.



Very few of those apprehended, arrested, detained, and removed were threats to the public. Most were poor people seeking out economic opportunity in hopes of improving their conditions.

During the Obama administration, the number of deportations increased well beyond the numbers registered by his predecessors. It was good to hear a president tell the nation in his 2011 State of the Union Address that US immigration policy “makes no sense,” but the fact is that his administration was deporting record numbers of people. Nevertheless, in 2011 and 2012, the Obama Administration implemented some reforms to moderate the negative impact of aggressive immigration enforcement actions. The reforms protected vulnerable immigrants, such as those who had to care for young or disabled children or who were victims of domestic violence, sexual assault, or other crimes. In that same 2011 State of the Union Address, President Obama made the following statement:

I am prepared to work with Republicans and Democrats to protect our borders, enforce our laws and address the millions of undocumented workers who are now living in the shadows. I know that debate will be difficult. I know it will take time. But tonight, let’s agree to make that effort. And let’s stop expelling talented, responsible young people who could be staffing our research labs or starting a new business, who could be further enriching this nation. (Obama, 2011)

It was a theme he built on in his 2013 Inaugural Address. “Our journey is not complete,” he said, “until we find a better way to welcome the striving, hopeful immigrants who still see America as a land of opportunity; until bright young students and engineers are enlisted in our workforce rather than expelled from our country” (Obama, 2013). President Obama seemed willing to protect those young immigrants in the high-tech and lucrative fields of science, technology, engineering, and mathematics, but he did not mention those immigrants in the fields picking fruits and vegetables, those landscaping gardens, or washing dishes in restaurants. He was not directing his call to action for the many undocumented children of undocumented immigrants. Sure, some could find in his words the inclusion of these children, their siblings, and parents. But, the fact of the matter is that President Obama singled out highly skilled entrepreneurs and engineers, a group of skilled immigrants that the sociologist Rafael Alarcón (2000) calls cerebreros or “high-tech braceros” after the infamous bracero program that began in the 1940s. Alarcón prefers “to call them ‘cerebreros’ because, unlike Mexican braceros in the past, who worked with their arms (brazos) with temporary contracts, cerebreros work with their brains (cerebros) on a temporary basis” (p. 302).10

When it comes to citizen-children, the escalation in immigration enforcement only makes their lives harder. Demographer Randy Capps and his colleagues (Capps et al., 2007) have shown us that attending to citizen-children of undocumented immigrants is not just an inconsequential moral issue or simply a matter of statistics about the number of people sent out of the country for being here illegally. It is fundamentally affecting families and communities. Through their computations, Capps et al. estimate that for every two undocumented immigrants deported, one citizen-child is directly affected. In this case, affected means that the citizen-child is separated from one or both parents suddenly for what could be several days to several months. If the parent or parents are deported, the citizen-child has to stay in the United States in the care of someone other than parents, enter the child-welfare system, or reside with the un-deported parent if that option exists. Alternatively, the child might eventually travel to another country and resettle there with his or her parents.

Only by applying the two-to-one ratio that Capps et al. proposed can we really appreciate the magnitude of what the numbers mean, of how many young US citizen-children have had to lose their parents or leave the United States. Taking the figures shown in the Table 1.1, I apply the Capps et al. ratio and find a staggering number of citizen-children affected by the removal of their parents. Table 1.2 shows the stark results of these estimates.11


Table 1.2




	Year
	 Removals
	Citizen-Children Affected





	2005
	246,431
	123,215



	2006
	280,974
	140,487



	2007
	319,382
	159,691



	2008
	359,795
	179,897



	2009
	395,165
	197,582



	2010
	387,242
	193,621



	2011
	388,409
	194,204



	2012
	419,384
	209,692



	2013
	368,644
	184,322







In the span of eight years, our nation’s decision to deport 3,165,426 unauthorized immigrants has affected about 1,582,711 citizen-children. Even if I were to be more conservative and apply a 4 to 1 ratio, we are still talking about 791,356 of our most vulnerable citizens, a number roughly the size of a large American city. Baum, Jones, and Barry (2010) supply some additional numbers to these already stunning figures. The writers estimate that over 100,000 children of LPRs—88,000 of them US citizen-children—have been affected by their parents’ deportation in the 10-year period between 1997 and 2007. The authors’ estimates include 44,000 children who were under the age of 5 at the time of their parents’ deportation. It is clear from these figures that the implications for child welfare and our country in general are significant.

THE GARCIAS OF CALIFORNIA: A MIXED-STATUS FAMILY

Mixed-status families are those whose members hold different types of citizenship and residency status. Some family members may be US citizens, and some may be in the United States illegally. Some may have legal status such as legal permanent residency. There are myriad of constellations of mixed-status families that include undocumented members. The most common is composed of parents who are undocumented and children who are all US-born citizens. Then there are those in which one parent is undocumented and the other parent is a citizen, as are their offspring. Still, other families are more complex. A family might have two parents who are undocumented, older children who are undocumented and younger children who are citizens of the United States. Even among the undocumented siblings in a mixed-status family, some may be eligible for protection if they are detained and others may not be—based largely on their dates of birth and an executive order signed by the President of the United States.12 I have also met families in which the couples brought their infant children into the United States illegally over three decades ago. These children have grown up as Americans for all intents and purposes and now have US-born children of their own. Yet, these young parents may not be eligible for relief from removal. Some undocumented children learn when they are teenagers that they are not US citizens. Many of these kids are first told when they ask their parents’ permission to get a driver’s license, that greatly anticipated coming-of-age milestone so much a part of an American adolescence.

The Garcia family is one such mixed-status family, comprised of undocumented individuals and ordinary American kids growing up under extraordinary conditions. Although Garcia is their fictional surname, it is an apt one. It emphasizes the extent to which the Hispanic presence in the United States has grown. You see, Garcia is the most common Spanish surname in the United States. Rodriguez is a close second. Moreover, according to the US Census Bureau, the surnames Garcia and Rodriguez are the eighth and ninth most common surnames in the United States, regardless of genealogy (Word, Coleman, Nunziata, & Kominski, 2000). It is a fact of American demography that the Hispanic population is and will continue to be a major part of the American citizenry.

We met the Garcia family in February of 2013 when an interviewer on our research team, Mariana Ruiz del Rio, visited them in their home in a single-family house in a working-class neighborhood about an hour’s drive from Sacramento, California.
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