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I. INTRODUCTION

This toolkit was prepared in light of the publication of new peer-reviewed research on
the social, emotional, and mental effects of living without permanent relief on Deferred
Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) recipients. It is a resource for those interested in
including personal narratives about the effects of having DACA discussed and argued
throughout the policy’s existence—including Congressional staff, media, and advocates.
This toolkit contains a narrative repository of the stories of Florida Dreamers
interviewed for a peer-reviewed study on the emotional, social, and mental toll of the
politicization and uncertain future of DACA.
DACA is an Obama-era form of administrative relief utilizing deferred action to guard
qualifying undocumented immigrants who entered the country as children against
deportation. Along with deportation relief, DACA provides qualifying immigrants the
opportunity to apply for a social security number, a driver’s license, and a work permit.
DACA has allowed nearly 800,000 young people to remain safely in the United States
since its founding in 2012.
On May 1, 2018, seven states, led by Texas, filed a lawsuit, Texas v. United States,
challenging DACA. After the District Court decision was appealed, the U.S. Court of
Appeals for the Fifth Circuit ruled with Judge Andrew Hanen that DACA was unlawful,
but sent the case back to the district court for further consideration in light of pending
regulations from the Biden administration. Judge Hanen’s decision will almost certainly
be appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court, and given the current state of the Supreme
Court, the DACA policy is not likely to survive—especially under an increasingly
conservative judiciary. As a consequence, DACA recipients will need other forms of
protection.
Throughout its whole existence, DACA has been used as a bargaining chip, a wedge
issue, and a rallying cry. Much of the dialogue has concentrated on what will happen to
DACA recipients if DACA finally ends. However, there has been less emphasis on the
consequences of leaving DACA recipients to live in uncertainty, waiting for Congress
to act. What has this back-and-forth meant for people with DACA?
The Im/migrant Well-Being Research Center2 and scholars from the University of South
Florida and the Cisneros Hispanic Leadership Institute3 at George Washington University
partnered to examine the mental and emotional impact of living with precarious legal
status on DACA recipients. Over three years, they conducted in-depth qualitative
research with over 50 DACA recipients living in the Tampa area, culminating in a
peer-reviewed article entitled Undocumented Again? DACA Rescission, Emotions, and
Incorporation Outcomes among Young Adults4 on the effects of DACA’s 2017 rescission

4 To request the full article for individual use, please contact Elizabeth Vaquera and Elizabeth Aranda.
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https://www.uscis.gov/DACA
https://www.dhs.gov/news/2022/08/24/dhs-issues-regulation-preserve-and-fortify-daca
https://libguides.law.asu.edu/DACA/history
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/01/us/daca-lawsuit-texas.html
https://www.maldef.org/2021/10/texas-v-united-states-a-timeline-of-the-fight-to-protect-daca/
https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/promised-biden-administration-appeals-texas-ruling-making-daca/story?id=79961785
https://s3.documentcloud.org/documents/23119347/daca-ruling.pdf
https://www.maldef.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/DACA-MSJ-Ruling-07.16.21.pdf
https://www.maldef.org/2022/07/status-of-texas-v-united-states-daca/
https://www.nilc.org/2022/06/29/what-is-going-on-with-daca-in-the-courts-torch/
https://www.npr.org/2022/06/25/1107628715/the-supreme-court-is-at-its-most-conservative-now-from-the-last-75-years
https://rollcall.com/2022/06/14/future-of-daca-program-remains-uncertain-a-decade-after-it-began/
https://www.npr.org/2022/06/17/1105474882/daca-10-years-immigration-dreamers
/arts-sciences/conferences/immigrant-well-being/
https://cisneros.columbian.gwu.edu/
https://academic.oup.com/sf/advance-article-abstract/doi/10.1093/sf/soac056/6613397?redirectedFrom=fulltext
https://academic.oup.com/sf/advance-article-abstract/doi/10.1093/sf/soac056/6613397?redirectedFrom=fulltext
https://academic.oup.com/sf/advance-article-abstract/doi/10.1093/sf/soac056/6613397?redirectedFrom=fulltext
mailto:evaquera@email.gwu.edu
mailto:earanda@usf.edu
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https://academic.oup.com/sf/advance-article-abstract/doi/10.1093/sf/soac056/6613397?redirectedFrom=fulltext
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https://academic.oup.com/sf/advance-article-abstract/doi/10.1093/sf/soac056/6613397?redirectedFrom=fulltext
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/programs/data-hub/deferred-action-childhood-arrivals-daca-profiles
https://www.presidentsalliance.org/undocumented-students-in-higher-education-updated-march-2021/
https://www.americanactionforum.org/research/fiscal-implications-daca-program/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/immigration/news/2019/09/05/474177/know-daca-recipients-united-states/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/immigration/news/2019/09/05/474177/know-daca-recipients-united-states/
mailto:evaquera@email.gwu.edu
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V. NARRATIVE REPOSITORY

Mental and Emotional Health

Name: Lucian
Current Age: 26 years old

Arrival Age: 10 years old
Country of Origin: Peru

Lucian, in his second year at an urban community college when first interviewed, was
working at night helping his parents clean offices. He obtained DACA in 2012 and
aspired to attend a 4-year university to study engineering and architecture. He and his
brother—also a DACA recipient—reacted differently to the rescission. Both were sad, but
in his brother’s case those emotions led to grave consequences:

“It made me angry. It definitely. . . messed with me mentally a lot. My brother as
well. Actually, my brother attempted to k—to take his life recently when we found
that out. . . We stopped him from doing that. He’s just, he’s okay. He’s kind of
numb. You know he’s just kind of living day-to-day going with it. I felt that feeling
before. It’s just nothing I can do for him.”

Lucian discussed his relationship with depression and explained that rather than
sadness, anger embodied a sense of resistance for him, pushing him toward greater
civic participation.

“I was more relieved to see the reaction from people, the protest and. . . I mean
DACA is famous now; before, no one knew what it was. . . Even though it still
breaks me cause I, I’m, I’m waiting for the clock to run out ‘cause I have a feeling
that it’s run out. . . I think it encouraged me, the anger, anger, anger is better for
me than depression. . .”

Lucian’s past grief of being undocumented informed his resistance strategies. Lucian
connected with a professor to form a group to raise awareness about DACA. They
organized campus activities and advocated for social change. These activities seemed
to breathe new life into Lucian and led him to expand his social network, facilitating
greater social integration

Name: Claudio
Current Age: 26 years old

Arrival Age: 7 years old
Country of Origin: Mexico

“. . . it was really hard. I’ll be honest with you; I cried the day Trump was elected.
I’ve never cried in my life [laughs]. I think that day my family we all. . .  It was
silent. My mom was crying. I was secretly crying. . . ‘cause in that time he was
always saying, ‘Oh, you know, I’m going to get rid of DACA and everything,’ and
now he did. . . I was already thinking the worst like, ‘Oh I’m going to get
deported’—it was hard. . .  Like honestly when you have a president, when you
have someone that literally says that you’re evil. It’s like, I don’t know, it’s not the
same anymore. You feel like you’re not welcomed. You feel like you’re unwanted.
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The Toll of Uncertainty After 2016

Name: Claudio
Current Age: 26 years old

Arrival Age: 7 years old
Country of Origin: Mexico

Claudio’s DACA expired in December of 2020, and the shift in his emotions between the
first and second interviews was stark. During our first interview, he was a college
student aspiring to be a medical doctor; during the second, he had graduated, was
studying for the MCAT—the admissions examination for medical school—and was
unemployed.

“When Trump was elected, that was one of my fears. . . thinking about [the DACA
rescission], I know it’s going to happen and now actually it happened. . . I felt like
it was the end.”

The election was traumatic for Claudio, and most participants, as it represented the
anticipation of losing opportunities they had gained through DACA. Not everyone had a
contingency plan in case of deportation because doing so would mean acknowledging
the unthinkable. Claudio explained:

“Probably we have to realize within ourselves. . . we have to accept that we don’t
belong here.”

He acknowledged that since he and his family did not want to accept this, they never
discussed a plan for potential deportation.

Name: Cassandra
Current Age: 22 years old

Arrival Age: 2 years old
Country of Origin: Bolivia

Cassandra obtained DACA in 2013 and was a full-time university student when
interviewed. She was looking for a job and aspired to be a musician, teaching music
lessons in addition.

“I was definitely fearful for myself because I probably, one or two months prior,
applied for my current term [of DACA]. . . So, I knew that I would be okay for about
a year-and-a-half of time, but I was definitely worrying, ‘What would this mean for
me? Would I get to reapply for this later on? Is something going to be figured out
in the next year or two years?’”

Cassandra’s questions about her possibilities are intricately tied to grief at anticipating
DACA’s loss. By raising uncertainty about what would happen next, the ongoing threats
to policy changes shattered immigrants' sense of stability.
Cassandra described life since the 2016 election:

“It’s definitely been more fearful. I recall, for example, my boyfriend and I were
just messaging each other over the phone as, like, we found out [Trump] was
elected. And we just already knew that it was his intention to do something
drastically different with immigration policy. So, that was concerning for me and
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full-time. He anticipated the DACA rescission would disadvantage his labor market
position. Three years later, he had not finished his education, and had taken a break due
to the pandemic, but was considering re-enrolling to finish his associate degree. He still
worked for the same nonprofit.

Name: Mauricio
Current Age: 23 years old

Arrival Age: 6 years old
Country of Origin: Mexico

Mauricio, a 23-year-old native of Mexico first obtained DACA in 2012, graduated high
school, and was applying to community college. He worked full-time as an interpreter,
often translating in doctors’ offices, which made him curious about becoming a
psychiatrist or psychologist. He explained how this aspiration changed with the DACA
announcement:

“If you try to do something really, really long that takes eight years or whatever,
because I want to be a psychiatrist, so by the time. . . you imagine it takes eight to
ten years. . . The way they play with DACA, it’s not safe to be. . . DACA is the only
way I can get my education. They take DACA away, it’s going to be hard. . . Right
now, you don’t know if they’re going to take DACA. Right now, I’ve got to change
to. . . nurse or something, something quick that you can get.”

Name: Alicia
Current Age: 22 years old

Arrival Age: 6 years old
Country of Origin: Mexico

Alicia obtained DACA in 2012. She was attending university full-time studying chemical
engineering when interviewed. She described a feeling of stress regarding goals:

“I got really scared, like, I got sad, and I started thinking—I started feeling
hopeless, you know, like, just more of, like, ‘Oh, like, now, I have to really think,
like—’ I was also pressured, like, I felt like there was, like, a time clock thing,
because my DACA will expire, like, you know, soon and everything, and I was
thinking, ‘Well, now, I have until this year to finish whatever I have to do, like,
getting the degree and everything,’ so sometimes, I feel pressured.”

At follow-up two years later, Alicia had withdrawn from her program, having struggled
academically. She was engaged to be married but had no job; she shared that she was
contemplating enrolling in technical school. She admitted that since the Biden
Administration took over, she was not as anxious about DACA’s future and was
be
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https://www.thedream.us/resources/general-guides/
https://www.presidentsimmigrationalliance.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/DACA_Fact_Sheet_v7.pdf
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/immigration/news/2019/08/07/473286/resources-deferred-action-childhood-arrivals/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/immigration/news/2019/10/15/475837/know-daca-renewals/
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● USCIS Immigration and Citizenship Data: Recent DACA Updates, September 29,
2022
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https://www.uscis.gov/tools/reports-and-studies/immigration-and-citizenship-data?ddt_mon=&ddt_yr=&query=&items_per_page=100
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/programs/data-hub/deferred-action-childhood-arrivals-daca-profiles
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/us-legalization-unauthorized-immigrant-groups
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/us-legalization-unauthorized-immigrant-groups
https://www.presidentsalliance.org/undocumented-students-in-higher-education-updated-march-2021/
https://www.presidentsalliance.org/undocumented-students-in-higher-education-updated-march-2021/
https://www.presidentsalliance.org/undocumented-students-in-higher-education-updated-march-2021/

