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“Tomando Vuelo”: Uplifting and Understanding the State of Academia for Undocumented 

Central American Students 

Abstract 

Despite their growing numbers within the Los Angeles Unified School District, rarely are 

the academic struggles and barriers of Undocumented Central American students ever discussed. 

This study hopes to address the needs of undocumented Central American students as an 

important and urgent issue. Complexities tied to their identities, create a number of barriers that 

ultimately impede academic success and an eventual trajectory towards higher education. 

Employing an extended literature review, this study hopes to inspire schools and lawmakers to 

consider additional resources, support, and policy to better aid undocumented Central American 

Students. 

Introduction & Problem Statement 

Historically, the United States has always been a prime destination for immigrants, with 

migrants from Latin America having the densest population. However, recent migration trends 

demonstrate an important shift in the demographics of migrants coming from both Latin America 

and Central America. A recent article from the Pew Research Center (2017) states that, 



Chavez 2 

“the number of immigrants in the United States from El Salvador, Guatemala and 

Honduras rose by 25% from 2007 to 2015, in contrast to more modest growth of the 

country’s overall foreign-born population and a decline from neighboring Mexico” (Cohn 

et al.).  

With their respective populations steadily growing in the United States, the importance of 

incorporating undocumented Central American students into the education system does as well. 

Of the estimated 12 million undocumented immigrants who have legal access to a K-12 

education, only about 65,000 graduate from high school and even fewer transition to an 

institution of higher education (Abrego and Gonzales 2010, p.144). These statistics are especially 

alarming in Los Angeles, where demographics within the Los Angeles Unified School District 

(LAUSD) have changed drastically in relation to the growing number of undocumented Central 

American students. In fact, Los Angeles County is home to the fastest growing population of 

Central Americans in the United States (McInerny, 2013, UCLA Newsroom). Despite their 

projected growth, this specific student group faces a number of challenges that prevents their 

access to an equitable learning environment.  

Similar to other undocumented student populations within the United States, 

undocumented Central American students must deal with the day to day restrictions that 

accompany their lack of status. Ever-changing law and policy regarding higher education creates 

a level of uncertainty that ultimately impedes their access to academic relates opportunities 

(Abrego and Gonzalez, p. 144).  In other words, it is hard to plan for the future when there is no 

real definite structure to work around. The context specifically surrounding Central American 
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migration also adds another concerning layer to the experiences of undocumented Central 

American students.  

Although migration from Central America is currently on the rise, this is not the first time 

that Central American migrants journey towards the United States. Push and pull factors such as 

political repression, civil war, economic opportunity, and violence have been causes for 

migration since the 1970s (Cohn et al., Pew Research Center, 2017). It is also important to note 

that the migration experience is a long and potentially traumatic one that can detriment mental 

health. As noted by Keller et al., (2017) migrants arriving in the United States struggle with 

mental health symptoms in response to violence and persecution in their home countries (p.1). 

This is especially true for unaccompanied minors or young migrants from Central America who 

face a differently entire migration experience that can lead to post-traumatic stress disorder 

(PTSD), anxiety, and depression (Franco, 2017, p.551). Aside from these issues, ongoing 

political attacks on Central American migrants further contribute to these feelings of “not 

belonging”. Assimilation then becomes more than just finding a new way of living. It is about 

finding ways to adjust physically, socially, and linguistically in a new location. Such complex 

issues can most certainly have a negative impact on the academic performance of undocumented 

Central American students. This is especially true now that their numbers continue to grow, yet 

their needs are yet to be addressed.  

This study hopes to address the needs of undocumented Central American students as an 

important and urgent issue. Complexities tied to their identities, create a number of barriers that 

ultimately impede academic success and an eventual trajectory towards higher education. I argue 

that the social, political, and legal positioning of undocumented Central American students 
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within the United States creates an inequitable learning environment and ultimately call for 

additional programs, resources, and spaces to help nurture this student population.  

Literature Review 

This study involves understanding the current placement of undocumented Central 

American students in regards to what impacts their education. Inspiration for the study is 

stationed within the existing literature surrounding the experiences, factors, and the current state 

of undocumented students and higher education (four-year institutions, two-year junior college, 

trade school, etc.). My study also builds upon the existing work of Abrego’s (2008) study on the 

impacts of California Bill 540, and Abrego and Gonzales’ (2010) study on the economic and 

academic barriers undocumented students face with regard to higher education. These specific 

works of literature highlight the restrictions faced by undocumented students that in turn place 

them in a precarious situation in regards to their education. Academic futures are endangered by 

a lack of retention, supportive policy, and proper resources that are key to attending a higher 

education institution or thriving at one. This layered effect of ‘not belonging’, whether in the 

United States or in higher education, leads to an atmosphere of instability that is yet to be 

addressed. Literature concerning the struggles of undocumented students also tends to focus 

mostly on Latin American experiences. Despite not being completely absent from these studies, 

data concerning undocumented Central American students is not sufficient and requires more 

attention. Central American migrants have their own individual experiences that are just as 

important when compared to other students in the United States yet their needs have been 

ignored. This research study hopes to fill this gap in the literature and ultimately reflect that there 
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is an immediate need to find ways to support Undocumented Central American students in their 

journey towards higher education.  

Literature for this study focuses on three different themes although connected, exist in 

different dimensions and therefore play differently in the life of undocumented Central American 

students. The first body of literature heavily involves national policy and law (Abrego 2008; 

Abrego and Gonzales 2010; Greenman and Hall 2013) and demonstrates the considerable 

impacts they have on the daily lived realities of undocumented Central American students. The 

second body of literature focuses more on the factors that exist in close proximity of 

undocumented students such as their family involvement in relation to their education and 

responsibilities tied to surviving economically in the United States (Matinez 2009; Terriquez 

2012). The third body of literature focuses on the social and political implications that come with 

being a Central American immigrant and the tole this along with migration has on the mental 

health of undocumented Central American students (Cohn et al. 2017; Keller et al.; 

Chattopadhyay 209; Franco 2018). Although complex, understanding these factors play an 

equally important role in the creation of an equitable learning environment that prompts 

undocumented Central American students for higher education.  

Impacts of Law and Policy 

The number of undocumented individuals continues to grow within the United States, 

with about 12 million growing up with legal access to K-12  public education (Abrego and 

Gonzalez, 2010, p. 144).  Although provided with access to public schooling, the growth of the 

undocumented student population emphasizes the importance of equitable learning and what 

comes after their K-12 education. The literature concerning undocumented students and higher 
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education (Abrego and Gonzlaes, 2010),  reflects that undocumented students face barriers and 

restrictions that prevent them from achieving academic, social, and economic success. These 

deficits leave them at risk for poverty and hardship as they continue to live in the United States 

(p.144). This prediction by Abrego and Gonzales in one built on educated observations and are 

supported by Green and  Hall (2013) who share similar observations:  

“ [undocumented Latinx and Central American populations suffer] from serious 

educational deficits. Latino adolescents in general, and Mexican and Central American 

youth in particular, have heightened rates of high school dropout and are considerably 

less likely to enroll in college than other groups” (p.1475).  

Despite having legal access to K-12 education, the state of education enters a gray area for 

undocumented students post-high school education.Unfortunately, instability in regards to higher 

education promotes low retention among student groups who are undocumented. As informed by 

the literature so far, the complexities and lack of structure surrounding higher education makes it 

difficult to keep undocumented students engaged. Aside from being complex and ever changing, 

there is a general lack of policy and law that rightfully supports all undocumented students. As 

described by Abrego and Gonzales (2010), “although there exists a wide number of factors 

concerning inequity in the overall educations of undocumented students, perhaps the most 

harmful is the lack of policy supporting federal and state aid for the education of undocumented 

students” (p.144). The instability surrounding higher education also forces undocumented 

students to to find other ways besides government aid to fund their education. This again touches 

on the idea and importance of keeping undocumented students engaged and willing to keep 
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going with their education. Since undocumented students have no definite guarantee for financial 

aid, education becomes more of a gamble than it is an opportunity to a better life.  

Literature by both Abrego (2008) and Greenman and Hall (2013) seem to point at the 

marriage between legality and policy regarding higher education as the overall factor impacting 

and burdening undocumented students. Abrego expresses her sentiment regarding the impacts of 

legality very clearly and points out the negative effects that status can have on the opportunities 

of undocumented communities, 

 “Undocumented migratory status has important legal and social implications in people’s 

lives. Barred from most legal resources, undocumented immigrants often live in the 

shadows of society. With limited access to jobs, education, and social services, 

undocumented immigrants are also restricted in their efforts for socioeconomic mobility 

and community development” (p. 714).  

Abrego makes a great point in regards to undocumented student communitities being pushed 

“into the shadows”. Policy and law that frames undocumented students as “illegals” only pushes 

them away from academia. Such a toxic environment would only erode the academic aspirations 

of undocumented Central American students who might have attended an institution of high 

education otherwise. This sentiment is agreed upon by Greenman and Hall (2013) who links the 

observation of Abrego and Gonzales to reasons why undocumented students do not pursue 

higher education after high school. In the context of this study the literature once again implies 

that with no solidified support in the form of policy, undocumented students may not pursue 

higher education because neither the costs or the risks are reasonable. With so much uncertainty 

and little support surrounding the educational futures of undocumented students it is clear why 
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retention rates are so high. Luckily these observations also suggest another important 

observation: that undocumented students, do show an interest in higher education if under the 

right circumstances.  

Abrego (2008) tackles this specific issue in her study regarding the passing of AB540, a 

bill that aimed to make higher education more accessible for undocumented students. Although 

AB540 was not a solution, it did bring shed some light as to how  empowering supportive policy 

for undocumented students could be, 

“utilizing language [in policy]... can empower disenfranchised groups to exploit the 

constitutive powers of law and help promote changes in legal consciousness from being 

against the law to being with the law. With a more empowering legal consciousness, 

subjects are more likely to mobilize the law in their favor, thereby making more effective 

use of rights-granting laws” (p.731).  

These suggestions align with  those made by Abrego and Gonzales (2010) and Greenman and 

Hall (2013), where their studies highlight the importance of “accepting” policy and law. In other 

words, if policy and law regarding undocumented students makes an effort to integrate, students 

will in return take advantage of the opportunity. This being a clear sign that undocumented 

students do hold their education to be very important but are underperforming as a result of their 

alienation from the school system. 

Communal Impacts 

The other avenue of factors that became present in the literature review demonstrated the 

importance of communal impacts in relation to undocumented Central American students and 

their education. This portion of the literature emphasized factors such as work, family 



Chavez 9 

involvement, and identity.  Perhaps the most overlooked factor that was found in the literature 

was the effects that familiar responsibilities had on the lives of undocumented Central America 

students. According to studies by (Martinez 2009; Terriquez 2012), undocumented youth from 

Latin America face a number of struggles that are specific to their identities as immigrants. For 

one, undocumented youth are often expected to work at an early age to help support their 

families; some undocumnted youth mature at a faster rate due to the needs of their families 

(Martinez, 2009, p. 34). This can manifest itself as an undocumented student having to choose 

between working to support their family or participating in an after school activity that could 

make them a better candidate for college. For undocumented students work is often the safer 

route because the instability surrounding financing and attending an institution of higher 

education.  

Although an important finding, Martinez’s study also pushes against the grain when 

discussing priorities of education and work in undocumented households. Although working is 

essential for survival, parents would rather their children take an education based route. 

Terriquez’s study further proves this by showing how mothers of undocumented students are 

constantly with the education of their children at similar levels to that of their white US-born 

counterparts (Terriquez, 2012, p. 664). Although they show interest in higher education, because 

they are immigrants, these mothers often have trouble being accepted and integrated by the 

education institutions attended by their children. This experience parallels the experiences of 

undocumented students who also struggle with being accepted and properly integrated as college 

going students. Literature by both Martinez ( 2009) and Terriquez (2012) rule that undocumented 

Central American students are interested in higher education but due to a number of factors, as 
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discussed so far, are pushed away from that pathway. With formal support in the form of 

integration based policy, federal aid, and community programs there would be potential for a 

considerable increase in college attendance, retention, and overall academic success for 

undocumented Central American students.  

Social and Political Impacts 

Literature up to this point in the review could be applied to all undocumented student 

populations to a certain degree. However, undocumented Central American students face a 

number of impacts directly associated to their social-politcal existence within the United States 

that set them apart from other immigrant populations.. Perhaps most notably is the 

mischaracterization of Central American migrants as a dangerous migrant group. Literature 

surrounding current xenophobic attitudes towards Central American Migrants points towards the 

Trump Administration as a big contributor to this rhetoric. This is described by Chattopadhyay 

(2019), who cites a number of Trump’s anti-immigrant policies and promises such as the 

construction of a border wall, strengthening ice, calling for defunding of sanctuary cities, and 

barring sanctuary seekers from coming into the United States (p.177). This treatment of migrants 

from Central America was dangerous because it portrayed these migrants as “dangerous 

intruders”. Literature by Cohn et al. (2017) also shows how Central American migrants were 

villainized even before entering the United States, “At a conference on Northern Triangle issues 

this year, U.S. Vice President Mike Pence spoke of ‘vicious gangs and vast criminal 

organizations that drive illegal immigration and carry illegal drugs northward on their journey to 

the United States’” (Pew Research Center). Although the migrants coming to the U.S. were 

escaping violence, the narrative that they were dangerous intruders began to  take over the 
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situation. Such careless words also take away from the incredibly tough and traumatic journey 

one must take to come to the United States from Central America.  

Literature surrounding the migration experience reveals a very concerning problem. A 

study by Keller et al. (2018) highlights that pre-migration, Central Americans go through a 

number of traumatic experiences tied to violence and economic instability that lead to their 

eventual migration (p.1). These experiences are traumatic enough to prompt relocation and 

continue to grow especially for Central American migrants who must journey across two borders 

before being allowed into the United States. These issues are amplified especially for younger 

migrants. Literature by Franco (2018) adds an additional layer to understanding trauma among 

Central American migrants, especially younger ones who are most likely to develop psychiatric 

symptoms (p.551). Franco’s (2018) study acknowledges that the migrant experiences of minors, 

especially those unaccompanied, are vastly different from others; they are complex and ever 

changing,  

“The migration experience of these youth may be subjectively different depending on a 

wide range of factors. The complexities of migration are explored as a traumatic, 

tripartite process. These three salient components of migration may act as precursors, 

often resulting in psychological sequelae such as: post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), 

anxiety, and depression” (p.551). 

In relation to what we have taken away from other literature used in this study, we can see 

important trends that impact undocumented Central American students and their education. 

Although these factors affect this student population in different dimensions (legally, 

communally, and socio-politically), they all are stressors that not only impede mental health, but 
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ultimately burden any aspirations undocumented Central American students may have for their 

education.  

Literature for this study covered a wide number of issues regarding education and Central 

American students. For one, it demonstrated that policy was an important factor in the attitudes 

of Central American students in regard to higher education. That is, more supportive policy 

would lead to overall positive attitudes towards higher education. Policy that is stable and secure 

would also provide a more solidified future for undocumented students that may fear the 

uncertainty surrounding higher education especially in terms of financing their education. 

Literature also touched on the social impacts of legality. Being termed legal or illegal has the 

potential to drive or push away undocumented Central Americans from education. AB540, 

although far from perfect, allowed undocumented students to work within the lines of legality 

and mapping out their education. Multiple studies also highlighted that there Undocumented 

Central American student do in fact care about their education despite their current retention 

rates. If given the chance these students will take an academic pathway. Lastly, this review also 

touched on issues that are directly specific to Undocumented Central American migrants. This 

included their current socio-political placement in the United States and the trauma that 

accompanies their migration experience.  

This review would benefit from additional literature specifically going more in depth on 

the experiences of Central American students who came here both unaccompanied and with their 

families. Different perspectives on migrant experiences would help strengthen an argument for 

more mental health resources within schools. The study would also benefit from taking into 

account the impacts of gender and sexuality in pre and post migration experiences. Such 
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literature would further highlight the complexities and variability found in the migration 

experiences of undocumented Central American students. 

Methodology 

Participants 

Originally, this study planned to utilize interviews as a way to capture data and real-life 

experiences of current undocumented Central American students. Participants for the study 

would have been chosen from a party of interested students who attended the researcher’s 

community partner, Kid City Hope Place. Interviews would have been conducted with three 

different interview groups; each with their own insight and perspective concerning their personal 

academic journeys or the struggles associated with pursuing an education. Participants for the 

first interview group would have consisted of at least five students who identified as 1) 

undocumented, 2) a current LAUSD high school student, and 3) Central American. Interviewing 

this student group would have given insight on their attitudes towards higher education, whether 

or not they felt supported, what the support looks like, and the struggles accompanying their 

“legality” among other things. The second interview group was planned to consist of similar 

students except with the requirement that they were already attending a higher education 

institution (four-year or community college). This group would have also provided perspective 

on the support they had prior to attending their respective school and would also shed light on 

the barriers they faced even after getting to the next stage in their academic journeys. The last 

participant for interviews would have been the Program Director of Kid City Hope Place. The 

community space has a history of supporting undocumnted students in the Los Angeles area 

through a series of programs, workshops, and academic related opportunities. An interview with 
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the Program Director would have provide an outsider’s perspective on what type of support 

systems or programs work best for undocumented Central American students. Unfortunately, due 

to complications related to COVID-19, interviews were not possible at the time.  

Materials and Design 

Although interviews were no longer possible, an extended literature review was used to 

complete the study. Materials included technology such as a laptop or computer in order to 

access databases and archives. Although this study had the intention of being a qualitative one, 

an extended literature review was conducted using mostly statistical data, articles, and qualitative 

studies.  

Procedure 

Due to complications, the data for this study was entirely informed by an extended 

literature review. This literature review consisted of finding general themes in the research and 

expanding upon them to demonstrate the complexities and struggles associated with being both 

undocumented and Central American. The starting point of this data collection began with the 

implications of “legality” in education as informed by Abrego and Gonzales (2010). 

Subsequently this led to finding gaps in the literature concerning undocumented students and 

higher education. After identifying Central American students as the central point of the research 

I began to look for connecting themes in literature concerning education. After creating a small 

database I identified three general themes that would guide the research: 1) Impacts of policy and 

law, 2) Communal impacts, and 3) Historical and Socio-political impacts. After the literature 

review was completed I stated both findings and recommendations that could better support 

undocumented Central American students.  
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Discussion and Findings 

Uncertainty in Education 

One of the biggest findings in the research was the uncertainty students felt when 

investing into preparing for higher education. Unlike other student groups, education becomes a 

gamble for undocumented students. It is often a pay to play system in the sense that 

undocumented students must invest time, money, and resources into an education that may not 

even be possible (Abrego, 2008, p.710). A lack of support for these students also appears in a 

variety of ways. Undocumented students often live in the shadows due to the negative 

connotations connected to their status. This must be an issue that has to be addressed by schools 

if they are to do their due diligence of providing an equitable learning environment for all their 

students. This is especially true in Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) where as 

explained earlier has a growing population of students who identity as both undocumented and 

Central American. 

Layered Effects of Not Belonging 

Undocumented Central American students find themselves at the intersection of many 

issues. Whether it be current policy, community dynamics, or their current socio-political 

acceptance, it is clear that this student population often meets rejection rather than acceptance. 

These layered effects of not belonging, whether that be in higher education or as a member of 

their community, heavily detriment the mental wellbeing of these students. As discussed in the 

literature review by Keller et al. (2017) and Franco (2018) many of these students arrive in the 

United States already showing psychiatric symptoms. Mental health definitely has an impact in 
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how well these students do academically and thus schools should be equipped to meet these 

needs.  

Implications  

The biggest implication of this research study is the lack of actual undocumented Central 

American student voices. As mentioned beforehand, COVID-19 posed challenges that did not 

allow for interviews at the time the study was conducted. It is absolutely necessary that any 

future research pertaining to undocumented Central America students include interviews in an 

effort to include voices of a student group that is rarely highlighted. 

Conclusion 

Unfortunately, the state of education for undocumented Central American students is 

nowhere close to where it needs to be. With growing numbers, especially within the Los Angeles 

Unified School District (LAUSD), it is imperative that the many factors impeding this student 

group are both acknowledged and discussed. If left unchecked, Los Angeles based schools may 

find trouble keeping undocumented Central American students engaged and on an academic 

trajectory. In order to accomplish this, schools, educators, and counselors must educate 

themselves on issues faced by both Central American and undocumeted students, with specific 

attention for students who exist at the crossroads of these identities. This also includes providing 

resources that target mental health, as many undocumented Central American students face 

traumatic experiences all throughout the migration process, including assimilation. Within the 

realms of academia and policy, it is important to highlight that Central American migrants have 

their own standalone migration experience when in comparison to other undocumented groups. 

As of right now it is impossible for undocumetned Central American students to fully take flight 
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within academia. Only with support and acknowledgement will these students be able to fully 

realize their potential.  
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