
The challenges of undocumented  
migrant childhood

This article considers the concept of undocumented migrant childhood from the 
perspective of sociology. In doing so, it aims to complement different areas of 
study on undocumented migrant childhood, such as educational studies, to better 
understand the complexity of the undocumented migrant childhood concept. As 
a discipline from which to consider the undocumented migrant childhood con-
cept, sociology offers a good vantage point for examining certain tensions between 
being classified as a minor and being tainted with the social stigma of undocu-
mented migration. Sociology provides a critical examination of the idea of child-
hood in regard to the importance of the transition into adulthood. Children are 
trapped in the mindset of the adult in which children are portrayed as symbolically 
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important figures of future adults (release from the authority of the adult one day) 
if still powerless and passive individuals for now. Therefore, social rules on how to 
socialize children, how to educate them and who has the responsibility for bring-
ing them up are core elements in every society.

The intersectionality of childhood and undocumented migration places chil-
dren in a precarious position as developing into adults, because they are left with 
the disadvantage of their uncertain future when they reach maturity (Gonzales 
2011). Moreover, the challenges of living as undocumented migrant children effect 
integration into institutions and access to basic social rights (Bean et al. 2011). Al-
though undocumented migrant children have been recognized as invisible victims 
of immigration restrictions, it does not provide the greater recognition of their 
inherent rights as children (PICUM 2008). Most developed countries experience 
the tensions between the needs to protect migrant children and the needs to de-
fend national borders. In times when state policies face towards a migrant crisis, 
the needs for security tilt the balance in favor of lowering protections for undocu-
mented migrant children (Spencer 2016). Additionally, increased restrictions on 
citizenship can push undocumented migrant children out on the fringes of society 
and reduce their chances to overcome the handicap of marginal membership sta-
tus before becoming adults.

The article begins with a consideration of the critical role of children in rela-
tion to the future of each society that places them at the center of the debate on 
citizenship and migration. It explores some of the core ideas about migrant child-
hood with particular regard to incorporation and public schooling. The article 
delves into what is socially constructed as undocumented migrant childhood. It is 
argued that the dominant discourses on undocumented migrant childhood fail to 
recognize the agency of children in the developing world, while traditional notions 
of childhood as a time of innocent and adult-dependency are challenged by the 
reality of undocumented migrant lives. Building on this, the article aims to bring 
attention to the transitional aspect of undocumented childhood. Careful consider-
ation should be given to the issues of coming of age, the representation of migrant 
children as a minority group, and their legal incorporation into the host society.

Global perspectives on childhood 

The role of children is justified by their strategic position in every society. Children 
are tied to the survival of a society and to the transmission of its cultural values. The 
role of children is thus everywhere subject to control and regulation. In contempo-
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rary studies of childhood, sociologists reveal the norms governing childhood and 
traditions of making normative judgements on the child (Bühler-Niederberger 
2010). Sociologists of childhood lay a strong emphasis on the social construction 
of childhood rather than treat it as a relatively determined and universal trajec-
tory of development (Corsaro 2011). In their classical work, which attempted to 
establish a new paradigm of social understanding of childhood, James and Prout 
(1990:8) declared that childhood, as distinct from biological immaturity, is neither 
a natural nor a universal feature of human groups but appears as a specific structural 
and cultural component of many societies. There has been a concerted attempt in 
a sociology of childhood to differentiate the field of the historically and cultur-
ally specific research on the constitution of childhood in and through discourse 
from other approaches to childhood which promote the description of childhood 
within epistemological and methodological traditions associated with positivism. 
Moreover, the break with the assumptions of developmental psychology and tra-
ditional socialization frameworks, which cast children primarily in the role of the 
next generation’s adults (reproducing the biological and social order), has fostered 
a heightened sensitivity to interpretive analysis on social relations, contexts, mean-
ings, and social structure (Mayall 1994).

Childhood studies scholars suggest that the idea of childhood is profoundly 
shaped by child-adult dualism (James 2007). The dominant discourses on natural-
izing the child have reified the child as a construct of the other, who is perceived as 
dependent (passive, vulnerable, unable to speak for themselves), innocent (simple, 
ignorant) and cute (lovely objects to be watched and discussed). Moreover, tra-
ditional notions of childhood as a time of innocent and adult-dependency have 
espoused the description of childhood in, more or less, universal terms, thereby 
undermining the diversity and complexity of childhood(s). In his postmodern 
critique of the dominant interpretations on childhood, for instance, Kinchloe 
(2002:76) claimed that such viewpoints have often equated difference with defi-
ciency and sociocultural construction with the natural. Childhood studies scholars 
postulate to reintroduce the term childhood by challenging much that has been 
approved of modern childhood, framed in terms of a-historical “becoming adults-
in-the-making” (Uprichard 2008).

The contemporary line of critique in childhood studies even moves beyond 
the adult-child dualism in (what has been called vaguely) Western countries and 
emphasizes the need to take roots in a global context. In the words of Canella 
(2002:8), the aim of childhood studies is to generate a childhood studies that cri-
tiques itself, attempts to decolonize, and struggles to construct partnerships with 
those who are younger in the generation of human possibility. Global oriented child-
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hood studies generally mean to broaden theoretical perspectives on childhood in 
a multicultural universe. One of the benefits from such approaches is to grasp the 
experience of childhood that transcends nation-state borders. Some issues such 
as migration affect children across national borders and cultures. Moreover, the 
meaning of global childhood is recognized beyond the figure of the normative 
Western child. The crucial point of global childhood studies is therefore clarified 
by the assumption that the image of the child is Western derived, and that distorts 
all other images of children around the world. It means that childhood studies 
struggle to reconcile the effort to work on behalf of all children with respect to 
global and cultural differences.

Two topics of discussion on childhood seem to be particularly relevant to show 
further implications for new approaches to childhood based on a global perspec-
tive: childhood as a discursive construction, and children as a minority group. 
The first indicates that the child is constituted through various forms of discourse. 
In this sense, Jenks (1996:32) defines the child as a status of person which is com-
prised through a series of, often heterogeneous, images, representations, codes and 
constructs. In other words, the child is not always and everywhere understood in 
the same way. Moreover, it is argued that it is more accurate to use the plural of 
childhood rather than the singular in order to capture a set of cultural discourses 
that underline the contingent character of childhood(s). In the latter the focus is 
on the capacity of children to form a minority group. It attempts to generate new 
possibilities for children in order to obtain legal status and to modify current chil-
dren’s rights to account for gender specific and cultural violations.

Defining undocumented child migrants

The role of children in the process of migration, however it is perceived, exists 
between the opposite poles of the migration debate. On the one hand, children’s 
presence and participation in processes of migration constitutes a central axis of 
family migration, while on the other hand, migrant children are depicted as vic-
tims – vulnerable, innocent and at risk of corruption and exploitation. In the de-
cision to immigrate, adults are often motivated to build a better future for their 
families, and children in particular. The child is also seen as a factor that motivates 
to keep adult family members together and reunite them after a time of absence. 
When a whole family moves, children usually form the front line of the process of 
integration in the place of arrival, because children often learn the language and 
social conventions faster than adults, and therefore they act as interpreters and ne-
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gotiators for family members. Conversely to the central role of children in explain-
ing the pattern of migratory decisions made by adults, migrant children are often 
conspicuously absent from close scrutiny (for instance, official statistics), and it is 
still unusual to hear the voices of migrant children themselves (James 2007). It is 
even more powerfully evident, at the time of writing this article, when Europe is 
in the midst of a migrant crisis, that screens are dominated by images of people 
attempting to reach the EU borders and the promise of a better life. Most of them 
are men, but occasionally the camera focuses on women and children, who are 
usually depicted as a category of those more dependent and vulnerable. Moreover, 
for children, there is poor recognition of the diversity of their experiences, with 
clumsy attempt to understand the issues from their perspectives. Thus, the most 
obvious figures emerging from media coverage are children as victims.

The migrant crisis has made the situation of migrants outside Europe even 
more acute, since migration comes to be perceived as an issue of security rather 
than merely one of economics or culture. The images of migrants and refugees as 
illegals, welfare scroungers and potential terrorists have turned them into objects 
of public scrutiny. In this climate, migrant childhood has given added urgency to 
the debate about citizenship and diversity, but much of the focus of concern has 
been directed at young people (Spencer 2016). Child migrants (outside Europe) 
have been deliberately depicted as victims at risk of global maladies such as in-
equality, poverty, war or terrorism. By contrast, once they approach the age of 
adolescent, migrant youth tend to be increasingly perceived as a potential threat to 
the social order in European societies.

The unequal power relations that are inherent in contemporary forms of mi-
gration shows the difference between those who are in charge of time-space com-
pression, who really see it and turn it to their advantage, and those who are on the 
move, but they do not take charge of the process in the same way. Massey (1994: 
149) refers to this distinction as a power-geometry. Bhabha (1992: 321) writes that 
the globe shrinks for those who own it; for the displaced or dispossessed, the migrant 
or refugee, no distance is more awesome than the few feet across borders or fron-
tiers. For migrant children (and undocumented migrant children in particular) 
who find themselves in a very vulnerable position as children and foreigners, the 
distance can seem infinitely vast. Moreover, the cost of migration comes high as 
a result of the implementation of more restrictive measures for preventing people 
without documents from reaching European borders. The dire consequences are 
a growing number of undocumented child migrants and a substantial rise in hu-
man trafficking, and it is only children with resources who can move a consid-
erable distance from their homes. A small portion of attention has been paid to 
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undocumented child migrants in Europe, yet the picture of contemporary child 
migration is more complex. For instance, more prosperous countries in Africa and 
Asia have also received people from their poorer and war-affected neighbors.

It is not possible to consider child migrants as a coherent group, since they 
vary in terms of obvious demographic, social and cultural divisions. It is there-
fore understood as an umbrella term to distinguish migrants who are under the 
age at which they become adults. Moreover, children, in most cases, do not ap-
pear separately from adults in the statistics, and it is often necessary to read 
between the lines to get an understanding of the main issues that affect children. 
These difficulties further contribute to the conditions in which some children are 
highlighted and others become hidden. Undocumented migrant children consti-
tute a category under a deep veil of invisibility. Undocumented migration is usu-
ally interpreted as the taint of illegal entry which borrows from the deep-seated 
fears of strangers that lurk at the nation-state boundaries. Moreover, it is almost 
impossible to cease believing in the power of legal-illegal relations, at least when 
the case is addressed to deal with strangers and non-citizens. Through their so-
cialization process, children learn and incorporate the standpoint of the wider 
society of what it would be like to possess a particular stigma attached to being 
both undocumented and invisible. They learn the far-reaching consequences of 
possessing it.

Undocumented child migrants as a category comes as a result of two possi-
bilities – undocumented settlement and unaccompanied minor migration. The 
former is associated with restrictions that are put upon labor migrant families. 
Until the 1980s, undocumented migrants were mainly seasonal labor migrants 
who left their families back home in their countries of origin. However, a body of 
contemporary migration studies literature shows the changing pattern of today’s 
migration and the undocumented migrant family (Ryo 2013). The trend in undoc-
umented migration has shifted from a population of predominantly single male 
migrants working seasonally to larger numbers of women and children striving for 
settlement. For instance, Massey (2008) demonstrates that increasing the number 
and composition of the undocumented population in the United States comes as 
an unintended result of changes in immigration policies concerning a tightening 
of the border and strict enforcement of immigration regulations. As seasonal mi-
gration became more costly and dangerous in the 1990s, and early 2000s, increas-
ing shares of families accounted for undocumented settlement in the United States 
(Gonzales 2009). A similar mechanism of the production of the undocumented 
population in the European Union has been shown in several studies (Donato & 
Armenta 2011, Düvell 2006). The trend towards undocumented settlement has 
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given rise to a population of undocumented migrant children that grow up in pov-
erty and with uncertain futures. The latter is connected with some migrant and 
humanitarian crises. There is particular concern in immigration countries about 
the increasing number of unaccompanied minors (or separated children) arriving 
both as refugees and labor migrants. The UNHCR (2014: 15) defines unaccompa-
nied minors as children under 18 years of age who are outside their country of origin 
and separated from the both parents or their previous legal/customary caregivers. 
The current migrant crisis in Europe trends highlight the difficulties in gathering 
a reliable source of data on this category of undocumented migrant children. The 
media coverage stresses sudden and dramatic situations that are related to increas-
es in human trafficking and disappearances from reception centers. Although po-
tential data sources on undocumented child immigration are compromised, there 
is a broad consensus of opinion on this issue that the number of unaccompanied 
minors is increasing, but only a disproportionate percentage of them may claim 
asylum.

The dichotomy of understanding undocumented migrant 
child between “to be” and “to become”

There are certain questions about undocumented migrant childhood that should 
not be evaded. What is the responsibility of a receiving society to undocumented 
migrant children when they come under the age at which they legally become 
adults and are responsible for their actions? What does it mean to provide chil-
dren with rights and protections that ultimately expire? There is a stark contrast 
between the legal position on undocumented childhood and adolescence and that 
of social sciences. The legal perspective is situated around two major components 
– minors and undocumented, whereas the sociological perspective derives from 
the transitional nature of childhood and its cultural diversity. 

Being undocumented means that a person does not have the necessary docu-
ments, especially permission to live and work in a foreign country. However, it is 
a very difficult concept to define adequately in reference to the situation of chil-
dren. The International Convention on the Rights of the Child stipulates that mi-
nors have to be protected and provided with care. Unlike adult undocumented 
migrants, children obtain a residence permit and receive support and education 
before reaching early adulthood. However, there are no extending rights to un-
documented youth once they come of age. Moreover, many authorities use medi-
cal tests such as dental examination or x-rays of the clavicle to verify someone’s age 
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and decide upon her/his status (Hunter 2001). Thus the legal perspective heavily 
relies on a category ascribed to an official age limit. 

From the sociological point of view, experiences of childhood vary widely 
across cultures and contexts, which means that an official age limit does not al-
ways correspond with the cultural idea of transition to adulthood (Corsaro 2011). 
Moreover, the degree of variation concerning the social recognition and non-rec-
ognition of the transitional phase of adolescence is more problematic than other 
stages of the life cycle, because adolescence is merely understood contextually, and 
even the social stage of adolescent coincides approximately with physical puberty 
(Arnett 2000). Neither does the notion of adolescence as a model phase of sepa-
ration and conflict, popularized by influential Western psychologists, fit in cul-
tural varieties of adolescence elsewhere. In fact, nor does the official age limit as 
a worldwide standard. Several countries define the age at which someone legally 
becomes an adult at between 16 and 21 years. And finally, there are also important 
differences in the individual growing up and social upbringing processes of every 
child, which create the possibility that an adolescent of 16 years old may be more 
mature than an 18-year-old adult.

According to the legal perspective on minors, they are never classified as vol-
untary migrants (Halvorsen 2002). It puts an emphasis on two elements; chil-
dren do not make an independent decision to migrate, and they do not have the 
necessary resources to undertake a journey on their own. Moreover, they are not 
responsible for their actions as minors. Being unaccompanied is thus the most 
complex concept in grasping the importance of interpretation. The definition of 
unaccompanied children emphasizes the absence of the parents or previous legal 
caregiver. However, the criminal phenomenon of the trafficking of minors for ex-
ploitive purposes imposes a strict interpretation of this concept (Wernesjo 2012). 
Authorities have to determine whether the accompanying adult is the appropriate 
caregiver under tradition and law. This task is particularly demanding when there 
is no available documentation to verify alleged ties. The way of identifying migrant 
children is hence adult-centered, even though there is an effort made to protect 
them from abuse and exploitation.

From the sociological perspective, the developing nature of the child is con-
sidered to be intermediate between the extreme of virtually permanent adult au-
thority and the extreme of late adolescent autonomy (James & Prout 1990). In this 
sense, the emphasis is laid on rational adults with children waiting to be processed 
through the particular rite of passage that socialization within a society demands. 
Migration often involves the breakdown of family and other social structures that 
provide the basic frameworks for socialization. For undocumented children (and 



The challenges of undocumented migrant childhood 185

unaccompanied in particular), the lack of adult role models and the absence of 
normal socialization contexts that mediate between normal dependence-indepen-
dence issues can be very concerning. The independence that many undocumented 
children have to develop in order to survive in the living and fleeing circumstances 
does not correspond with any notions of the ideal childhood based on the depen-
dence upon significant others (adults). The idea that children (or even adolescents) 
may exercise unsupervised choice is not only socially outlandish, but dangerous. 
Thus adults are empowered to act for minors in their best interest (Jenks 1996). 
The problem is in making an accurate judgement where the line justifying adult 
intervention should be drawn. The ideal childhood, as conceptualized in much 
contemporary legislation, is perceived as one where all children are shielded from 
the pitfalls of a precarious living (UNHCR 2014). In reality, the living situation un-
documented migrant children experience in everyday life and towards their future 
perspectives sharply contrasts with the ideal childhood in the way it is constructed 
in Europe or North America.

There is also another concern. It is now commonplace to view children as eco-
nomically unproductive and adult-dependent (Zelizer 1985). Outside Europe and 
North America, however, many children do work and are expected to be economi-
cally useful, contributing substantially to the household from an early age (Mor-
row 1996). Moreover, being born often incurs a debt of gratitude that involves the 
child in lifelong obligations to family. This anticipated return can play an impor-
tant role in making a migratory decision. Many unaccompanied minors come with 
some hopes and expectations to the host country. In particular, they believe that 
they will be able to fulfill their obligations to parents and other family members 
to whom they possibly made important promises. The difficulty in keeping their 
promises is often seen as a source of distress and loyalty conflicts, because they 
perceive themselves as collaborators who are expected to assume their fair share 
of family duties. This attitude towards children is excluded from the conventional 
view on childhood in Europe and North America, where children are protected 
from the necessity to earn money to support family. 

The legal perspective, the responsibility to provide temporary protection un-
til the child attains the legal age, is dedicated to minimum standards of care and 
reception, and yet there is serious neglect of social standards of child nurturing 
and migrant incorporation. The major obstacle is that by relying on the legal per-
spective one may lose sight of the developmental nature of childhood. The un-
certainty that follows undocumented migrant children’s everyday living has dire 
consequences for the rest of their lives. Ideally, each child should be protected by 
guaranteeing her or him two aspects: the right “to be” and the right “to become.” 
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The right “to become” means that the law is used in a way that would protect the 
child from any improper restriction upon her/his life choices as an adult. In real-
ity, the acquisition of citizenship in order to achieve a legal status formally equal 
to that of the native-born is a critical part of one’s incorporation process into adult 
life in the receiving society (Enriquez 2015). Naturalization will provide a secure 
legal basis to children on which to make decisions on their life perspectives, but 
the harsh realities of undocumented migrant life are too often bound to the limbo 
of the stateless person until they reach legal age and eventually immigration courts 
decide in favor of their request. Up to this point undocumented minors will not be 
certain of their future in the receiving country.

Undocumented childhood and delayed incorporation

Undocumented children not only live in a daunting life situation as strangers in 
another country, but also face other risks due to their uncertain future as they 
try to find a balance between unprotected and protected social contexts. Their 
initial process of incorporation into a receiving society is polluted by the stigma 
of unauthorized entry. Thus attaining legal residential permission and naturaliza-
tion, both are widely recognized in the scholarly literature on integration as mile-
stones in achieving societal membership and reducing marginality, are expensive 
and complex (Wong & Garcia 2016). Moreover, their initial incorporation pro-
cesses will take much longer than for less marginalized migrant groups (Bean et 
al. 2011). Furthermore, their migratory experiences involve multiple losses that 
distract them from incorporation. They are usually sequentially traumatized by 
tragic and stressful events before the flight from their home country and during 
their flight to the host country, and even after their arrival in the host country they 
still might encounter awkward experiences. In addition to their migratory experi-
ences in diverse aspects, they are usually deprived of parental assistance because of 
their separation from them, or parents, unauthorized themselves, tremble with the 
fear of deportation. Last but not least, for all migrants, and certainly for children, 
migration involves confrontation with the unfamiliarity of the new society, includ-
ing multiple barriers such as language, habits, rules and customs. This means that 
undocumented migrant children are severely disadvantaged. 

Acculturation stress comes as a predictable consequence of a disadvantaged 
position, when children work to adapt to the new environment (Berry 1988). Their 
legal status, together with other barriers, might render the immediate impressions 
of alienation and marginality. The living circumstances of undocumented migrant 
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children are of little comfort to cope with acculturation stress, since some of them 
might live in overcrowded refugee centers, while others live with their relatives in 
the shadows. They may not always receive any substitute care, and the uncertainty 
about the future dominates their lives in such a manner that it may exaccerbate ac-
culturation stress and other psychological problems such as depression (Gonzales 
et al. 2013). 

The disruption and insecurity inherent in undocumented status may thus af-
fect social and psychological adjustment, delaying the process of incorporation. 
Transitional membership statuses among migrants usually pose a dilemma in 
balancing between integration into the host society and disintegration from the 
society left behind, whereas unauthorized entry means that their lives are vulner-
able and precarious (Enriquez 2015, Donato & Amada 2011). For children, the 
experience of becoming undocumented puts them at greater risk for the rest of 
their lives. In conclusion, the loss of the sense of security and well-being associated 
with uncertain status may produce delayed, detoured, and derailed life trajectories.

Belonging: public schooling and undocumented status

The place of the children of migrants in a society has been always centered around 
the key issue of integration (Portes & Rivas 2011). The focus is especially on the 
bedrock issue in integration policy – how migrant children can become engaged 
citizens of tomorrow. Proposed solutions to a problem are usually addressed to 
prolonged exposure to the mainstream receiving culture and institutions of a host 
society as supplemental sources of influence upon downward assimilation (Alba 
and Nee 2003). However, the first membership experiences with the host society 
reflect well or badly on the migrants involved. Entry, legalization and naturaliza-
tion carry important implications for the delayed or even blocked assimilation of 
children into the receiving country. 

Rules on the naturalization of the migrant generation and on birthright for the 
second generation have come under close inspection recently, since many mem-
bers in the country of immigration have found cultural otherness as the possibility 
of trouble for national identity and security (Spencer 2016). A general lowering 
of society’s acceptance of undocumented migration has thus accompanied it. Per-
manent fear of adverse immigration consequences and experiencing the feeling 
of social isolation have a dramatic impact on the possibility that socially disad-
vantaged migrant children will overcome obstacles of inferior social status and 
take full advantage of public schooling in the receiving country. Stigmatized by 
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their uncertain immigrant status, children may experience a social world ruled by 
norms and institutions as absurd and morally unstable, because they feel excluded 
from membership.

Migrant children assimilate into the dominant normative patterns of the re-
ceiving society through participation in everyday practices in societal institutions 
(Portes & Rivas 2011). These institutions are not static but change over time in 
the dynamic interplay between individual or group agency, institutional traditions 
and discourses, societal practices and material conditions. The multiple transfor-
mations that immigrant children experience have dramatic impacts on their iden-
tity formation, social network patterns, aspirations and expectations, as well as so-
cial and economic mobility. The context of reception thus provides more nuanced 
approaches on how immigrant children are channeled into different segments of 
society than a focus on the linear process of assimilation based on human capital 
gaining. The non-legal status causes undocumented children to do less well than 
other children of immigrants (Bean et al. 2011), in particular when they transit 
from de facto protected (as minor) to unprotected status (as adult). In his research 
on undocumented immigrant children in the United States, Gonzales (2011) shows 
that there is a considerably high risk that a lifetime of social vulnerability, without 
citizenship status, will create an underclass of children who have remote chances 
to overcome the handicap of marginal membership before reaching adulthood. 
In the European Union, the Platform for International Cooperation for Undocu-
mented Migrants (PICUM 2008) has also warned that careful thought about the 
conditions of undocumented migrant entry and assimilation mode are relatively 
rare, while barriers to institutional access and social services are common. The 
conclusion is that undocumented childhood should not be a barrier to the use of 
basic rights to health, education and legal protection. However, it is unfortunate 
enough that the practice does not seem to follow the major recommendation for 
a change in the treatment of undocumented migrant children.

The public school system has been always seen as the principal institution that 
plays a critical role in educating and integrating migrant children into the very 
fabric of society (Portes & Rivas 2011). The school conjures up the cultural imagi-
nation of nation that shapes immigrant pupils’ understanding of their place in 
society. Moreover, in school, migrant children come to meet native-born teachers 
and peers, as well as other foreign-born newcomers (like themselves) from dif-
ferent parts of the world. It creates perceptions of where they belong to. Further-
more, this secondary socialization mechanism is by far different from what adult 
migrants encounter. Children grow up with the native-born, while adult migrants 
absorbed into low-wage markets and ethnic enclaves are usually separated from 
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contact with members of the receiving society. Therefore, the school promotes 
a unique opportunity for the acculturation processes of migrant children. 

For undocumented migrant children, however, their uncertain status places 
them in a developmental limbo. They have the legal right to elementary education, 
but other stages of education are usually problematic, because of costs and legal 
obstacles (Olivas 2012). In fact, they move from inclusion (protected status of mi-
nor) to exclusion (unprotected status as adult) during the final days of secondary 
education. Moreover, legal restrictions keep them from legal work or applying for 
financial aid that will help to support their further educational ambitions. Stud-
ies show that undocumented status depresses educational aspirations (Bean et al. 
2011, Gonzales 2011). Undocumented status also highlights the gap between the 
role of elementary education in the development and integration of children and 
limits that shatter their educational trajectories. The difficulty in continuing edu-
cation sensitizes undocumented late adolescents to the reality that they are barred 
from further integration into society. In the words of Gonzales (2011), in those 
days they learn to be illegal.

Undocumented status and transition into adulthood 

Generally, life-course scholars point out that the transition into adulthood takes 
much longer today. This means that young people usually continue their tertiary 
education, delaying both exit from the parental household and entry into full-time 
work. They also defer the decision to get married and become a parent. These are 
usually referred to as the five milestones that put the stamp on the transition into 
adulthood. The transition thus shows the contradictory roles of childlike depend-
ence and adult independence. 

As mentioned before, undocumented status creates difficulty in following the 
normative pathways into adulthood, because undocumented migrant children 
do not have enough of the normalcy that provides the institutional frameworks 
by which adolescents are socialized into the roles that they are expected to oc-
cupy as adults (Rumbaut & Komoie 2010). Legal restrictions leave them unable to 
complete some transitions, while deportation remains a constant threat to com-
ing of age. Therefore, the basics of adolescence such as a choice of social role and 
the search for an adult identity cannot proceed normally. The chronic uncertainty 
about the future undermines their confidence about long-term prospects. As a re-
sult, they do not have the certain degree of ability to choose convenient routes to 
adulthood. As Gonzales (2011: 605) notes, while the public school context helps 
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to sustain their acculturation process and fosters expectations and aspirations that 
bind undocumented children to the receiving society, it contradicts what awaits 
them in adulthood. There are different meanings to undocumented status; where-
as one stresses the school as a protected space that gives rise to higher hopes for 
integration into society, the other one animates the experience of illegality at late 
adolescence. They learn in a heartbreaking way that it will be difficult to realize 
the hopes and plans they came to the host country with, because they may never 
acquire a definitive residence permit. Once committed to the belief that their inte-
gration is possible, they experience their downfall as some positive outcomes after 
school are broken.

Children at the center? Children as a minority group

The case of undocumented migrant children underscores the need to develop 
a solution not limited to ethnic identification and suggestive of alternative modes 
of belonging. At the core of current child welfare policies, however, lies a powerful 
blood bias – the assumption that blood relationship is crucial for entitlement to 
membership of a cultural/national group. Blood is recognized as a significant fac-
tor in shaping the quality of the collective identity of individuals. Identity thus be-
comes a well-defined entity, which is based on the legitimacy of birthright. Even in 
the age of migration, birthright is the most acceptable way to obtain membership, 
though the cultural identity of the migrant child has always been a contentious 
issue in the country of immigration (Portes & Rivas 2011).

The presumed lack of the child’s autonomy to state which group she or he 
belongs to eliminates another identity option. The issue of belonging to a group is 
thus identified with the matter of being owned by the group. It determines typi-
cal ways of dealing with the cultural identity of a small child. There is an implicit 
assumption that the small child has a cultural identity from birth. The cultural 
identity of the small child is just the same as the cultural identity of her/his par-
ents. Thus the cultural identity of the child is readily understood as a quasi-genetic 
entity that is passed through the ties of kinship. It creates a certain belief that the 
entitlement to membership of a cultural/national group and the absorption of its 
culture follow an almost genetic destiny. These beliefs are deeply entrenched in law 
and culture (Montgomery 2009). Either of them puts emphasis on both aspects: 
parents’ rights to guide their children, and children’ rights to their roots and heri-
tage. It contributes to a deeply shared belief that children belong with and to their 
biological parents.
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On the contrary, children’s vital needs (outside the biological family) are for 
someone who is committed to and capable of caring for them today and in their 
future. In the event that things go terribly wrong, such as those which undocu-
mented migrant children experience, they need to be provided with not only pro-
tection and support, but an alternative mode of belonging. However, for undocu-
mented migrant children, who face vulnerability as children and undocumented 
foreigners, the process can seem additionally complicated. Firstly, they are more 
likely to inherit the socially inferior status of their parents. Secondly, if they cross 
borders alone, they will be classified according to their age as a person who is not 
responsible for her/his actions until she or he legally becomes an adult. Thirdly, 
they are bound to their culture of origin. Their situation exposes the truth that 
treating them as belonging, in an essentialist way, to their kin and national/cultural 
group, often ends up with policies that prevent children from truly belonging to 
anywhere (Spencer 2016, Wernesjo 2012). This leads to the application of a lower 
quality of care standards compared to the care for other children and adolescents, 
which, of course, raises tremendous ethical questions. Do we really care for chil-
dren? If so, why do we have certain cultural preferences?

Some sociologists of childhood thus suggest that children need to be treated 
as a minority group beyond their primordial ethnic affiliation, yet with respect to 
cultural diversity (Jenks 1996). The empowerment of unequal childhood could 
protect children as a minority group against the deprivation of their needs in the 
name of collective interests. The role of the child will be used as a rationale for 
the limitation of individual incentives and the vulnerability to restrictive cultural 
practices. Therefore, the dedication to children’s best interests should not be lim-
ited to the connection to the past – their birth heritage and cultural heritage 
– but involves their individual needs and rights for today and in the future. The 
strength of this suggestion derives from the experience of the cultural diversity 
of childhoods, which requires giving children (seen as active subjects) a legal 
status that will protect them from cultural violence, gender discrimination and 
unequal treatment (Mayall 1996). The weakness is that the Western liberal dis-
course on diversity emphasizes the importance of autonomy and identity as the 
precondition for any resolution of minority rights (Kymlicka 1996). In the case 
of children, there are certain obstacles to the solution offered by liberal think-
ers. Firstly, it contains the problem of determining the child’s capacity to choose 
autonomously, and of establishing the limits of parenthood. Secondly, it causes 
a lot of problems to recognize the identification of the cultural identity in rela-
tion to children unless the cultural identity of the parent determines the cultural 
identity of the child. 
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Nevertheless, there is a solution. The degree of capacity for autonomy and 
identity that children have will depend on their age. Therefore, the transition is 
a key concept that refers to the passage of the child from being a non-autono-
mous individual to a young person who is able to decide for herself/himself. It is 
odd enough, however, that at the same time, when undocumented migrant youth 
come of age, they enter into a stigmatized and passive identity, which not only 
prevents them from gaining from social, educational and occupational activities, 
but disenfranchises them from fighting to change their fate. This means that their 
further legal incorporation (as early adults) strongly depends on current trends in 
immigration policies and the political climate. Minority status which underlines 
the importance of the transitional process of childhood could give them freedom 
from political caprice and xenophobic propaganda (which are not willing to rec-
ognize their rights once they reach the age of majority). Therefore, it is highly 
recommended to take the transitional process seriously as the starting point in the 
discussion about undocumented migrant children’ rights for their incorporation 
into the receiving society. 

Conclusion

While scholars generally claim that most young people today face some difficulty 
in managing adolescent and adult transitions, undocumented migrant youth face 
added challenges (Gonzales 2011). Legislations agree on the need for the support 
and care for minors, but all these rights cease when the minor comes of age. They 
have some access to basic social institutions in early adolescence, but when they 
transit into an adulthood they are denied everyday participation in most insti-
tutions of mainstream life. This means that they are put into an overwhelming 
powerless social situation and they lose every right to support. Moreover, these 
young people are likely to remain in the receiving country because of the severe 
limitation of other options. As a result, they have to learn live as a disfranchised 
underclass of young adults, who risk being repatriated to their country of origin 
or another country. In a certain way, one may call it “wasted young lives and life 
opportunities”. Furthermore, all socialization efforts made by teachers and social 
workers to integrate them into the receiving society are hampered by a lack of 
hospitality. The neglect of a sociological perspective on undocumented migrant 
children concerning their transition to adulthood results in allowing these people 
to enter very endangering and abusive situations as undocumented immigrants 
and young adults without supportive social networks. These accumulations in-
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dicate high risks for dysfunctional behaviors. In the end, differences in quality of 
child care and welfare based on the minor’s legal status and not on her/his needs 
call for careful thought about the moral condition of society and its dedication to 
humanistic values. 
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