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ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS  
 
 

“That Memory, I Cannot Erase”: In the Cross Fire of Being in a Mixed-Status Family and 
Having Juvenile Carceral System Involvement 

 
 
 

by 
 
 
 

Ana Magaly Ojeda  
 
 

Masters of Arts, Graduate Program in Sociology 
University of California, Riverside, September 2020 

Dr. San Juanita García, Co-Chairperson and Tanya Nieri, Co-Chairperson 
 
 
 
 

Previous research on mixed-status families in the United States has shown how the 

negative effects of immigration policy and enforcement on undocumented people spills 

over to their documented and US citizen family members. Similarly, there is ample 

research about the negative spillover impacts (i.e. collateral consequences) associated 

with incarceration on those who have been part of the carceral system and their families. 

However, these two disparate bodies of literature have not been in conversation with each 

other. My research brings them together to ask how negative spillover effects of the 

immigration system intersect with a carceral system and thus create new forms of state 

violence. Through the narratives of 10 Southern Californian Latinx participants who 

come from a mixed-status family and have juvenile carceral system involvement, I 

examine how such youth navigate the juvenile carceral system. Particularly, I examine 

how the joint experience of coming from a mixed-status family and having juvenile 
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carceral system involvement affects the youths’ mental health, and how the youths 

manage their mental health. Findings demonstrate what I call multifarious punishment. 

This punishment created through social institutions on immigrant families is produced in 

various forms; legal, financial, and emotional. Moreover, findings show that the reliance 

on informal resources is vital for navigating the legal violence created through the 

juvenile system on mixed-status youth and their family as a whole. Stressors for this 

population increase anger due to the consequences of having undocumented family 

members while navigating the juvenile carceral system. Although managing mental 

health can often be difficult, youth in the study ultimately find education as a key role in 

managing their health. 
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El Hielo anda suelto por esas calles. 

Nunca se sabe cuando nos va a tocar. 

Lloran, los niños lloran a la salida. 

Lloran al ver que no llegará mamá 

Uno se queda aquí, otro se queda allá. 

Eso pasa por salir a trabajar. 

 

ICE is loose in those streets.  

We never know when we will be hit.  

They cry, the children cry at the doorway. 

They cry when they see that their mother will not come back. 

One is left here, another is left there. 

That's what happens when you go to work. 

- La Santa Cecilia  

 

INTRODUCTION 

There are 5.9 million children estimated to be part of mixed-status families in the 

United States (Mathema 2017). Prior research has shown that mixed-status families suffer 

from multigenerational punishment and legal violence that spills over from 

undocumented family members into the lives of US-citizen family members, such as the 

children of undocumented parents (Enriquez 2015). Research on mixed-status families 

has documented negative effects on children and other family members (i.e., partner) in 
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these families (Dreby 2012; Lopez 2015). However, there is relatively little research on 

the experiences of children in mixed-status families who are also involved in the juvenile 

carceral system. There are 73.4 million children in the juvenile carceral system in the 

United States, 18.7 (25.5%) of which are Latinx (Puzzanchera, Sladky, and Kang 2019). 

There is a great need to better understand the intersectional experience of these youth due 

to the barrier’s immigrant families face when they strive to support their family and 

children. Using a qualitative research design, this study addresses this gap by answering 

these research questions:  

1) How do Latinx youth, who are members of a mixed-status family, navigate the 

juvenile carceral system? 

2) How does being a Latinx youth who is a member of a mixed-status family and 

has juvenile carceral system involvement affect the youth’s mental health? 

3) How do Latinx youth, who are members of a mixed-status family and have 

juvenile carceral involvement, manage their mental health?  

BACKGROUND AND SIGNIFICANCE 

Punitive Policies that Pull Youth of Color into The Juvenile Carceral System 
 
The juvenile carceral system incarcerates 336 of every 100,000 youth (Mendel 

2011). Founded in 1899 (Americanbar.org, 2007), the system was designed to keep child 

and adult offenders separate, while also taking a rehabilitative and preventative approach 

toward children who had broken the law (Douglas and Lurigio 2010). However, the 

increase in crimes committed by youth between 1985 and 1990 led to a punitive turn in 

the juvenile system. Youth of color, in particular, came to be seen as posing a higher 
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threat than white youth because of perceived deficient personal traits. The media 

reinforced these ideas and “began to cast youthful offenders as exceedingly violent, 

morally deficient, and of color” (Southerland 2015, 771), despite crime rates, declining 

(Southerland 2015).The media began using pejorative terms, such as “super predators and 

“young thugs.” This discourse of threat led to harsher punishments for juvenile offenders, 

especially youth of color (Feld 2017). 

Young offenders are especially vulnerable to this threat discourse and the ensuing 

harsh punishments. Often the lack of communication from the legal actors with youth and 

their families further continues to produce state violence through providing scarce 

resources to defend themselves and even to gather the necessary information to 

understand their cases (i.e., their defense options, the possible punishments, etc.). Many 

only learn about their cases at the point of sentencing, when a judge explains it to them 

(Mendel 2011). In addition, this population includes not only minors who are struggling 

to understand the legal system, but a disproportionate number of youth who have mental 

health issues, especially untreated mental health issues, relative to the general population 

(Atkins et al. 1999). Poor mental health may undermine the youths’ ability to effectively 

navigate the juvenile system. 

The juvenile carceral system has not proven to reduce crime and has been heavily 

critiqued by scholars. For example, one scholar labeled the system dangerous, ineffective, 

unnecessary, obsolete, wasteful, and inadequate (Mendel 2011). Similarly, the 

Immigration system has been known to also be part of the carceral system. Immigrant 

communities have been targeted through anti-immigrant policies that further produce 



 4 

state violence on the entire family. Both the Antiterrorism and Effective Death Penalty 

Act (AEDPA) and Immigration Reform and Responsibility Act (IIRIRA) signed in 1996 

offered new forms of targeting immigrant communities. The AEDPA and IIRIRA 

allowed the extension of numerous misdemeanors to be labeled as aggravated felonies for 

immigration and removal purposes (Abrejo et al. 2017; Johnson 2001). In addition, 

IIRIRA implemented the 287(g) program which gave approval for state and local law 

enforcement to work with immigration enforcement (American immigration counsel 

2019). The 287(g) program further produced state violence through “racial profiling, civil 

rights violations, isolation of immigrant communities, and family separations” 

(immigrant Legal resource center 2019). In 2005, a new threat on immigrant communities 

was created through the Antiterrorism and Illegal Immigration Control Act (H.R. 4437). 

This act pushed for border security and worksite enforcement/ employer verification 

(national conference of state legislatures 2020). Policies further produce the 

criminalization of immigrant communities and force them into the carceral system. The 

further production of the carceral system on immigrant families will be evident in this 

study.  

Education and The School-to-Prison Pipeline 
 

Youth of color disproportionately experience early exposure to and contact with 

the criminal system. This exposure occurs not only through policing practices that 

disproportionately target communities of color but also through discriminatory and 

punitive policies that are implemented in schools (Feld 2017; Rios 2011). “Law and 

order” or “crime and control” rhetoric is embraced in policies and laws aimed at 
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communities of color in the education system, creating a school-to-prison pipeline that 

tracks students out of education and directly or indirectly into the criminal carceral 

system (Heitzeg 2014).  

Schools adopt policies, such as Zero Tolerance, Gun-Free Schools Act, No Child 

Left Behind, and Every Student Succeeds Act, that criminalize youth while in school, 

relegate them to alternative schools, and facilitate the push out of youth of color from 

school. The Zero Tolerance policy aims to discipline youth for “drugs, tobacco, weapons, 

and school disruption” (Verdugo 2002) so as to deter disruptive behavior (Skiba et al. 

2006, 19). The policy increases in-school suspensions and expulsions and increases the 

number arrests on school grounds by law enforcement officials for behavior that would 

have previously been handled by school administrators (Mendel 2011; Feld 2017), thus, 

criminalizing misbehavior in school. The Gun-Free Schools Act of 1994 initially aimed 

to reduce school violence, including shootings. However, it was expanded to address 

weapons possession, drug possession, drug paraphernalia, and assaults (Feld 2017).  The 

No Child Left Behind and Every Student Succeeds Act incentivized the push out of 

underperforming students by creating a financial reward system for schools. These 

policies increased funding for schools but did so by pushing out large numbers of low-

performing students, most of whom were of color and many of whom had special 

education needs or behavioral problems in need of attention (Heitzeg 2014). Thus, in 

addition to making youth of color vulnerable to criminalization while in the school 

system, the push out of students of color from the education system made them 

vulnerable to the juvenile carceral system outside of school.  
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Students pushed out from traditional schools are often diverted to continuation 

schools. A continuation high school is for students who are sixteen years of age or older, 

have not graduated from high school, are still required to attend school, and are at risk of 

not graduating (California Department of Education 2019). Many students in these 

schools have been victims of violence (EdSource 2008) and continue to be victims of 

violence through policing practices on youth of color (Vera Sanchez and Adams 2011; 

Rios 2011). Scholars have criticized the “at-risk” ideology that underlies continuation 

schools (Baker 2017), arguing that it constitutes continued criminalization rather than a 

true investment in students’ promise (Baker 2017; Rios 2006). In the 2017-2018 

academic year, there were 435 continuation high schools, serving 85,343 students 

(California Department of Education 2019). Continuation high schools predominantly 

serve youth of color, including Latinx youth (Ruiz de Velasco et al. 2008). It is central to 

understand what a continuation high school is and how the creation of these schools feed 

into the school-to-prison pipeline. In the present study, there was mixture of educational 

levels ranging from continuation high school to college.  

Mixed-Status Families: The Criminalization of Family Units  

Immigrants include naturalized citizens, permanent residents, asylum seekers and 

refugees, twilight status, documented migrants, and unauthorized persons (Bolter 2019). 

In the United States there are 16.7 million families with an unauthorized family member. 

In California there are 4.7 million families with an unauthorized family member – that is, 

12 % of the state’s population (Mathema 2017). A mixed-status family may be one in 

which one or both parents is a noncitizen (documented or not) and one or more children 
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are citizens (Fix and Zimmerman 2001: 397), but other constellations exist, such as 

families in which parents are documented but children have different statuses (Green 

2019; García 2017; Enriquez 2015; Dreby 2014; Ayón et al. 2010). For example, some 

families can have adult children that are undocumented and younger children that are 

U.S. citizens.  

The United States is in a period of severe anti-immigrant sentiment, fueled by 

racist comments and policies by the current United States president (Phillips 2017). 

Donald Trump’s election as president increased the uncertainty of the Latinx and 

immigrant communities (Wray-Lake et al. 2018; Barajas-Gonzalez et al. 2018; Dreby 

2015; Lopez 2015; Golash-Boza 2009). Both immigration policies and their enforcement 

have become harsher; for example, deportations have increased by 17% (Gramlich 2020). 

Trump’s withdrawal of support for Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) 

threatens to withdraw legal status for over 652 thousand DACA recipients, and over 186 

thousand being recipients of California (migrationpolicyinstitute.org 2019). DACA defers 

deportation for its recipients, those who entered the United States as children and also 

provides recipients with work authorization (uscis.org). However, “guidelines”, or as I 

would like to refer as restrictions, exempt several undocumented immigrants. The 

termination of DACA would increase the number of mixed-status families in the United 

States.  

Mixed-status families experience negative consequences of US immigration 

policy and enforcement. The documented members of these families experience a form of 

legal violence, which subjects them to treatment as second-class citizens (Menjívar and 
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Abrego 2012). The consequences of deportation affect not only the unauthorized family 

member who is deported but also other family members (Castañeda 2019). Fear of 

deportation is similarly felt by undocumented immigrants and documented immigrants, 

which, in turn, produces stress on families and communities (Arbona et al. 2010). U.S.-

citizen children of immigrant parents have negative health consequences; including 

anxiety, sleep problems, and blood pressure changes (Eskenazi et al. 2019). Similarly, 

children with incarcerated parents experience negative consequences and suffer from 

social exclusion (Foster and Hagan 2007). Immigration-related mental health has 

worsened since the election of the 45th president of the Unites States, Donald J. Trump 

(Eskenazi et al. 2019).  

To minimize negative impacts, members of a mixed-status family employ 

techniques to avoid detection of their undocumented family members. For example, 

documented children of undocumented parents socially learn to point out when police are 

nearby so that their parent/s can pull their car over to avoid detection by law enforcement 

(Enriquez 2015), which frequently works in cooperation with U.S. Immigration and 

Customs Enforcement (Menjívar and Bejarano 2004). Family members may avoid 

visiting or using the services of government institutions due to the fear of detection of 

undocumented family members (Castañeda 2019). They may also develop contingency 

plans to handle impacts of immigration enforcement. For example, these families discuss 

who will keep custody of children if and when an undocumented parent’s deportation 

occurs (Green 2019).  
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 Despite the clear evidence of the negative effects of current immigration policy on 

mixed-status families, including children, little research has examined how youth who are 

in such families and have juvenile carceral system involvement simultaneously manage 

the challenges of navigating the carceral system and the immigration system. On the one 

hand, children need their families, especially adult members, to help them navigate the 

carceral system. On the other hand, the child must protect their families from further legal 

involvement. It is likely that these challenges relate to the youths’ mental health. This 

study examines the role of being in a mixed-status family in Latinx youths’ navigation of 

the juvenile carceral system and the youths’ mental health and coping.  

THEORY 

The Stress Process Model  
 

This study is informed by the stress process model. The stress process occurs 

throughout the life course and determines health outcomes (Pearlin et al. 1981). The 

model of this process has three components: stressors, mediators/moderators, and health 

outcomes (Pearlin and Bierman 2013). The components are shaped by one’s social 

position and economic status and may lead to either better or worse mental health 

(Pearlin and Bierman 2013: 326). Stressors in this study include life events (e.g., 

deportation, incarceration) and chronic strains (e.g. poverty, fear of deportation, 

discriminatory criminalization) (Pearlin et al. 1981). Life events can create new strains or 

make preexisting strains more severe, constituting a secondary stressor (Pearlin, 

Aneshensel, and Leblanc 1997).  
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The mediators/moderators include social resources and personal resources and 

operate to buffer stress (Thoits 2011). Social resources include social support from 

significant others and experientially similar others and social networks with primary 

groups (e.g., family members) and secondary groups (e.g., people from a person’s 

religious institution or workplace) (Turner 2010; Thoits 2011). Social support provided 

by primary groups may be emotional, informational, or instrumental (Thoits 2011). 

Personal resources are self-concepts (e.g., a sense of control/mastery and self-esteem) 

that may reduce stress (Turner 2010) by encouraging active problem-solving (Thoits 

2011). Mastery is seeing oneself as being in control of the issues affecting their lives 

(Pearlin et al. 1981). Self-esteem is judging oneself as valuable (Pearlin et al. 1981). 

The third component of the stress process model is health outcomes. The 

outcomes may be physical or mental. However, for this research, I will focus on mental 

health. Figure 1 shows the components of the stress process model and their relations. 

Figure 1 illustrates how Turner’s (2010) stress process model is applied to this study’s 

topic. In this study, I focus on the social position of the sample: their race as Latinx, their 

label as juvenile carceral system involved, and their membership in mixed-immigration-

status families. I examine the youths’ stress exposure as a function of their involvement 

in the juvenile carceral system, and mixed-status families. I examine their social 

resources (e.g., family, school staff, juvenile system staff, and community) and personal 

resources (e.g., self-esteem, sense of control, and emotional reliance) as mechanisms by 

which they cope with their stressors and manage their mental health. In this study, 

negative mental health outcomes were experienced by participants due to their status in 
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the juvenile system and a mixed-status family. Participants discussed issues with anger, 

stress, sadness, anxiety, and depression.  

The use of the stress process model in this research was vital when examining the 

lives of mixed-status families in the juvenile carceral system. This model has not been 

used before to break down and dissect the intersection of the immigration and carceral 

system. This study manifests a new form of violence, which I have categorized as 

multifarious punishment. Multifarious punishments forms of punishment created through 

social institutions on immigrant communities. In this study, the punishment on immigrant 

families is formed once a mixed-immigration status youth becomes involved in the 

juvenile carceral system. The punishment is manifested in three forms for these families; 

legal, financial, and emotional. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Turner’s (2010) stress process model applied to the present study   
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METHODS 

Setting  
 
 The research was conducted in San Diego and Riverside Counties in Southern 

California.  The state of California is home to approximately home to 39.5 million 

people, 39.3% of whom are Latinx (United States Census Bureau 2019). It borders 

Mexico and, in turn, features more border patrol activity, including immigration 

“checkpoints” (Castañeda 2019). California is a sanctuary state, and San Diego and 

Riverside Counties are sanctuary counties (Griffith and Vaughan 2020). Sanctuary area 

refuse to use local resources to support federal immigration enforcement (Griffith and 

Vaughan 2020). Despite residing in sanctuary areas, families still struggle with the fear of 

criminalization and deportation, as some members of law enforcement do not abide by 

the sanctuary designation (Grassi 2019).  

Recruitment and Sample 
 

The study initially included three continuation high schools in southern 

California. I had been working with one of the schools for 4 years prior to the study. I did 

an internship at one school for my undergraduate program and, later, continued to invest 

my time in the high school. Through a close relationship with one teacher at that school, I 

was able to establish relations with a second school. I established relations with the third 

school by reaching out to my sibling’s former math teacher. I set up meetings with the 

three schools’ staff to discuss my research and received their approval to conduct the 

study. After recruitment in these schools yielded few participants, I reached out to 

Underground Scholars and Transitions Collective, a college student organization in 
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California that serves formally incarcerated people, to request help with identifying 

eligible participants. In addition, I identified eligible people in my personal networks.  

Participants were recruited through several methods. First, roughly 30 recruitment 

presentations were made over the course of 5 months. During the presentations, I gave an 

overview of the study, the participation requirements, and the methods. After each 

presentation, I answered questions and distributed recruitment flyers (see Appendix A). I 

made in-class presentations at the three continuation high schools described above. For 

these presentations, I would normally stay in one classroom all day and present to each 

class of students every period. The presentations targeted the students and the school staff 

(i.e., teachers, counselors, psychologists, principals, and security personnel) who could 

identify eligible students and refer them to me. In addition, I made one presentation to 

students in an after-school program in one of the high schools, and one presentation to 

students in an enrichment class conducted by a community organization in another of the 

high schools. I also presented the research to a parents and students during a back-to-

school night in an English-learning development class.  

Second, I recruited from my personal networks. I discussed my research with 

community members who worked with the target population via email or in person, and 

some of them referred potential participants to me. Third, I used snowball sampling, the 

process of recruiting participants by getting referrals of potential participants from 

participants already in the study (Babbie 2017). For this method, I gave participants extra 

copies of the recruitment flyer. They gave the flyer to potential participants who 

contacted me if interested. 
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 Seventeen participants volunteered for the study, but only ten completed data 

collection.  Of the seven who did not complete data collection, one never initiated data 

collection after expressing interest in participation. The other six began data collection 

but did not complete it; they received cameras but did not submit them. Participants that 

fell in the latter example started using their cameras and shared examples of photographs 

they planned to capture for the project but never returned the cameras to me. Typically, 

they stopped responding to my contacts or informed me that they no longer wanted to be 

part of the project. In the case of one participant, he told me that his friend had taken his 

camera, preventing him from completing the study. The final sample included 10 

participants. Eligibility was limited to people who (1) self-identified as Latinx, (2) had 

current or prior involvement in the juvenile carceral system, and (3) came from a mixed-

immigration-status family. Participants with current juvenile carceral system involvement 

included students who were on probation, paying court fines, attending court hearings, or 

attending programs mandated by the court. Students with prior juvenile carceral system 

involvement were students who were no longer on probation, previously in Juvenile Hall, 

paid all their court fines, or not attending programs, court hearings, or community 

service. A mixed-status family was defined in this study as a family in which at least one 

member was undocumented and at least one member was documented or native born 

(Green 2019; Garcia 2017; Enriquez 2015; Dreby 2014; Ayón et al. 2010).  

Table 1 contains sample descriptives. Four participants were male, and 6 were 

female.  Participants were between the ages of 18 and 28 years. Regarding the highest 

level of education completed, 5 completed high school and 5 had not completed high 
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school. Seven were currently enrolled as students. Of the 10 participants in the study, 3 

participants were currently attending college, 3 were attending high school, and 1 was 

attending a vocational school. Five were employed full time, 3 were employed part time, 

and 2 were not employed. Eight participants were single, 1 was married, and 1 was in a  

non-marital relationship. Four were parents. All but one participant was born in the 

United States. The parents of all participants were born in Mexico. 

Table 1. Sample Descriptives  

 
Photonovella 

This qualitative research study employed the method of photonovella. “The goal 

of photo novella is to use people’s photographic documentation of their everyday lives as 

an educational tool to record and to reflect their needs, promote dialogue, encourage 

action, and inform policy” (Wang and Burris 1994: 171). The method draws on feminist 

theory and critical pedagogy and aims to empower research participants. Through this 

method, participants can develop a critical consciousness about their lives and use that to 

Pseudonym Gender Age Completed 
Education 

Student Status Employment 
Status 

Ofelia F 18 Eleventh Grade  High School 
Student 

Part-time 

Andrea F 18 Eleventh Grade High School 
Student 

Unemployed 

Emily F 18 Eleventh Grade High School 
Student 

Unemployed 

Yvette F 20 High School College Student Full-time 
Daniel M 21 High School Non-Student Full-time 
Ali F 22 Eleventh Grade Non-Student Part-time 
Nancy F 22 High School Vocational 

Student 
Full-time 

Lucas M 26 Eleventh Grade Non-Student Full-time 
Steve M 26 High School College Student Part-time 
John M 28 High School College Student Full-time 
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create change in their communities. It has been used effectively on prior research with 

Latinxs (Maldonado 2019) and youth (Liebenberg et al. 2013; Clark-Ibáñez 2004) 

Photonovella proved to be an important method in this research due to the 

dialogue it created during the interview. In this study, photonovella pushed participants to 

reflect on their lives while they navigated the juvenile system. This method was crucial 

for this study specifically because of the process created before and during the interview 

with the photographs. Participants had to decide what photographs they wanted to 

capture, capture the photographs, and later talk to me about the photographs. The 

multiple point before getting to the interview pushed participants to think critically about 

what they wanted me to know about the photographs they captured while also thinking 

critically about their lived experiences. Similarly, Wang and Burris discuss the important 

of photonovella process creates by promoting analytical, proactive and empowering 

participation (1994).  

This study received approval from the Institutional Review Board through the 

University of California Riverside in August 2019. Data was then collected, ending 

January 2020. Participants received a disposable camera once they showed interest in 

being part of the study. When participants received the camera, I explained what the 

research is about and what the camera should be used for and should not be used for (i.e., 

anything personally identifying them and/or incriminating them in illegal activity). 

Participants could keep the camera for 1-2 weeks. Some participants asked for extra time 

with the camera due to unexpected circumstances. I retrieved the cameras from 

participants at a location most convenient for the participant. Developing the film in the 



 17 

camera took several weeks. Once the film was developed, a one-on-one interview was 

conducted with the participant.  

Interviews 
 

One-time, face-to-face interviews were conducted in mostly English, with some 

sections of the interviews completed in Spanish, as per the participants’ preference. 

Interviews occurred in a location chosen by the participant, frequently over some coffee 

and/or lunch. Interviews on average were one hour per participant. All participants were 

instructed not to state anything that could be personally identifying or incriminating. Nine 

out of the 10 interviews were audio recorded. One participant refused audio recording. 

The photographs guided the interviews. Typically, participants laid out the photographs 

on a surface and discussed them each. I asked probing questions during the interviews, as 

some participants talked more than others. All participants were assured that the 

interview was guided by them and they were “holding down the floor”. I had an interview 

guide while conducting the interview, and the probing questions were asked to answer the 

interview guide questions (see Appendix B). All participants completed a brief 

demographics survey before they interview began (See Appendix C).  

Analysis 
 
 The interviews were transcribed by an undergraduate student and myself. For the 

safety of participants, pseudonyms for participants were used. The interview transcripts 

were coded and analyzed with the software Dedoose (https://www.dedoose.com/). The 

analysis revealed three themes associated with navigating the juvenile carceral system: 

the need to rely on informal resources, ways in which immigration enforcement 
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complicated the youths’ navigation of the carceral system, and ways in which navigating 

the juvenile carceral system negatively impacted the youths’ entire family. The analysis 

revealed one theme associated with effects on mental health: negative effects on mental 

health. The analysis revealed three themes associated with managing mental health: 

negative coping, positive coping, and resistant capital. The photographs taken by 

participants were not analyzed. Rather, they are presented in the results to accompany 

their narratives. Photographs during the interview were used as a guidance for the 

conversation and often times reminded participants of specific experiences they believed 

were important to share with me. During the interview participants described why they 

chose to capture each photograph. Unfortunately, the photos are not of great quality due 

to the poor quality of the disposable camera used to take the pictures. 

Positionality 
 
 As a Chicana graduate student who comes from a mixed-status family, I was both 

an insider and outsider in this study. I was an insider because I am a Latina from a mixed-

status family. I was born and raised by two Mexican immigrant parents in southern 

California. My parents, who were born in Oaxaca, built a life in America for their 

children. My father received authorization to be in this country early in his stay. 

However, my mother was not so fortunate. Due to my mother’s undocumented status, my 

family members and I identify as members of a mixed-status family. Some of the 

struggles the participants discussed were familiar to me, and I often could connect with 

the participants on a deeper level because of our shared, mixed-status Latinx family 

background. Most conversations with participants were in Spanglish - a mix of English 
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and Spanish. I was similar in age and gender to some participants, as the age range was 

from 18-28, and some participants identified as female.  

 I was also an outsider in this study. One, I am a graduate student conducting 

research. Two, I am not formerly or currently part of the juvenile carceral system. Three, 

I am a U.S.-born citizen who also lived with both biological parents. Throughout the 

research, I was reflexive in constructing knowledge about the lives of participants due to 

their vulnerability. I did not assume I knew what they experienced in the juvenile system. 

I learned from them and owe my masters research to them. I was aware and conscious of 

the privileges I have as Chicana in academia. I intend on using my privilege to bring 

attention to the voices of my participants.  

 The participants in this study were the experts due to their personal experiences. 

Through this research, I bolstered participants as holders and creators of academic work 

in the field of immigrant families, the carceral system, and mental health. I, who was 

conducting research for the first time through this project, will never forget hearing 

participants explain to me with excitement in their voice that they were happy and 

interested in this research because no one has ever asked them or cared about their 

experience. I hope I did their stories justice.  

FINDINGS 

Aim 1: Navigating the Juvenile Carceral System 
 
 Participants in the study had different experiences with the juvenile system. All 

participants had at least one close undocumented family member (i.e., parent, sibling, 

grandparent). Eight were previously incarcerated in Juvenile Hall. Out of the 10 
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participants, 9 were on probation through the juvenile court. One had a case in the 

juvenile court for truancy. However, their experiences navigating the juvenile system 

while being part of a mixed-status family were similar. Having an undocumented family 

member made navigating the juvenile system difficult. It was especially difficult if the 

family member who was undocumented was the participant’s parent.  

 Reliance on Informal Resources. All participants identified myriad constraints 

on their ability to navigate the juvenile system. One constraint was that they described 

themselves and/or their family members as being confused about and/or having minimal 

understanding of the juvenile system. As a result, they relied on informal resources to 

navigate the system. Not understanding the system or the juvenile case produced 

additional state violence on these families, which can be referred to as the legal 

punishment. The informal resources created to navigate the carceral system pushed 

participants to engage in an invisible work of advocating for themselves or finding 

resources that would advocate for their wellbeing. Steve was in and out of Juvenile Hall 

since the age of 12. Eventually, he ended up in prison and was transferred around to 

different prisons to finish his sentence. Steve grew up with an undocumented mother and 

an absent father. He described his mother’s lack of familiarity with the juvenile system 

and the resultant need to rely on his friends for help. 

“I remember even the first time I got locked up, my mom, she didn’t know what 

to do. I called her to the house. She didn’t know what to do. She didn’t know who 

to call. She didn’t even know where I was at, you know, ‘cause she had never 

been to Juvenile Hall. So, she didn’t know none of that stuff. I remember telling 
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her, ‘Man, call one of my homeboys, Mom, ‘cause she’ll tell you where I’m at, 

you know, to tell you how to get here.’ (Steve, 26, Male).  

 In addition, to lacking information, Steven’s mom also lacked time and material 

resources to support her son’s navigation of the system. She was constantly working to 

financially support her family. So she had limited funds to pay for any costs associated 

with supporting her son while in the system. She had no car to drive to the various 

facilities which housed Steve. In Figure 2, Steve documented what he would see when he 

was being transferred between facilities, and he described the negative effects of his 

being moved far away from his mother and her being unable to visit him while he was 

incarcerated.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 2. Photograph taken by Steve to depict his view from inside the bus that 
transported him to the juvenile and adult facilities in which he was housed.  
 
 On top of these constraints, Steve’s mom was an undocumented person. As a 

result, she had no identification card to present to officers in Juvenile Hall upon entry, 

and thus, she could not enter. In addition, she didn’t speak English, and thus, could not 
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advocate for ways to get access to her son. When Steve was incarcerated, he questioned 

why he was not getting visits from his family, like everyone else was. Later, he 

understood that his mother’s undocumented status prevented her from coming to see him, 

even if she had the time and money to get to the institution. After asking Steve if he ever 

discussed with his mother why she was unable to see him, he explained;  

“Yeah, she told me. Yeah, she told me why. Like I said, by the end I knew that. I 

already knew, but yeah. I already knew. It’s like after you know something I’m 

not going to say and ask again and again. I already know it; I’m just do other 

things to not think about that thing, you know.” (Steve, 26, Male) 

 Steve started relying on other people to help his mother and him. He arranged 

alternative ways for his mother to be involved while he was incarcerated through the help 

of his friend’s mother whom Steve called his “second mother”. This informal resource 

helped him navigate the system more effectively. While Steve was in Juvenile Hall, his 

second mother helped his mother with phone calls, transportation to court, and other 

bureaucratic parts of the juvenile system. Steve stated, 

“East Mesa Juvenile Hall was all the way farther out, you know. So [my mom] 

couldn’t see me for a cool minute. Most of the time they would ask for ID’s, some 

type of ID, you know.  So she wouldn’t be able to come and see me. Yeah, it 

would always be my homeboy’s mom. Growing up, she kind of, I think, Juvenile 

Hall time, she became like my second mother because my own mother couldn’t 

come and see me because of her status.” (Steve, 26, Male). 
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 Like Steve, Ali had to rely on a non-family member for support to navigate the 

system, and she could not rely on a parent out of concern about their undocumented 

status. Ali, who herself is undocumented, now has children and a husband and is trying to 

stay out of trouble in hopes of adjusting her immigration status in the United States 

through her husband. She is Steve’s younger sister and, like Steve, had been in and out of 

Juvenile Hall and on probation since a young age. Although Ali is undocumented, her 

status as a minor protected her while she was in the juvenile system. However, because 

her mother is undocumented, Ali had to rely on her mother’s boyfriend who is 

documented. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Photograph taken by Ali of the drug court she attended regularly while on 
probation.  
 
 When Ali was in and out of drug court, she had the opportunity to build a 

relationship with her mother’s new partner. He stepped in to take on the parent role for 

Ali, since her undocumented mother could not without risking detection by immigration 

authorities. In addition, Ali’s mom had to work long hours and faced language barriers. 
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The mother’s boyfriend, now Ali’s stepfather, attended court with Ali numerous times 

and was a vital supporter during her time in the juvenile system. Ali joked that, “he’s still 

riding it out with us.”  

Ali also benefitted from the improved, although still limited, understanding her 

mother had of the juvenile system which she gained from her experiences with her son 

Steve. Ali compared her own experiences to those of her brother. Ali stated,  

“My mom and my stepdad, they kinda knew because of my brother. So, they 

kinda got it like, ‘Okay, you did something bad. You’re gonna go to court, they’re 

gonna give you your sentence.’ Just like that, just the basics. I guess they would 

know.” (Ali, 22, Female) 

 The participants described experiencing constraints on their ability to navigate the 

juvenile system. Because they were members of mixed-status families, the in-family 

resources available to them were limited, and they were forced to rely on informal 

resources outside of their families. Put differently, they relied on community cultural 

wealth, a form of cultural capital that communities of color create (Yosso 2005). The 

construction of community cultural wealth derives from critical race theory (CRT). 

Activists and scholars created critical race theory to study and transform the “relationship 

among race, racism, and power” (Delgado and Stefancic 2017: 3). Yosso outlines critical 

race theory in education as “a theoretical and analytical framework that challenges the 

ways race and racism impact educational structures, practices, and discourse” (Yosso 

2005: 74). Community cultural wealth includes six forms of capital; aspirational, familial, 

linguistic, social, navigational, and resistant. In this study, I have focused on the three 
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latter forms listed above. Social capital includes people and community resources. 

Navigational capital includes the skills used to navigate the system. Resistant capital 

includes skills used to oppose inequities (Yosso 2005). All participants used this wealth 

to help them overcome the constraints on navigating the system while being part of a 

mixed-status family.  

Immigration Enforcement as Legal Violence Against Youth. Some 

participants described how early engagement with the immigration system contributed to 

their subsequent engagement with the juvenile system. When Daniel was a child, his 

father was deported and has since been forced to live outside the country. Daniel 

described how this experience negatively affected his mental health. The experience 

created all three forms of multifarious punishment on Daniels family. For Daniel, the 

emotional punishment was evident. He remembered how hard it was for him to accept 

that the US Immigration and Customs Enforcement took his father: “For us to accept 

that…. For a child to wrap their head around that is very hard because you don’t have the 

reins of your own life yet. So it was very traumatic, and it was hard to adapt” (Daniel, 21, 

Male). In an attempt to cope with this experience, Daniel resorted to violence and drugs, 

and this led to engagement with the juvenile system. Daniel is currently on probation and 

will continue to be on probation for the next two years.  

 Some participants described how, once engaged with the juvenile system, a 

parent’s undocumented status constrained navigation of the system, constituting a form of 

legal violence. Andrea is a student at a continuation high school in San Diego County. 

She lives with her documented mother and undocumented father. Andrea was on 
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probation after an incident involving her ex-boyfriend, Luis. Though the incident was 

witnessed by her father, his undocumented status prevented him from being able to 

advocate for his daughter and provide evidence that may have exonerated her. Andrea’s 

mother, since she was documented, took on most of the parenting responsibilities while 

Andrea navigated the system. Even then, however, the language barriers faced by her 

parents limited their ability to understand how their daughter’s case was being processed, 

what options were available to Andrea, and the implications of various outcomes.  

Figure 4 documents the paperwork that Andrea had to submit to the court to serve 

her probation time, aside from required programs she was directed to take every week. 

Reflecting on the photograph, Andrea described the confusion and frustration created by 

the juvenile system. Andrea’s family was concerned not only for Andrea in terms of the 

outcome of her case but also for her father in terms of his safety vis a vis his immigration 

status. When asked about her experience navigating the system, Andrea stated, “For me 

navigating the system was quite hard ‘cause… for me not knowing that much about 

anything….” (Andrea,18, Female) 
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Figure 4. Photograph taken by Andrea of the paperwork submitted to the juvenile court 
for her probation case. (Note: the document is intentionally blurred because it contained 
the participant’s personal information.) 
 

Menjívar and Abrego (2012: 1387) use the term “legal violence” to describe the 

“the multi-pronged system of laws at the federal, state, and local level that promotes a 

climate of insecurity and suffering among immigrants and their families.” Enriquez 

builds on this concept with the idea of multigenerational punishment which describes 

how “sanctions intended for a specific population spill over to negatively affect 

individuals who are not targeted by the law” (Enriquez 2015: 941). Though the 

immigration law applies to Andrea’s father, she suffers too, because her father cannot 

participate in her juvenile case. Thus, multigenerational punishment and legal violence on 

mixed-status families is bidirectional.  

This legal violence can also allow illegal violence to go unpunished. Sometime 

after the above incident involving Andrea and her ex-boyfriend Luis for which she was 

put on probation, Andrea began dating Luis again. One day, while out with friends, 

Andrea encountered Luis with another woman, and a violent altercation ensued. Luis put 
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Andrea into a choke hold, and she ended up in the hospital with a concussion and 

lacerations on her face and back which became infected. Andrea reflected on this 

incident, explaining how she did not report the violence against her for fear of exposing 

her parents to trouble both in terms of her father’s documentation status and her own 

status in the juvenile system. 

“I think me having a bigger of a voice, me talking more about what happened, and 

me also pushing the cop that came to see me at the hospital all bloody up, all 

blood up and hurt. (I could have) pushed him to actually file a report and to put 

(Luis) in the same situation that I was put in. But I never did because I was scared 

‘cause I did feel that like if this did prolong… that my parents would also be in 

the fear of being in that, and so I decided to stay quiet. That’s what I guess was 

my process. Just trying to just finish everything. Just so my parents could have a 

piece of mind now. And I have a piece of mind that they would not be taken 

away, and I would be left here alone and stuff like that.” (Andrea,18, Female) 

Due to her desire to protect her undocumented father, Andrea put her father’s protection 

before her own. Although Andrea’s mother is documented, Andrea’s fear of both of her 

parents being deported or in legal trouble with Immigration and Customs Enforcement 

was evident in her interview. Andrea did not press charges against Luis for the domestic 

violence he perpetrated, and according to Andrea, the trauma of that incident still haunts 

her today.  

Like Andrea, Lucas described being unable to advocate for himself in the juvenile 

system. Lucas became involved in the juvenile system when he was 14, and his case was 
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taken to adult court. His undocumented father was the sole caretaker for Lucas and his 

siblings after his undocumented mother moved out of state. Lucas’s father was involved 

in Lucas’s case and advocated for Lucas, despite being scared that his undocumented 

status would be detected. Though he didn’t speak English, he would go to court to 

silently support Lucas. If his father were able to properly advocate for him, Lucas felt 

certain that he would have achieved a better outcome for his case. 

“Everybody [legal personnel] probably took advantage of me or, you know, they 

did what they did. I know for sure when I was riding my juvenile case, like, with 

them, I know (it) could've went different. But knowing that with them, they just 

stepped all over me. They didn’t even let me say anything” (Lucas, 26, Male). 

Lucas described both his father and himself as voiceless while navigating the system and 

associated this voicelessness with less-than-ideal outcomes for him. 

 Just as the participants were affected by their family’s mixed status, the family 

members were affected by the participants’ juvenile system involvement. For participants 

that were in and out of the juvenile system, their families were pushed into debt, and that 

debt sometimes affected family members’ immigration cases. Nancy shared the financial 

punishment, 

“Well, that was the biggest impact of my mom because it was affecting her in her 

immigration status as well because at the time she was undocumented. So when 

she was trying to become a citizen, it popped up that she owed all this money to 

the government, you know. They would harass, leave her voicemails. Like, ‘If 

you don’t pay, it’s going to come out directly from your bank’ or ‘We’re going to 
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contact your work, and it’s going to come out.’ And my mom had decent job, and 

she was working there for years. So she was like, ‘Aw, I’m gonna lose my job if 

they find out that you were incarcerated.’ Like you know and stuff like that. 

…Eventually they did do that. They went into full effect, and they started taking 

portions of my mom’s check. So that affected us rent wise, bill wise, and 

sometimes she would pull money from stashes that she had because she would be 

short in so many ways. Because it wasn’t just a portion, they would take like half 

of your check.” (Nancy, 22, Female). 

 Ali similarly described financial punishment due to her and her brother’s 

involvement in the juvenile system. Navigating the system for her and her brother’s cases 

resulted in debt for the family and her mother’s inability to obtain legal immigration 

status. She described how her family would have to move constantly due to the difficulty 

of finding housing and how her mother continues to pay for restitution fees associated 

with her children’s juvenile system fees. Ali said, her mother, 

“…would worry because she was working, and she doesn’t have papers. She 

would be like, ‘Oh man, they’re gonna take it out of my check. She would worry 

because, ‘I’m working my ass off and for them to take my money….’ And even 

till now, they still take money from my brothers. Because my brother owes so 

much; he grew up in the system. So, they take a lot of money from you, and my 

mom was stressed” (Ali, 22, Female). 

Ali also described how her mother was unable to fix her immigration papers. 
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“I feel so so bad cuz for that reason my mom can’t get her papers. Because she 

owes so much money. She owes so much money; so she can’t even look into the 

possibility of getting her papers because of that” (Ali, 22, Female) 

The cases of Nancy, Steve, and Ali show that legal violence can go both ways (See 

Figure 5). Participants can be negatively affected by their family’s mixed status, and 

family members can be negatively affected by the participants’ need to navigate the 

juvenile system. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 5. Bidirectional legal violence perpetrated by the immigration and juvenile system 
on a family. 
 
 Effects of Juvenile System Navigation on Families as Whole. The previous 

example illustrated one effect on families that navigating the juvenile system can have: 

financial punishment. Participants described other ways that their families were 

negatively affected by having to navigate the juvenile system. For example, several 

participants described negative impacts on the families’ housing. Nancy described how 

her family was labeled as trouble, due to Nancy being on probation, which was made 
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visible to the housing management by visits by probation officers to the family’s home. 

She described how this label negatively affected the family’s ability to find housing. She 

said, “The manager would label us like, ‘Oh, it’s a gangster’s house.’ You know, stuff 

like that. ‘Oh, there’s too much activity in that house,’ pretty much. So we got kicked out 

of like four places….” This label experienced by Nancy and her family further 

exacerbated their stress exposure while also producing new stressors on the family.   

 
Aim 2: Effects on Latino Youths’ Mental Health from Navigating the Juvenile 
carceral System as a Member of a Mixed-Status Family 
 

Stressors Created Through the Juvenile And Immigration System. All 

participants discussed emotional punishment in their lives. Participants expressed feeling 

stress, anger, sadness, anxiety, or depression as they navigated the juvenile system as a 

member of a mixed-status family. The most prominent themes were anger and stress. 

Three participants’ mental health conditions were so severe that they were prescribed 

medication or, in one case, admitted to a mental health facility. The complexity of the 

juvenile system and the simultaneous criminalization by the juvenile and immigration 

systems negatively affected the mental health of the participants. They not only had to 

deal with their current case in the juvenile system, but they also had to worry about their 

family’s immigration status. Both issues involved their own stressors, and the intersection 

of the two issues produced additional stressors.   

Andrea described the lingering effects of the unreported violence (i.e. legal 

punishment) incident she experienced. She explained that she still can’t get herself to go 

to the location where she was attacked by Luis. Figure 6 is of Andrea’s mother holding 
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her Mexican passport. For Andrea it captures her ongoing concern about the potential 

consequences for her parents of events in her own life. The question, “What if my family 

does get involved?” played in the back of Andrea’s mind. She wanted to be done with her 

current case and didn’t want to add to her parents’ worries.  She sacrificed her own peace 

of mind so that her parents could have their own.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6. Photograph taken by Andrea of her mother holding her Mexican passport 

 Negative Mental Health Consequences Due to Stressors. Participants 

expressed sadness about their family members’ inability to advocate for the participants 

due to immigration status. It made them feel alone and abandoned, as well as guilty for 

creating the situation needing advocacy. Participants wanted to avoid giving unwanted 

attention and trouble to their family, but at the same time, they wanted their family to 

stand up for them. Yvette lives with her undocumented mother and several other 

undocumented family members. She described how she felt when she came in contact 

with probation and/or law enforcement personnel.  
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“Nobody would say nothing to them or anything, and I would be like, ‘Say 

something’ when they [probation/law enforcement] did something they weren’t 

supposed to. I’d be like, ‘What is wrong with you guys? Say something. Don’t 

just stay quiet.’ And then like they’ll just be like, “Nah. Like you don’t 

understand, you know, like how it is. Like you know what the situation is and 

you’re still bringing cops, you know” (Yvette, 20, Female). 

 Nancy described the depression she felt while she was incarcerated, and her 

mother could not come and visit her due to her issues associated with being 

undocumented. Growing up, Nancy’s mother’s undocumented status kept her mother 

away from home and Nancy most of the time. Her mother worked long hours to provide 

for her children while also pursuing U.S. citizenship and fighting a domestic violence 

case against Nancy’s father. Nancy had a stepdad during the time of her incarceration, but 

he was also undocumented and, therefore, he could not step in as a father figure. Nancy 

recalled the many times when her mother was unable to visit her in Juvenile Hall. Nancy 

described the shame her mother felt when she tried to visit Nancy.  

“My mom did not have a California ID. So she was embarrassed to show her 

Mexico ID when she was checking in to go visit me. She thought it was going to 

be a problem for her” (Nancy, 22, Female).  

Nancy also described an instance in which her mother showed her Mexico ID, but 

because it was expired, she was not granted a visit by the institution’s authorities. Nancy 

was in the visitation room waiting for her mother to walk through the door at any 

moment.  
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“They had stripped searched me and all that, and everyone’s parents were coming. 

And I didn’t see my mom coming in through hallway. It was a certain hallway; so 

then I was kinda confused. And, ‘Oh, your mom had to go use the bathroom.’ 

That’s what they told me. The bathroom is like 10 minutes from where you’re 

being seen at because you have to go through security alarms, security detectors. 

You had to go through a bunch of stuff like that. So they were telling me, ‘Your 

mom’s in the bathroom. She had to use the bathroom.’ And like I was sitting there 

by myself, while everybody was having a visit. And everybody was like, ‘Oh, 

where is your mom? And I was like, ‘I don’t know. I don’t see her.’ And I guess 

when she checked in her, ID had expired so that was umm…. They were like, 

‘No, we can’t. We can’t’. “(Nancy, 22, Female). 

Nancy described how these experiences contributed to her struggle with depression: “I 

was on medication when I was at Juvenile Hall because I was so depressed in there. 

Everything was so new to me. So, they diagnosed me with stage 2 depression.” (Nancy, 

22, Female). 

 In summary, participants associated their stress exposure – specifically, 

navigating the juvenile carceral system as part of a mixed status family – with negative 

mental health consequences.  
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Aim 3: Managing Mental Health  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
Figure 7. Participants’ forms of mental health management through social and personal 
resources.  
 

Participants described positive and negative techniques for managing their mental 

health. They also described education as playing a key role in helping them manage their 

mental health and move forward in life. All participants described a need for existing 

resources to be more personal to be effective.  

  “The Best Way Was Acting Up”: Negative Coping. Steve discussed the 

struggles he encountered while navigating the juvenile system and how he managed to 

take care of his mental health. Throughout his interview he described how mad and hurt 

he was, knowing that he could not regularly communicate with his mother, due to the 
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conditions that limited her visits to him. Steve described how navigating the system 

practically alone pushed him to “act up.”  

“I remember not being able, like just knowing I’m not getting a visit. That shit 

sucks, you know. That shit sucks. Trying to call the house knowing…. I knew 

damn well I couldn’t call the house. My mom didn’t have a credit card or she 

didn’t know how to set up a phone, a phone account, you know. So that shit 

would hurt too. Like I had nobody to call you know and that right there would 

cause for me to get in fights. I would get into fights because that was my only way 

to act out. Fuck it. Fuck everybody.” (Steve, 26, Male) 

Steve regularly got into trouble inside and outside of Juvenile Hall. Getting in trouble 

meant that he added time to his stay in Juvenile Hall and added to the debt his mother 

accumulated in restitution.  

 Like Steve, Nancy employed some negative ways of coping, particularly due to 

the fact that her undocumented mother was not able to regularly visit her in Juvenile Hall. 

Nancy explained, 

“If your parent wouldn’t come, you would just have to go back in your room. And 

the visits were two hours. So imagine being in your room for two hours and 

knowing that you didn’t get a visit and you’re just pretty much in your cell 

reading a book or something. So, you’re like, ‘Okay, hopefully these two hours 

come by quick.’ But like after those visiting time hours, we couldn’t even come 

out. It would be like; the day was over. It was the end. So pretty much you would 

be in your cell for like twelve hours” (Nancy, 22, Female).   
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This experience could be considered an anticipatory stressor because she knew her 

mother would most likely not visit her during visiting hours. It could also be considered a 

continuous stressor, as it was not a one-time occurrence and continued throughout 

Nancy’s time in Juvenile Hall.  

 Nancy described how the stress of being without her family caused her to act up, 

resulting in a form of stress proliferation. Her acting up led to her losing privileges, such 

as being unable to leave her cell for activities, and to her sentence being extended from 

six months to a year and two months. The stress proliferation can be seen as the three 

forms of multifarious punishment. Legal punishment happened when privileges taken 

away from Nancy. Emotional punishment occurred through the internal feelings created 

by Nancy which consequently made her angry and pushed her to ‘act up’. This ‘acting 

up’ added to Nancy’s stay in juvenile hall which subsequently added to the debt her 

mother incurred (i.e. financial punishment).  

 “I got into trouble. I’m not gonna lie (giggled). I got into trouble. Excuse my 

language, but I would talk smack to the officers. I’d be like, ‘Oh, you guys are 

whack.’ I was reckless. I was a chatter box, was mad. At the end of the day, I 

would take my anger out on them because I would be like, ‘They don’t care about 

us. They just come here to watch us and leave, and that’s their day, you know.’ 

…I would always take my anger out on them.” (Nancy, 22, Female) 

 Positive Coping. Participants described several positive coping methods. 

Although Steve engaged in some negative coping, he also engaged in some positive 

coping. As described earlier, he called upon the support of his “second” mother to try to 
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get more access to his mom and to overcome his feelings of sadness without her. Steve 

also encouraged the judge and guards to let him see his sister and get free phone calls to 

contact his mother. Because Steve’s sister Ali was also in and out of Juvenile Hall and 

occasionally in the same facility, Steve advocated to get visitation hours together. These 

actions reduced Steve’s feeling of isolation.  

 Nancy described the medication she took for her depression as a helpful coping 

mechanism. She said, “I then started taking medication from Juvenile Hall and 

medication to the point where it would take me out of my certain feelings at the time. I 

was still depressed, but the feelings were different.” Having said this, however, Nancy 

also expressed that the medication caused her to sleep heavily. She said, “It pretty much 

would, like, I would say, knock me out in way and not make me feel like that. So pretty 

much throughout the day I would doze off.” She also expressed that she did not feel that 

she had control over whether to take medication, that the Juvenile Hall authorities 

decided that for her. Yvette, Emily, and Ali had experiences with medication that were 

similar to Nancy’s experience. These girls all received medication while in Juvenile Hall.  

  Ali described how her involvement with the garden inside Juvenile Hall helped 

her manage her mental health. She was really proud of the garden and spoke excitedly 

about it in her interview, as she explained a photo (Figure 8) that she took for this project. 

“I kinda got to call that my second home, and I really enjoyed being there because 

the programs they had. And I took this (photo). Well, you can’t really see, but 

behind here, there’s a garden, like, behind that little house…. There’s a garden, 

and I was actually one of the people that started the garden. And I was able to see 
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it from the outside (when taking the picture). I’m like, ‘Wow, it’s big, it’s 

flourishing.” …Yea, so that made my stay pretty cool cause I was like, ‘Wow, I 

started something cool for all the girls’.” (Ali, 22, Female). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8. Photograph taken by Ali showing the garden in Juvenile Hall. 

 Six participants described positive coping by using social resources, such as 

working with a counselor or school staff inside Juvenile Hall. Ali described how meeting 

and having a personal connection with a counselor helped her manage her mental health. 

Ofelia, Andrea, and Daniel, who attended continuation high schools, discussed how the 

school staff members provided resources that helped them manage their mental health. 

They emphasized how the staff went out of their way to help and conveyed genuine care 

for the participants. Ofelia described how her continuation school; teachers were more 

supportive than teachers in traditional schools.  

“…teachers who want to work on a school like this want to work, help kids in 

need, help kids who have a struggle, like attention issues, like behavioral. You 
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know, a lot of teachers like when kids blow up or they get mad. They don’t, not 

like other teachers, like other schools. Or they would just make the situation 

worse with the student. Here, they know like, okay, these kids have troubles at 

home, problems in their lives. They’re just acting out because of that, we’re not 

gonna…. I don’t know. They’re nicer about it. Like ‘Okay, if that’s how you feel, 

okay. I’m just going to let you know what you need to do’.” (Ofelia, 18, Female) 

 Andrea and Daniel, who both had substantial involvement in the juvenile carceral 

system, reported that school staff strongly encouraged them to finish school and provided 

alternatives to enable them to do so. For example, Andrea was given more time to submit 

homework and was encouraged to sign up for a youth community group. Through the 

high school staff, she signed up with a community organization that focuses on helping 

youth. Although the school staff who tremendously helped Andrea are not considered 

informal resources, the resources and guidance they provided were beyond what a 

counselor, principle, or teacher is typically expected to do. I attended one session with the 

community organization on Andrea’s school campus. During the session we created a 

healing circle and discussed our struggles with one another. Healing circles have been 

practiced by indigenous people and now are used in various situations that allows folks to 

come together in a nonhierarchical way to communicate about and support each other’s 

healing (Mehl-Madrona 2014).  

Daniel received guidance and counseling from his English teacher and his 

counselor. In his interview, he described how these people were able to help him, even 

though he was not skilled at expressing his needs in words. 
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“They were both like what you would call a motherly figure at the high school. 

Yea, so I would always go to them at school because, you know, like I said, I was 

never the person that expresses themselves. I would just go by actions. Sometimes 

I would just show up in the office with nothing to say because like I said I don’t 

talk” (Daniel, 21, Male).  

Daniel explained that the act of showing up made the teacher and counselor know that 

something was wrong, and Daniel needed help. They would then take action and work 

with Daniel to create a plan based upon his needs. They made sure that he stayed on track 

school wise and got him involved in sports to deal with his mental health issues, 

especially his anger. Daniel described how playing rugby helped him manage his mental 

health. 

“…the way that I expressed my feelings was through more of actions rather than 

talking. So, I always liked, you know, going out there and tackling someone, and 

that’s how expressed my feelings. And that’s how I was able to cope with reality” 

(Daniel, 21, Male).  

Initially, Daniel managed his mental health through drugs and violence. With the help of 

his supportive counselor and teacher, he was able to more effectively cope through 

sports. 

Emily was able to manage her mental health through the resources provided by a 

county program. Emily grew up without her biological parent who lives outside in the 

country and experienced a lot of trauma while navigating the juvenile system. She 

described the county program as showing her the support that she looks for in a family. It 
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provided Emily with food, clothes, and guidance on life, things, she said, she always 

lacked in her household. Figure 9 depicts two hands, one “thumbs down” and the other 

“thumbs up,” and affirmations on a wall. Emily explained that this photo captured that 

“in life there are good times and bad times. In the bad times you just have to remember to 

be hopeful, be kind, be open minded” (Emily, 18, Female). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9. Photograph taken by Emily depicting how she copes with her health and life 
now.  
 
  “I’m Doing What I Never Saw Myself Doing”: Resistant Capital. Participants 

described their lives as changed after they found positive ways to manage their mental 

health. Education emerged in their narratives as a key theme, as something helping to 

move the participants forward. Six participants reported that they were pursuing an 

education, whether it was high school, college, or vocational education. Four participants 

were not currently pursuing an education but described a commitment to doing so in the 

future. This latter group indicated that their current resources for pursuing an education 

were limited, but they were doing what they could to position them to be able to pursue 

an education in the future. Through education, participants mobilized resistant capital, 
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acquired through their life and experiences with inequality, and aspirational capital, 

maintaining “hopes and dreams for the future, even in the face of real perceived barriers” 

(Yosso 2005: 77).  

 Steve now attends college and works with a campus organization for students who 

identify as formerly incarcerated and/or carceral system impacted. In his interview, he 

talked about how his life has been changed and how he better understands the 

implications of his role as a documented person in a mixed status family.  

“I started caring about [documented status] and started seeing that I call that shit 

privilege now, you know. Seeing my privilege. Like fuck, I am privileged. Where 

I don’t have to be scared of, you know, getting deported and shit, and it could 

happen to my family. And know about my privilege and all that shit, and seeing 

different. It’s a different life, you know. That’s where I got into, like, being 

involved. Being involved definitely has helped me a lot. It helps me because it 

keeps me clean. I’m not saying I’m perfect. Fuck no. I still fuck up sometimes, 

you know. Just being in a different environment, meeting new people seeing a 

whole different thing. I’m doing what I never saw myself doing. It has definitely 

kept me clean. It has kept me wanting to like just talk. It’s new to me. Everything 

is new to me.” (Steve, 26, Male).  

Similar to Steve, John described his recognition of his privilege being a U.S. citizen and 

his need to use his privilege to speak up about matters that are important to him. He 

attends community college, works in a campus organization for formerly incarcerated 
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people, and is applying to attend university. His university application is captured in 

Figure 10.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10. Photograph taken by John of his online application to a university.  

Like Steve, John experiences a greater sense of control in his life now, as reflected in his 

comments here. He stated that his family, 

“…always encouraged me to do better and to do something with my life, that they 

know I’m capable of doing. And me being born here in the U.S., I have all the 

opportunities that are there for me to take advantage of.” (John, 28, Male). 

DISCUSSION 

 Findings in this research help give a new perspective on the lives of a very 

specific sub-population of mixed-status families. Mixed-status families already 

experience forms of legal violence that affect the undocumented and documented family 

members (Menjívar and Abrego 2012; Enriquez 2015). This study documented how 

Latinx youth in mixed status families face additional legal violence as they navigate the 
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juvenile carceral system. These findings show that immigration policy interferes with 

juvenile system policy. The criminal justice system has been proposed to prevent further 

crime, but the enforcement of immigration policy undermines families’ ability to support 

children in the carceral system. The term crimmigration (Stumpf 2006) has been used by 

scholars to discuss issues created by the merge of criminal law and immigration law 

(Menjívar, Gomez Cervantes, and Alvord 2017; García Hernández 2017). Crimmigration 

is a term well equipped to discuss the effects of being part of the juvenile carceral system 

and a mixed-status family. Although the features discussed in crimmigration are 

important and focus on the direct impact of immigration law and criminal law on an 

immigrant person (García Hernández 2017), crimmigration should also be focusing on 

issues discussed in this research (i.e., children of undocumented immigrant parents, 

juvenile carceral system, and mixed-status families). There are real effects of 

crimmigration on children and family members of undocumented people. The life of 

participants in this study could have been drastically different if the legal violence created 

from being part mixed-status family did not create additional stressors on the daily lives 

of youth.  

The current immigration policy has many immigrant families on edge due to the 

uncertainty of the next president, DACA, asylum seekers, criminal justice reform and 

other issues related to communities of color. There are consequences for not only the 

youth but also the family unit. These findings show that immigration policy produces 

negative health outcomes. Negative health outcomes produced by immigration policy has 

been evident in work done by other scholars (García 2018; Castañeda 2019; Vargas and 
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Ybarra 2016; Williams 2018). Through the lives of participants, this study found that 

negative mental health effects were experienced when having an undocumented family 

member and navigating the juvenile carceral system. The impact of mental health effects 

varied depending on which family member was undocumented while the participants 

navigated the juvenile carceral system. Participants with undocumented parents had more 

barriers navigating the juvenile system effectively, which produced more anger, stress, 

anxiety, and depression. The combined negative effects of the immigration, juvenile 

system, and policies provide evidence of how structures can become embodied via 

individual health. Similarly, work on mass incarceration shows evidence of early 

childhood incarceration produce more negative mental and physical health consequences 

in adulthood (Barnert et al. 2017). The collateral consequences of incarceration go far 

beyond health, it is “an elaborate system of control, complete with political 

disenfranchisement and legalized discrimination in every major realm of economic and 

social life” (Alexander 2011: 20)  

This study discussed many issues faced by the overlapping of the juvenile system 

and carceral system on a family and individual. Despite the challenges produced by the 

two systems youth found ways to overcome their situation. These youth often are labeled 

“at-risk” and the stigma of the negative label can often feed into the school-to-prison 

pipeline and push of youth of color into the criminal justice system (Rios 2006; Vera 

Sanchez and Adams 2011; Mallet 2017). However, the pipeline does not discuss the 

effects this criminalization of Latino youth has on mixed-status families. Work has been 

done on the opinions of the juvenile system from youth who have undocumented mothers 
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(Cavanagh and Cauffman 2014). This prior work lacks the critical understanding of the 

effect of the juvenile system and the mental health of the population in my study. The 

added effects of being part of the juvenile system has vast impacts on the youth in mixed-

status families and the family unit.  

Through the stress process model, this study showed evidence that added stressors 

of being part of a mixed-status family has consequences for youth with criminal justice 

involvement. The stress process model is used to the discuss how racial and economic 

“disparities have a massive impact in terms of unequal suffering and dramatic social 

economic costs” (Turner 2010: 3). This model has also been used to discuss the impacts 

of being an undocumented Mexican immigrant has on the health of the individual (García 

2018), showing that one’s social position can have a massive impact on mental health. 

The stress process model allowed me to break down the experiences of participants in the 

study through the three basic domains discussed in the model (i.e., sources of stress, 

mediators of stress, and manifestation of stress) (Pearlin et al. 1981). The model was 

accurate for the research being conducted to an extent. The model lacked understanding 

of crime and deviance. In criminology it is often discussed that juvenile offending 

increases between 15-19 and then declines in early 20’s (National Institute of Justice 

2014). Although the stress process model has been compared to the life course theory 

(Pearlin 2010), more work needs to be done where the life course theory and stress 

process model are in dialog with when discussing the health of youth of color. 

Specifically, participants in the study had a ‘turning points’ in which they got a deeper 

understanding about their lives and some even discussed that “they owed it to their 
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parents” to do better. The change in their lives is not fully discussed in the study because 

the model only focuses on the point in their life when they were part of the juvenile 

system.  

 Although the study has important findings, it also has its limitations. The study 

did experience many changes due to the limited number of participants. First, the study 

was conducted with only 10 participants who were mostly over the age of 18. The issues 

with this limitation involved recruiting and retaining participants. Most participants that 

dropped out of the study were under the age of 18. Participants had to meet requirements 

to be part of the study. Due to the requirements, the participants were part of a subsample 

of an already vulnerable population. Participants in the study were Latinx who were, (1) 

part of a mixed-status family, and (2) involved in the juvenile system. This created 

hesitation in participating in the study. Participants expressed concerns over their 

family’s status, time, and financial problems. Future studies should give larger cash 

payments that would benefit the whole family. Second, given the small sample, in the 

analysis I was unable to examine for differences based on who in the family was 

undocumented. Although some differences were apparent, this research did not look deep 

into the differences. This study did show that those who had undocumented parents had 

added negative experiences in the juvenile system. Having an undocumented parent had 

impacts on income, language, juvenile case, housing, and financially. All participants 

discussed the issues that pushed them into having a juvenile case, their time in the 

juvenile system, and their current life. The effects are visible, and more work needs to be 

done on all stages of their lives. A longitudinal study should be done on the lives of the 
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whole family unit when a family member in a mixed status family catches a juvenile 

and/or adult case in the criminal justice system.  

As discussed before, changes in the juvenile system need to be made, that has 

been evident in the study. However, changes should start as early as possible in the lives 

of children in mixed-status families. Similar to other studies, participants in this study 

have memories from very early in their lives in which they discussed the lack of parents’ 

ability to parent due to financial restraints and other factors (Bacallao and Smokowski 

2007). As explained by Nancy "My mom pretty much had a lot of things going on. 

Where I would say, not a lack of taking care of your kids, just like my mom wasn’t really 

around.” This caused participant to seek relationships outside of the home and eventually 

caught their first juvenile case as early as the age of 13. These families have a vast array 

of challenges that come from having undocumented family members (Lopez 2015; 

Enriquez 2015; Dreby 2014; Castañeda 2019).  

Policies should promote the well-being of the child in the juvenile carceral 

system, especially when the child is from a mixed-status family. Based on concerns 

participants had over their experience in the juvenile system, I propose three features that 

policies should focus on. First, policies should focus on cultivating understanding of the 

legal system for the juvenile and the family. The juvenile system should be held 

accountable for explaining the case to the juvenile and the parents in detail and in their 

native language (e.g. juvenile case, court, fees, visitation, probation, etc.). In this study, 

participants often discussed the minimal understanding they had about their juvenile case 

or the debt they built up while being incarcerated. Second, legal representation should be 
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provided for these families. Specifically, legal representation that not only understands 

criminal law but also immigration law. These families have questions that go unanswered 

about the family’s immigration status and in turn affects the juvenile navigating the 

criminal system. Third, the juvenile system should implement a program that focus on 

finding resources for immigrant families. Resources should focus on financial relief, 

transportation along with the first two propositions discussed above. This is fundamental 

for immigrant families due to the financial restraints they already have. Additional 

support and resources are needed for the well-being of mixed-status youth in the juvenile 

system.  
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APPENDIX A: RECRUITMENT FLYER	
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APPENDIX B: DEMOGRAPHIC SURVEY 

 
Please note that you do not need to answer any questions that you do not feel comfortable 
answering. Some questions can potentially assume your documentation status and if you 
do not feel comfortable answering those questions you can check the decline to answer 
box. You are not being asked any identifying information here for your safety and the 
safety of your parents. This should ensure the confidentiality of your answers.  
 
Date: ___________ 
 
 
Demographics 

(1) How old are you? __________ 

 

(2) What is your gender identity? _________________________ 

� Decline to answer 

 

(3) What is your race/ethnicity? Check one. 

� White 

� Black/African American 

� Latinx/Hispanic 

� Middle Eastern 

� South Asian 

� East Asian 

� Pacific Islander 

� Indigenous 

� Multiracial/multiethnic, please 

specify_____________________________________________ 

� Other, please specify___________________________________________________ 

� Decline to answer 

 

(4) What is your current place of residence? 
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� Vista 

� San Marcos 

� Oceanside 

� Escondido  

� Other (please specify): _____________________________ 

� Decline to answer 

 

(5) Where were you born? ________________________ 

� Decline to answer 

 

(6) Where were your parent/s born? ________________________________________ 

� Decline to answer 

 

(7) What grade level are you in? 

� Freshman  

� Sophomore  

� Junior  

� Senior  

� Super Senior 

� Other (please specify): __________________ 

 

(8) What is your current employment status? Check all that apply. 

� Employed full-time (at least 35 hours per week) 

� Employed part-time 

� Employed on a temporary basis 

� Self-employed 

� Student 

� Volunteer 

� Retired 
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� Unemployed 

� Dependent on family income 

� Live from investments or savings 

� Decline to answer 

 

(9) What is your current relationship status? Check all that apply. 

� Single 

� In a Relationship 

� Cohabiting 

� Married 

� Separated 

� Divorced 

� Widowed 

� Decline to answer 

 

(10) Do you have any children under the age of 18? 

� No 

� Yes; how many? _______ 

� Decline to answer 
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APPENDIX C: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

Instructions: 
Before we start this interview, I would like to go over a few things. 

1. During this interview please do not provide any identifying information that can 
lead to linking this interview to you (e.g., street names, your name, names of 
anyone,).  

2. You have the right to withdraw from the study at any moment. Also, if there are 
any questions that you wish not to answer please let me know. Only share what 
you feel comfortable with sharing.  

3. This interview will be audio recorded for research purposes. However, if you wish 
to not be audio recorded, please let me know.  

4. Frist, you will fill out a survey. We will then look over some photographs that you 
captured. Lastly, we will go over the interview questions.  

5. If this interview makes you upset or uncomfortable, please look over the 
behavioral health resources page.  

6. Do you have any question for me before we start?  
 

Interview Questions 
1. Is there anything you would like to share with me or anything you would like me 

to know about you?  
 

2. Are you currently part of the juvenile justice system?  
a. If yes, please explain.  
b. If no, please explain.  

 
3. How has being from a mixed-status family shaped your experiences navigating 

the juvenile justice system?  
 

4. How has being from a mixed-status family shaped your experiences navigating 
high school.  

a. Would you say the experience has been positive or negative and how for 
you and/ or your parent? Explain 

 
5. How involved do you believe your parent/guardian is in navigating the juvenile 

justice system and in your education and why?  
a. Would you say the experience has been positive or negative and how for 

you and/ or your parent? Explain. 
 

6. Is there anything that you find helpful in navigating these two institutions?  
a. Or one of the institutions 
b. How would you say your experience would be if you were not from a 

mixed-status family? 



 63 

 
7. How has navigating the juvenile justice system shaped your education?  

a. Is it positive and/or negative and how?  
 

8. Do you ever experience stress, anxiety, depression, or hopelessness?  
a. If so, what do your experience and how often? 
b. Also, what do you believe these experiences are related to? 

 
9. How has being part of the juvenile justice system shaped your life in regards to 

health? 
a. It can be mental health or physical health 

 
10. What forms of support do you have?  

a. For example, if you do find support is it in school, family, friends, etc. 
b. And do you believe this form of support is enough or do you have 

suggestions for better support systems?	
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APPENDIX D: TITLE QUOTE  

“I got used to not getting no visit. I got used to not calling the house when I wanted, you 
know. I kind of say, growing up I did get into more just the gang lifestyle. That was my 
way of numbing that pain. Not being able to talk to my mom you know. I have memories 
of her, her with her friend; they would work at night cleaning those shopping malls, you 
know. So, they would leave us (children) in the car for hours and shit. So, I have 
memories of that you know. I remember times when I would be in Juvenile Hall, even in 
prison, I would…that memory, I cannot erase. That memory; because fuck, my mom was 
working hard, and she would leave us in the car for hours, but I knew she was working 
you know.” (Steve, 26, Male) 




