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(DeGenova & Peutz, 2010, p. 14).



 Recent research by Cardoso and 
colleagues (2018) examined the 
parenting processes and experiences of 
undocumented Latino parents (mainly 
from Mexico) under threat of deportation 
and family separation. 
 Parents are “trapped” by constructions of 

illegality
 Parents’ immigration context alters their 

parenting processes and family dynamics
 Child adultification and cultural brokering 

between children, parents, and social 
institutions



 Community-driven partnership that builds trusted relationships “from the 
community up” to:
 Generate data through rigorous research methods; 
 Take actions steps; and 
 Inform policy decisions and practices 

 Goal: Community partners inform and guide all aspects of the work





1) How do undocumented immigrant Latina 
mothers from Central America “do” family 
under deportation threat?; and 

2) How are they preparing themselves and 
their children for the possibility of 
deportation and/or family separation? 



 IN-DEPTH INTERVIEWS
 Mothers’ immigration stories (N = 12)
 Housing (N = 14)

 INTERVIEWER-ASSISTED SURVEY
 To date: Surveyed 134 Latina immigrants primarily from Central 

America with school-aged children residing in Northern Virginia
 Demographics
 Family Characteristics (incl Separation and Reunification)
 Housing and Work
 Physical and Mental Health (PTSD, Depression)
 Immigration Stress, Deportation Planning

 We also draw upon on field notes and memos, observations, and our 
notes from biweekly or monthly CAB meetings with Amigas that we 
have held since project inception in 2014.



Individual Characteristics M (SD) or N (%) Range
Country of Origin

El Salvador
Honduras
Guatemala
Other

62 (46.3%)
44 (32.8%)
25 (18.7%)
3 (2.2%)

Age in years 34.6 (7.4) 20-56 yrs
Years in the US
Ave Education in Yrs

10.2 (5.4)
7.4 (4.4)

0-30 yrs
0-20 yrs
[48% = 6th grade or less]

English Proficiency
Speak English (% yes, “un poco”)
No English

Understand/Read English (N = 40)
Understand/Read Spanish

45 (33.6%) 
89 (66.4%)

35 (87.5%) “No/Un poco”
11 (27.5%) “No/Un poco”

Demographic Characteristics of the Sample (N = 134)







 Uncertainty rearing two children
“My husband... He was the one who made a living for us… This year my 
husband was deported. He was imprisoned [detained] for seven months. 
My children one day did not have anything to eat because I was not 
working. My husband, he worked for us. My son was very small, less than 
a year old. They caught him [husband] driving without a license. The 
police detained him. But they later sent him to immigration. Immigration 
asked for a lot of money to let him go. We did not have money. I was alone 
with my children for a year. In order to pay to be here, we sold 
everything. I slept on the floor with my children. Everything you see here, 
the school gave it to me. The only thing I did not sell was my children’s 
TV… Sometimes there wasn’t enough [to eat] and my daughter would 
ask, mom are you not going to eat? You eat first, I will eat later. But it was 
for them to eat. That’s my way to be a good mother.”



 Jenny went on to share what her family’s recent reunification had been like for each of 
her children. Although Jenny and her husband maintained contact over the year, she did 
not know when he would return to them. Eight days prior to our interview, she said 
her husband and friend just showed up from Arizona without any notice. 
 She shared:
“My daughter was like, my daddy? Mommy, mommy! The neighbors noticed my 
daughter was screaming and screaming, because you have to open the door below 
downstairs. And they [daughter and father] both hugged and cried. And cried and 
cried. My daughter would not stop crying. They came in and my son did not want 
him to touch him, because he was very small when he left him. It has been hard for 
him. He does not share with him.”
 Jenny noted that while her daughter was old enough to remember her father, her son had no 

memory of his father and was standoffish post family reunification. While Jenny helped her 
son reconnect with his father, she reflected about his return, noting how she has coped:

“I was happy because I feel a weight lifted, he has been a man who always finds a 
way to pay the rent. And I feel more calm. I don’t have to think about, they send me 
to court here for not paying the rent. I have court papers. Well, I, if I told you 
everything that has happened, what I have been through. People would sometimes 
see me happy and I would not show that I was going through difficult situations. “





“Yes. I have always told [my children], “I want you to be 
someone in life.” I would like for her to be like, I do not 
know, for her to have a profession. ... She tells me, “Oh I 
want a room. I don’t want to live here. This space is too 
small.” Or sometimes she tells me, “I would like to have a 
room all for myself.” And I say, “It is not possible, that is 
why you have to go to school so that when you are older 
you get your money, you can have your apartment. 
Maybe you by yourself.” And she says, “Yes, but look 
where you are.” Sometimes, when I got pregnant she 
became very angry. She was too angry, she said, “No, 
don’t you see we can barely [survive]. Where are you 
going to put her? Under the bed?” “Or where are you 
going to put her?” she said. But now she calmed down. 
When she found out that I was having a girl, she said she 
did not love her.”
…
“But we are okay. So only god knows why he does 
things. I have to wait for god’s will.”





 80.5% worry about being deported, suggesting it was on the minds of many, not 
merely as a legal matter, but as “a practical, materially consequential, and deeply 
interiorized mode of being” (DeGenova & Peutz, 2010, p. 14). 

 Feel safe here? Worried about deportation?
 Talia, a married mother of three from Guatemala: “No [I don’t feel safe], because 

any...anytime they could send you back. I don’t feel safe in this country. Because 
sometimes you are just walking and you don’t know what could happen.” 

 Corina, an undocumented immigrant mother of two from El Salvador, added, “And I 
worry about that because until now I don’t know if I have a deportation notice or if 
they are looking for me. And it is something bad because sometimes when you hear 
immigration is in the area, my cousin might call me and say, “Don’t go out, 
immigration is around there.” And it is bad because you are afraid.” 

 One mother put her fears most starkly when she said, “if they deport me practically 
they send me to die.”  



 Take their children with them back to their country of origin, despite threats of 
violence, safety concerns, and limited educational opportunities back home. As one 
mother stated, “I can’t live without them.” 

 Leave their children in the custody of another family member (typically a relative who 
lived close by or in a neighboring state) or someone from the local community (often 
undocumented as well). 
 Leave with Reunification Plans

 Ambivalence: One mother shared that she thinks often of her son and where and with 
whom to leave him. She said that even though she has talked with her partner about 
returning to Guatemala as a family, she is unsure of what to do.

 No Plan—Just worry about child suffering: “My worry is for my children. I worry 
about the future because if they go to Guatemala, they will not have a better future 
like here.” 



 Loss of children to the US Government:
When thinking about deportation planning, four mothers also shared their concerns about 
the government forcibly taking their children because they were born in the U.S. As one 
mother stated, “I think about my children and worry that the government could take 
them and that I will never see them again.”

 State of limbo (Martina):
“Well, if God allows it, maybe everything will go well. But absolutely, I can’t be doing, 
rushing to a problem when I think that maybe someday things turn out good or they don’t 
turn out good. So, I prefer to wait instead. Worried, but waiting (laughs). In this country if 
you are not in problems that are like serious, breaking the law and all that, I consider that 
you can live a so-so time. There are things that are limited with papers, the people who have 
no papers. It’s driving, doing other things you need to do. But in general, well thank God 
that since I came here I have worked a lot and I have worked very hard. …So, I say, just like I 
waited more than thirteen and a half years, I can wait a bit more.”



 Form community-based partnerships guided by community

 Organize “Know Your Rights” and “Deportation Protection” clinics 
 Power of Attorney for children and property
 Education forums: Amigas actively worked to “spread the word” locally and educate 

community members about resources available to them as well as predatory practices 
that immigrant families should avoid (e.g., fraudulent notarios). 

 Ensure we do not further exacerbate traumas, stressors, and safety concerns of 
undocumented immigrant mothers/parents and/or their children. 
 Trauma-informed care practices needed

 Keep families together; Support reunifying families

 Counter anti-immigration movement in the US….It is time to ACT!



 CAB — Amigas de la Comunidad — and the women 
who have shared their stories with us and gave us 
their time.
 Community organizers
 GMU graduate and undergraduate research 

assistants & volunteers 
 Community Partners
 Funders 
 Bruhn Morris Family Foundation
 GMU Summer Faculty Research Awards
 GMU Office of Student Scholarship, Creative Activities, and 

Research (OSCAR)

Contact information
Bethany Letiecq   |   bletiecq@gmu.edu
Colleen Vesely   |   cvesely@gmu.edu

mailto:bletiecq@gmu.edu
mailto:cvesely@gmu.edu

	The Problem of Illegality: �“Doing” Family under Deportation Threat�
	Deportation regimes are effective and efficient in producing and maintaining immigrant “illegality,” keeping immigrants in their place within U.S. society, while disrupting the everyday lives of immigrant families
	Illegality and Altered Family Dynamics
	Our Approach: �Community Based Participatory Research (CBPR)
	Amigas de la COmunidad
	Study Purpose—Research Questions
	CBPR: Multiple Waves of Data 
	Slide Number 8
	�Limited Employment Options ��Financial/Food/Housing Insecurities��Physical & Mental Health burdens �	- Trauma exposures�	- Depression (50% in range of clinical concern)�	- Isolation
	Findings:�“Doing” Family in the Context of Deportation, Family Separation, reunification, + Loss �
	Jenny’s Story: Deportation and Separation of Spouse/Partner
	Jenny’s Story: Family Reunification
	Mariana’s Story: Parent-Child Separation, Loss + Grief
	Mariana’s Story: Parent-Child Separation, Loss + Grief
	Findings: �Deportation Worry, Planning, and Limbo
	Deportation Worry�
	Deportation Planning: �To Take or Leave the Children?��
	Deportation Worry, Planning, and Limbo state�
	Discussion and Implications for Action
	Thank you to our…

