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Abstract
The Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) executive order 
intended to protect undocumented youth from deportation and mitigate 
the negative impact of their undocumented status. Using qualitative 
methods, eight DACA recipients were interviewed. Participants were 
primarily females, ranged in age from 19 and 27 years old, and had 
immigrated from Mexico. Our findings revealed that as participants grew 
up, they experienced a sense of liminality, or “non-belonging”; however, 
upon receiving DACA status, these feelings of liminality were temporarily 
abated. Problematically, as our participants encountered the limitations of 
DACA, their feelings of liminality returned. While DACA increases access 
to education, health care, and legal system participation, it only temporarily 
mitigates the impact of having an undocumented status. The ramifications 
of the sense of liminality that occur with being undocumented is discussed 
and policy reforms in areas of federal and state educational policy and 
immigration policy are suggested.
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An estimated 11.5 million unauthorized immigrants live in the United States 
(Hoefer, Rytina, & Baker, 2012). While the number of unauthorized immi-
grants in the United States has steadied, the median length of residence contin-
ues to grow, demonstrating that many undocumented immigrants consider their 
decision to migrate to the United States a long-term move (Passel, Cohn, 
Krogstad, & Gonzalez-Barrera, 2014). Undocumented legal status can have 
developmental, economic, health care, and psychological effects on immi-
grants (Benuto & Bennett, 2015; Benuto & Leany, 2018; Gonzales, Suárez-
Orozco, & Dedios-Sanguineti, 2013; Suárez-Orozco, Yoshikawa, Teranishi, & 
Suárez-Orozco, 2011). The negative consequences of being undocumented 
permeates all aspects of an immigrant’s well-being, including their educational 
experience. Undocumented youth are affected by their legal status in their abil-
ity and their decision to finish high school or to apply to college (McWhirter, 
Ramos, & Medina, 2013). All the potential disadvantages that can occur from 
being undocumented contribute to the risk of economic hardship and psycho-
logical distress, including chronic stress, anxiety, depression, and substance use 
(Gelatt, 2016; Suárez-Orozco et al., 2011; Benuto & Leany, 2011).

Immigration policy in the United States has attempted to better assist 
immigrants in becoming U.S. citizens. In 2001, a legislative act was pro-
posed, aiming to provide a pathway for undocumented immigrants to obtain 
permanent legal status (American Immigration Council, 2012). The 
Development, Relief, and Education for Alien Minors (DREAM) Act pro-
posed that undocumented individuals who attended and/or graduated from a 
college or university were under 30 years of age, lived in the United States for 
a specified number of years, had “good” moral character, and had not vio-
lated any immigration laws would be given the opportunity to become per-
manent legal citizens (LawLogix, 2013). Following the rejection of the 
DREAM Act, in 2012, former President Barack Obama signed an executive 
order known as the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA). DACA 
provided 2-year administrative relief from deportation and eligibility for a 
work permit to undocumented immigrants who met restrictions, such as 
being below 31 years of age at the time of the DACA application and being 
below 16 years of age when they arrived in the United States, among other 
restrictions (Department of Homeland Security [DHS], 2016).

On September 5, 2017, the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services 
(USCIS) issued a memorandum that rescinded the June 15, 2012, memoran-
dum titled “Exercising Prosecutorial Discretion With Respect to Individuals 
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Who Came to the United States as Children,” which initially established 
DACA (DHS, 2017). This rescission was the culmination of the Supreme 
Court’s and the Fifth Circuit’s rulings in ongoing litigation, as well as the 
September 4, 2017, letter from the Attorney General (see DHS, 2017, for a 
comprehensive review). This decision was heavily disputed; as of February 
14, 2018, after federal court orders (on January 9, 2018, and February 13, 
2018), DACA is being operated on the terms in place before it was rescinded 
on September 5, 2017; although, the USCIS no longer accepts new requests 
from individuals for deferred action under DACA and only accepts renewal 
requests from existing DACA recipients (USCIS, 2018).

Those who currently hold DACA status may apply for employment autho-
rization, receive a Social Security number, and receive in-state tuition at 
some institutions of higher education. DACA is purported to have assisted in 
counteracting some of the negative effects of having undocumented status, 
including helping individuals acquire a job, receive medical benefits, obtain 
an increase in wages, and pursue education (Anaya, del Rosario, Doyle, & 
Hayes-Bautista, 2014; Gonzales, Terriquez, & Ruszczyk, 2014). Of all pur-
ported benefits, education appears to have the most impact on well-being, as 
pursuing an education can help a person to acquire a job, receive medical 
benefits, and obtain an increase in wages and many other positive, long-term, 
benefits.

While under DACA, individuals cannot be deported; they are not granted 
permanent legal status and cannot become U.S. citizens via naturalization 
(DHS, 2016). Other drawbacks of DACA include that DACA (1) is an execu-
tive order, not a law, which gives youth no ground in an appeals process in the 
judicial system; (2) is a temporary status; (3) is not a pathway to citizenship; 
and (4) instills uncertainty and distrust for youth who are concerned about 
“outing” themselves and their family’s undocumented status (Sahay, Thatcher, 
Nunez, & Lightfoot, 2016). Given that DACA recipients are not granted legal 
status, they are often labeled with disconcerting terms such as “illegal” and 
“undocumented.” While the two are used interchangeably, their connotations 
are vastly different. The term “illegal” incites fear and prejudice, while 
“undocumented” is more politically correct, alludes to the actual nature of the 
problems (i.e., legal status), and better shapes the public’s view toward imple-
menting immigration laws that are supportive for undocumented individuals 
(Soderlund, 2007; Benuto, Casas, & Gonzalez, 2018).

Factors such as immigration status and DACA status are instrumental in 
shaping a young person’s identity. Numerous studies have examined how 
ethnic identity forms and shifts for immigrant youth (Song, 2010; Paat & 
Pellebon, 2012). Ethnic self-identification (i.e., perceptions, behaviors, 
feelings, heritage, and sense of belonging to an ethnic or cultural group) is 
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considered crucial to the acculturation process for immigrant youth 
(Pellebon, 2012; Paat & Pellebon, 2012). These youth find their sense of 
self by reconciling their parents’ culture from their country of origin and the 
culture of their new home country (Song, 2010). Immigrant youth with a 
strong ethnic identity, who hold a positive sense of self, are better equipped 
to cope with stressful situations, are protected from negative environmental 
factors, and perform better in school and social situations than youth with 
weaker ethnic identity (Paat & Pellebon, 2012). Problematically, some 
researchers have found immigrant minority youth to hold a lower self-con-
cept than non-immigrant youth, which affects their perception of their own 
academic, social, athletic, physical, behavioral, and global self-competence 
(Dyson, 2015).

Undocumented youth are negatively impacted by how others perceive 
their undocumented legal status (Gonzalez, Stein, Prandoni, Eades, & 
Magalhaes, 2015). It can be confusing for immigrant youth who were brought 
to the United States as children to develop their identity and set goals, as 
these individuals have very limited memories, experiences, or familial sup-
port outside of the country, yet they are told they are not American (Gonzalez 
et al., 2015). These youth are blocked from participating in similar opportuni-
ties as U.S. citizen children (i.e., obtaining a driver’s license, getting a job, 
applying for college) because of their undocumented legal status, which 
impacts how they understand themselves and their future aspirations 
(Gonzalez et al., 2015; Suárez-Orozco et al., 2015). Importantly, DACA 
helps to bridge the gap between undocumented and citizen youth by provid-
ing previously undocumented youth a legal presence, work authorization, a 
social security number, and access to more opportunities (Suárez-Orozco 
et al., 2011).

Problematically, applying for DACA is not a long-term solution as it is 
not a pathway to citizenship. Currently, the status of DACA is uncertain; the 
USCIS is only accepting renewal applications from previous DACA recipi-
ents and is not accepting any new deferred action applications (USCIS, 
2018). As congress moves toward creating new legislation, it is critical that 
considerations be made regarding the benefits of DACA; however, it is 
equally critical that considerations be made with regard to the shortfalls of 
DACA. The experiences of youth applying for DACA and the experiences 
of youth who successfully have DACA status is crucial to understanding 
U.S. immigration policy in an applied way. Research that examines the 
experiences of child immigrants in their journey to obtain and live with 
DACA is limited. Further research is warranted to better understand the pro-
cess of becoming DACAmented (i.e., receiving DACA status) and how 
DACA recipients conceptualize themselves with regard to their legal status. 
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The purpose of this study was to further explore the factors related to the 
experiences of child immigrants, both during the application process to 
acquire DACA, as well as following the approval.

Method

Materials

This was a qualitative study and the data presented in this article are data 
collected for efforts of a larger scale study. The first step was to create an 
interview protocol, which was constructed by examining relevant literature 
and deriving appropriate study research questions. Content validity was 
demonstrated by having three experts in the field analyze and provide 
improvements for the research questions. Feedback from the experts was 
considered and appropriate revisions were made. After revisions, the final 
interview protocol was comprised of 17 questions for which nine were ana-
lyzed for the current study.

Procedure

This study received institutional review board (IRB) approval once the con-
tent of the interview protocol was finalized. The researchers then sought 
participants by distributing flyers on the University of Nevada–Reno cam-
pus and via email, making in-person announcements in undergraduate 
courses, and through the university’s research subject pool. Participants 
were able to complete the semi-structured interview in-person (n = 7) or via 
telephone (n = 1). Before participation in the study, participants were given 
a copy of the informed consent to read and verbally confirm that they met 
inclusion criteria and understood the terms. Participants were not asked to 
sign a hard copy of the consent forms as to protect their confidentiality, and 
were told they could withdraw their interview data at any time. The dura-
tion of the recruitment period for participants was open from September 
2016 to May 2017.

Participants

Inclusion criteria included (1) eligibility for DACA status or current DACA 
status and (2) current enrollment at an institution of higher education. During 
the 8-month recruitment period, there were cancelations (n = 2), no shows (n 
= 6), and potential participants who did not meet inclusion criteria (n = 3). The 
final number of participants was eight. Participants were between the ages of 
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19 and 27, immigrants from Mexico, and almost exclusively female (88%). It 
is important to note that, although all our participants were immigrants from 
Mexico, we had sought out participants who emigrated from other countries as 
well. For demographic data, see Table 1.

Data Analysis

All interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed, and analyzed for common 
recurring themes by two independent coders. Intercoder consistency was 
70%, demonstrating moderate interrater reliability. To resolve disagreements, 
codes were discussed to determine whether the code (1) belonged within an 
existing core category, (2) was salient enough as its own category, or (3) did 
not belong at all (Saldaña, 2015).

The analysis consisted of a two-phase coding cycle. In the first cycle, ini-
tial coding (see Charmaz, 2014; Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Glaser & Strauss, 
1967; Glaser, 1978; Strauss & Corbin, 1998; Strauss, 1987) and concept cod-
ing (Mihas, 2014; Saldaña, 2015) were used. Initial coding was applied to 
micro-analyze for tentative codes (i.e., examining the interview transcript per 
line; Saldaña, 2015). Subsequently, concept coding was utilized to produce 
general, overarching themes from the codes generated during the initial 
coding.

Two methods were used during the second phase of coding: axial coding 
(Boeije, 2010; Charmaz, 2014; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Glaser, 1978; Strauss 
& Corbin, 1998; Strauss, 1987) and focused coding (Charmaz, 2014). Axial 
coding distinguished commonly reoccurring themes from nonessential ones. 
Focused coding categorized the most prominent codes or themes found 
(Saldaña, 2015).

Table 1. Participant demographic data.

Participant Age Gender
Country of 
immigration

Age of immigration 
to the United States

1 19 Female Mexico 3 years
2 22 Female Mexico 2 years
3 24 Female Mexico 7 months
4 20 Female Mexico 3 years
5 27 Female Mexico 11 years
6 20 Male Mexico 1 year 2 months
7 19 Female Mexico 7 years
8 21 Female Mexico 8 years
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Results

Our findings indicated that as young children, participants did not have a 
sense of their legal status. When they became aware that they were undocu-
mented, they were unable to make sense of the consequences of their legal 
status, as they were not old enough to experience any real repercussions 
related to being undocumented. As our participants grew up, they progres-
sively experienced more situations where their undocumented status set them 
apart from youth who had citizenship; this created a sense of liminality. 
Participants described liminality (i.e., a sense of non-belonging) in situations 
of “rites of passage.” Some participants described how they had to make 
excuses for why they were not doing what was “typical” for others who were 
their age, while others described acting uninterested as a way to decrease 
suspicion. This sense of liminality was resolved when participants received 
DACA status or became “DACAmented.” Overall, DACA gave undocu-
mented youth access to many opportunities that they were excluded from in 
their earlier years. However, once participants realized the limitations of their 
DACA status, they became what we conceptualized as DACAlimited, as they 
were cycled back to a state of liminality. See Figure 1 for an illustration of 
this process.

The narratives shared by participants illustrated how being DACAlimited 
was characterized by piecemeal access to opportunities. For instance, partici-
pants shared stories of being told that they can go to college, but not being 
extended ways to fund college, or being told that they can work, but only have 
2-year periods of certainty in their ability to stay in the United States. While 
they maintained success in many ways, their narratives were riddled with bar-
riers they had encountered and worries about what the future might hold, 
which truly illustrate the shortcomings of the DACA legislation. See Figure 2 
for an illustration of the limitations that DACA recipients experienced.

Becoming Aware of Legal Status

Being undocumented is a progressively problematic experience. Initially, as 
children, our participants described not realizing the difference between 
being documented and being undocumented. As our participants aged, they 
began to learn what being undocumented meant.

I had a project where I had to describe what makes you an American and I 
asked my mom “well, what makes us American?” She was like “well, we’re 
not. . .” and I was like “what do you mean we’re not? Were here!”. . . I mean I 
knew I was Mexican, but I didn’t know I wasn’t American. (Participant 1)
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Our participants described not experiencing the ramifications of being undoc-
umented until they reached traditional American “rites of passage” and 
reported feeling a sense of liminality, or non-belonging, when they realized 
they were excluded from these rites of passage: getting their driver’s license 
or planning for college.

Figure 1. Venn diagram of immigration status.
Note. This figure illustrates the limitations of DACA. DACA = Deferred Action for Childhood 
Arrivals.

Figure 2. Being DACAlimited.
Note. This figure illustrates how being undocumented and being DACAmented are similar in 
terms of generating a sense of liminality. DACA = Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals.
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The challenge was understanding the fact that I wasn’t able to start work or 
even get a driver’s license when I became of age for a permit. [It was] very sad, 
it made me cry. (Participant 4)

Youth with citizenship were set on a separate trajectory than our undocu-
mented youth; U.S. citizens had the freedom to drive to school, to begin 
working and saving money, and to plan for their careers by applying to col-
lege, while our participants were excluded from these rites of passage because 
of their undocumented status and they struggled with aligning their aspira-
tions to the realities of their status. For most of their educational career, our 
participants struggled with challenges and barriers related to their culture 
(i.e., language barrier, cultural vacillation, cultural brokering), but in their 
final high school years, participants’ struggles became more status-oriented. 
This is a key in that challenges and barriers related to culture promoted moti-
vation, strength, and perseverance, but challenges and barriers related to legal 
status were uncontrollable and frustrating. DACA became our participants’ 
hope because it spoke to their professional and educational aspirations and it 
gave them a sense of control over their status.

Liminality

Being undocumented produces liminality across a host of people, places, and 
situations. Our participants recalled experiences of liminality at home, in the 
community, and at school. Most of our participants immigrated to the United 
States with no memories of life in Mexico. As such, their experiences of non-
belonging in the United States were especially difficult to process, as they did 
not see themselves as extensions of their families’ cultures nor did they see 
themselves as foreign; all they knew was what life was like in the United 
States.

I felt like I wasn’t in a foreign country, because this [the U.S.] is kind of all I 
knew. (Participant 6)

Despite their attempts to reconcile where they fit in, their difficulties with 
belonging were actualized through experiences of the language barrier and 
cultural vacillation (moving between mainstream culture and their culture of 
origin). In particular, the lack of resources available at school for our partici-
pants in these regards further signaled their exclusion. These experiences 
served to reinforce the idea that they were “bridging” cultures and did not 
have full membership in either one. The place where they were spending the 
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most time (i.e., school) was not accommodating their needs, which further 
isolated and alienated our participants.

Becoming DACAmented

This sense of liminality was temporarily resolved when participants 
received DACA status, or became DACAmented. Notably, not all undocu-
mented child immigrants go on to apply for and receive DACA. Most of the 
participants in our sample expressed fear of “outing” themselves and their 
family’s status. Our participants described being attracted to DACA because 
of their potential to access employment and higher education, and they took 
the risk of applying for DACA in hopes of having a better future. In particu-
lar, participants recalled being able to obtain a driver’s license and obtain a 
social security number, both of which allowed them to gain employment 
and access higher education. Our participants were able to continue priori-
tizing their professional and educational aspirations because of DACA. 
They saw DACA as a way to secure a stable career, help provide for their 
families, and be better positioned than their parents. Another common 
theme among participants was the recollection of diminished aspirations 
before DACA, because they knew their undocumented status prevented 
them from progressing in terms of accessing higher education, getting a job 
with good pay, or being free from the fear of deportation. Our participants 
saw DACA as a way for them to finally engage in activities that their fami-
lies cited as their reason for immigrating in the first place, and the majority 
recalled having full support of their families to take advantage of the oppor-
tunities that DACA gave them.

DACAlimited

As it turned out, DACA had major shortcomings. Participants described the 
benefits of DACA to be overshadowed by their experiences of conflicting 
restrictions of these benefits. DACA was supposed to help provide security in 
their futures (i.e., to not be worried about deportation, to be able to find a job, 
and to be able to go to college), but this was not the case. The piecemeal 
access to opportunities through DACA (i.e., being DACAlimited) was 
reported to be frustrating and stressful by all participants. DACA did not cre-
ate equal opportunities for its recipients as to youths with citizenship, and 
many participants described the same sobering feelings that they mentioned 
when they described what it meant to be undocumented, including liminality, 
isolation, and alienation. Once again, our participants experienced liminality 
because of their status, leaving them questioning where they fit in (see 
Figures 1 and 2).



Benuto et al. 269

For our participants, DACA was their only way to access employment 
or higher education, but they still reported experiencing major chal-
lenges and barriers in these areas, even with DACA. In particular, fund-
ing college was described to be especially challenging and had the 
potential to impact their experience in many ways as Participant 7 
described,

I mean obviously, I wanted to apply to Ivy League schools and stuff like that 
but I never ended up doing it because I knew that even if I got scholarships, 
they probably weren’t gonna be full scholarships, and so we weren’t gonna 
have enough money to pay for them, and so I was like “Okay. . . I still want the 
college experience of like going away from home, and it is a pretty good 
school; still in-state tuition, and I can get the [redacted] scholarship which is 
not funded by the government, so I can use it. . .”

Another financial barrier that was reported was being unable to apply for 
Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) or most scholarships. 
These financial aid packages have residency requirements that disqualify 
DACA recipients, and participants described having to work part- or full-
time, asking family for financial help, and applying for private scholarships 
to pay for college.

I decided to apply to [redacted], but when I did, they told me I couldn’t get any 
financial aid because I wasn’t a citizen. So, I had to pay everything out of my 
pocket. (Participant 5)

The few scholarships that DACA recipients are qualified for were 
described by one participant as “highly competitive,” as both citizens and 
non-citizens compete for the funding.

Overall, concerns about being DACAlimited were reminiscent of con-
cerns about being previously undocumented: the uncertainty of our partici-
pants’ future and the future of their families. Participants knew they were 
only accepted here in 2-year increments. They believed this would affect 
their ability to acquire a stable, good paying job.

My dad is a carpenter so it’s a little upsetting that he’s not paying for his 
retirement and he’s getting closer to old age. My worry is to finally get my BA 
and be able to get an income that is good enough to pay for them as well. 
(Participant 4)

Furthermore, although all our participants were enrolled in college, they 
expressed concern about being able to finish college, as their completion was 
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contingent on being able to secure funding. As described above, financial aid 
is scarce for students who cannot prove residency.

I was trying to seek out resources ’cause everybody was like “oh there’s so 
many resources out there, like if you’re from a low income, first generation 
[family], then you should have no trouble getting some resources,” but I find 
that there’s always like that extra barrier set in front of those that are DACA. 
(Participant 6)

Funding college is a significant source of stress and a warranted concern.
Finally, there was worry about the welfare of participants themselves and 

of their families. DACA does not provide protection to family members of 
recipients, nor is it a pathway for citizenship for recipients, creating a con-
stant state of uncertainty. Participants were weary of the government having 
their information on file from their DACA application. The participants liv-
ing in “mixed-status” families reported being worried about the possible 
deportation of family members who were still undocumented that they may 
have “outed” by applying.

Well the DACA process is pretty scary initially when you put in the legal 
papers because I guess as an immigrant you’re off the grid in a way. . .so filling 
that out and having the government know your name and all that stuff and your 
parent’s name is a little scary, especially if you’re not aware of any of the laws 
or anything. (Participant 4)

Because DACA is a temporary legal status, our participants considered it 
a short-term privilege that isolated and rejected them from other American 
citizens all over again. Being DACAmented meant being temporary and, 
with the 2016 election, our participants expressed worry that the future of 
DACA was temporary too. Participants were concerned with what would 
happen to them and their families if DACA was terminated, highlighting the 
uncertainty and fear surrounding the initiative.

Discussion

Our results revealed that, early on, our participants were unaware of their 
legal status. Eventually they became aware of what it meant to be undocu-
mented and, as such, experienced a sense of liminality. Obtaining DACA 
status (or becoming DACAmented) resolved their sense of liminality and 
gave them hope, albeit temporarily. They later realized that they were what 
we conceptualized as DACAlimited; while there were benefits to DACA, 
there were also substantial limitations.
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From Undocumented to DACAmented

As illustrated in the extant literature, there are benefits to the DACA legisla-
tion, and our findings reflected this. DACA has been noted to help individu-
als acquire a job, receive medical benefits, obtain an increase in wages, and 
pursue education (Anaya et al., 2014; Gonzales et al., 2014). Our participants 
noted that because of DACA, they were able to obtain a driver’s license and 
have a social security number, which allowed them to gain employment and 
access higher education. They were able to continue prioritizing their profes-
sional and educational aspirations because of DACA and they viewed DACA 
as a mechanism to secure a stable career, help provide for their families, and 
to be in a better position than their parents. DACA status also aided our par-
ticipants in resolving their sense of liminality.

Prior to receiving DACA status, our participants described what we con-
ceptualized as liminality; participants did not see themselves as extensions of 
their families’ cultures nor did they see themselves as foreign. This sense of 
liminality that child and adolescent immigrants experience has been dis-
cussed substantially in the extant literature (Suárez-Orozco et al., 2011), and 
our findings converge with this literature which theorizes that liminality acts 
as a “transitional moment between spheres of belonging when social actors 
no longer belong to the group that they are leaving behind and do not yet fully 
belong to their new social sphere” (Suárez-Orozco et al., 2011, p. 444). We 
conceptualized our participants as moving from being undocumented to 
DACAmented: moving from one sphere to another. These spheres repre-
sented an actual change in legal status, as well as a resolution to the sense of 
not belonging to their host culture or their culture of origin.

From DACAmented to DACAlimited

As previously noted, DACA is a short-term solution for undocumented immi-
grants and, as of now, only those who already have acquired DACA status are 
able to make requests for continued DACA status (USCIS, 2018). Results 
from the current study indicated that, while DACA incited hope, this was 
short-lived once participants realized the limitations of DACA. The term lim-
inal legality has been used to describe the nature of DACA, whereby DACA 
recipients are neither fully documented or undocumented and instead lie 
between the two statuses for an indefinite period of time (Martinez, 2014). 
The extant literature has documented the negative repercussions of undocu-
mented status (Gelatt, 2016; Suárez-Orozco et al., 2011) and while DACA 
was purported to counteract some of these negative repercussions (Anaya 
et al., 2014; Gonzales et al., 2014), further reform is needed. With the repeal 
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of DACA and the call to congress to act (Shear & Davis, 2017), the results of 
our study have implications regarding how future legislation can be crafted 
so that it is maximally beneficial to this group.

Implications and Recommendations

Our findings demonstrated that DACA leaves many recipients uncertain of 
their futures following the end of their DACA status. One participant 
(Participant 2) in particular captured these emotions,

[Before DACA] you always think what would happen once I graduate college. 
If I don’t have experience, no one’ s gonna hire me. . .[But] even now, it’s just 
like “what’s gonna happen? I have job experience now, but is anyone gonna 
want to hire me because I’ m only here [with DACA] for two years?”

These results suggest that DACA does not reduce the uncertainty that is 
accompanied with being undocumented and does not genuinely provide 
security for individuals who seek DACA status. Instead, DACAmented indi-
viduals are working toward a goal that can never be achieved, which dimin-
ishes their hope and may cripple their ability to reach their full potential. 
Without serious legislative reform, there will still be significant barriers to 
employment after graduation for many undocumented immigrants (Daroli & 
Potochnick, 2015).

In addition to the time-limited nature of DACA, our participants also 
noted significant challenges in accessing financial aid. Financing college is 
one of the most significant barriers to accessing higher education (Suárez-
Orozco et al., 2011). For immigrant families, this barrier can be magnified; 
approximately 40% of undocumented youth live below the poverty line 
(Gonzales, 2009). Creating avenues for undocumented immigrant students to 
receive affordable tuition can benefit not only the student but also the econ-
omy and the greater community.

To date, 21 states have passed in-state tuition policies for undocumented 
students, with at least six states allowing students to receive state financial 
aid (NASPA, 2017). The economic incentives for providing in-state tuition to 
undocumented immigrants include increasing college enrollment, which may 
increase the wealth of the state and increase high school graduation rates for 
minorities (Flores, 2010). Although only one example of the widespread ben-
efits of providing affordable tuition benefits to DACAmented immigrant stu-
dents, the implications are important. In addition, it has been purported that 
including undocumented youth in higher education will increase their civic 
engagement and dedication to education, ultimately benefiting teachers, 
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schools, administrators, and other students through exposure to diversity 
(Bozick & Miller, 2014; Gurin, Nagda, & Lopez, 2004; Potochnick, 2014).

Providing in-state tuition to undocumented immigrants is a good start; 
however, reforms beyond providing in-state tuition are necessary. As sug-
gested by Cervantes, Minero, and Brito (2015), there should be educational 
interventions early on that are aimed at preparing immigrant parents and chil-
dren for the challenges of college. This is consistent with efforts in the field 
of clinical and counseling psychology (and other professions) in terms of the 
emphasis on providing interventions that are culturally specific (Benuto, 
2017; Benuto & O’Donohue, 2015; Benuto & Leany, 2017). In addition, 
there should be faculty mentors, well-versed in immigration policy, with the 
purpose of helping to “minimize institutional barriers and facilitate connec-
tions to resources” (Cervantes et al., 2015, p. 236). While we did not assess 
for mental health consequences of the stress imposed by immigrations status 
(i.e., depression, anxiety), intervention efforts should also include culturally 
relevant assessment (Benuto, 2013a, 2013b) so that those in need of behav-
ioral health services can obtain them as adolescence represents a critical time 
in a person’s life highlighting the needs for reforms for ethnic minorities 
(Benuto & Leany, 2011; O’Donohue, Benuto, & Tolle, 2013).

Limitations and Future Directions

Overall, this study has limitations that should be noted. First, despite the 
importance of the results, the current study had a small sample size. This was 
in part due to cancelations, no shows, and prospective participants not meeting 
inclusion criteria. We hypothesize that the political climate at the time of 
recruitment may have contributed to our small sample size as well, as poten-
tial participants may have been fearful of disclosing their legal status in a 
direct-interview. Previous qualitative studies on the topic that recruited larger 
sample sizes (e.g., DeAngelo, Schuster, & Stebleton, 2016; Martinez, 2014; 
Raymond-Flesh, Siemons, Pourat, Jacobs, & Brindis, 2014; Sudhinaraset, To, 
Ling, Melo, & Chavarin, 2017) were done prior to the 2016 election, whereas 
during our recruitment period, deportation policies were in the process of 
being revised. Despite a small sample size, data saturation still occurred.

Second, our study had limited demographic variance. The sample con-
sisted entirely of Latino immigrants from Mexico and seven of the eight par-
ticipants were women, thus our findings may not generalize to male DACA 
recipients, non-Latino DACA recipients, or Latino DACA recipients from 
countries other than Mexico. It is important to note that, in 2017, immigrants 
from Mexico comprised the largest portion of both accepted initial and 
renewal DACA applications, with over 648,000 active DACA recipients 
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from Mexico (compared with El Salvador, the second largest county source, 
with 25,900 active DACA recipients: USCIS, 2017); thus, the results from 
our study do generalize to a substantial subset of the U.S. immigration 
population.

Finally, the sample consisted entirely of individuals who were currently 
enrolled in college. Therefore, our findings may not generalize to DACA 
recipients who are not college-attendees. However, in Sudhinaraset, To, Ling, 
Melo, and Chavarin’s (2017) study with a sample of Asian and Pacific 
Islander DACA recipients, and only 40.6% with a college degree, the 
researchers found similar results to ours (e.g., economic stability, educational 
opportunities, social and community contexts, and access to health care). 
This suggests that differences in outcomes between those pursuing higher 
education and those who are not are limited.

Despite these limitations, the current study supports past literature demon-
strating that DACA has granted undocumented immigrants the opportunity to 
pursue higher education and sustainable careers. However, these benefits are 
short term, as DACAmented individuals have to frequently re-apply for 
DACA status and are never granted permanent citizenship status. 
DACAmented individuals have proven their commitment to lead positive 
lives and contribute to society, even during their limited time here; therefore, 
immigration policy needs to be revised to grant these individuals access to 
citizenship, thus eliminating the uncertainty associated with not being guar-
anteed additional time in the United States.
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