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Objectives

Provide an overview of unaccompanied children and the impacts of family
separation across the pre-migration, migration, and post-migration stages

Identify the forms and impacts of family separation, trauma, disrupted
attachment, and immigration enforcement on children, families, and
communities

Help families navigate reunification using strengths-based, trauma-
informed, and culturally responsive approaches

Apply strategies to support unaccompanied children through emergency
response, community resource connection, and resilience-building
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Understanding Unaccompanied Children and Their Migration Journey

PART I

UC Resource Center: About Unaccompanied Children

https://ucresourcecenter.org/about-unaccompanied-children/


A child under 18 who is apprehended by the
Dept. of Homeland Security either within the
U.S. or upon entering the U.S. and who is:

Without a parent or legal guardian

Without lawful immigration status

The majority of unaccompanied children are
reunited with a parent or other caregiver (sponsor)
after release from government custody.

Who are Unaccompanied
Immigrant Children?
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Why are children from Central America and
other countries migrating alone?
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Extreme poverty and climate change

Forced recruitment into gangs or organized crime

To reunite with parents or family members who migrated before them

Lack of economic and educational opportunities

Fleeing abuse and/or community violence

Political unrest

Death or loss of a primary caretaker

Seeking safety



FY 2025

Unaccompanied
Children Placed into
ORR Custody

Source: Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR) Fact Sheets and Data

Guatemala
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Honduras
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Other
17%

Mexico
16%

El Salvador
9%
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https://www.acf.hhs.gov/orr/about/ucs/facts-and-data#General%20Statistics
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/orr/about/ucs/facts-and-data#General%20Statistics


ORR Custody, Release, and Reunification

Once in custody,
the ORR case

manager works
with the child

and their family
to identify a

sponsor in the
U.S.

Children are
placed in ORR

custody within 72
hours of their

apprehension by
the Dept. of
Homeland

Security

Sponsor vetting
process begins,

including a home
study

If approved, the
child is released
from ORR care
and reunified

with their
sponsor

After discharge,
children qualify
for ORR-funded

Post Release
Services (PRS) to

support their
transition to their
new environment
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Post Release 

Services

PRS are case management services provided to UCs and
their sponsors after the child is released from ORR care. 

Placement/Family
Stability & Child Safety
Education
Medical Care
Legal & Immigration

Mental & Behavioral
Health
Integration &
Independence
Child Trafficking
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The PRS worker supports in the areas of:



Primary areas where UCs are released to sponsors

refugees.org* as of April 2025

*
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Loss and Family Separation Pre-, During, and Post-Migration

P A R T  I I



Experiences of Loss and 
Family Separation

In Home
Country 

(Pre-Migration)

During Migration 
& In ORR Custody

Family
Reunification

(Post-Migration)
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Daniel, a 9-year-old boy from El Salvador, was raised by his
grandmother. His parents migrated to California when he was just
2 years old, fleeing threats from gangs who were attempting to
extort his father who owned a local business. Despite the distance,
Daniel stayed closely connected to his parents through regular
phone calls. They supported him by helping with school decisions
and encouraging him to be kind and hopeful. Daniel missed his
parents deeply and looked forward to reuniting with them.  

In Home Country (Pre-Migration) 
Case Example: Daniel

At home, Daniel shared warm moments with his grandmother,
who often made his favorite dish, tamales. He also enjoyed
playing soccer with his cousins at a nearby field. 

As he got older, a local gang began targeting Daniel for
recruitment. The family made the difficult decision for Daniel and
his older cousin to migrate to the U.S. for safety and to reunify
with Daniel’s parents. 



In Home Country / Pre-Migration

Considerations for UCs:

Separation from parent(s) from an early age
Inconsistency in caregivers
Ruptured attachment
Complex trauma
Protective factors: cultural identity,
community, collectivism
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‘”Transnational families are defined as familial groups with members living some or
most of the time separated from each other, while nonetheless feeling a sense of
collective welfare, unity and familyhood across national borders” (Bryceson 2019).

UCs and Transnational Families

refugees.orgrefugees.orgSource: https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/1369183X.2018.1547017#abstract

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/1369183X.2018.1547017#abstract


During Migration & In ORR Custody 
Case Example: Daniel

Daniel began his migration journey from El Salvador with his older
cousin Jorge (19) after threats from a local gang made it unsafe for
them to remain in their community. The boys traveled with a
coyote (smuggler) and a group of four other migrants via car, train,
and at times on foot. During the journey, they went for several days
with limited food after being robbed of their money and
possessions. 

When they reached the U.S. border after about 15 days, Daniel was
separated from the group as he was identified as an unaccompanied
child and transferred to an ORR shelter. Once in ORR care, the
shelter case manager began working with his parents to start the
sponsor application process. 



During Migration and In ORR Custody
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Considerations for UCs:

Saying goodbye to loved ones
Leaving home behind (places, people,
culture, food)
Trauma during journey
Separation from fellow travelers
Length of stay in ORR shelter care



Family Reunification (Post-Migration)
Case Example: Daniel

Daniel’s parents completed background checks, DNA testing, a home
study, and other assessments as part of ORR’s sponsor vetting process.
After about three weeks in ORR care, Daniel’s mother’s sponsorship
application was approved and he was reunited with his parents in
California.   

Daniel’s parents grew concerned about his withdrawal from the family but
weren’t sure how to help. Fortunately, a Post Release Services worker had
reached out to the family shortly after reunification to offer support as
they adjusted. 

Daniel and his parents were overjoyed to be together and Daniel was
thrilled to meet his little sister for the first time. As time passed, though,
Daniel began to have trouble adjusting. He missed his grandmother,
friends, and school in El Salvador. He disliked the feeling of being stuck at
home and not being able to go out freely to play like he was used to doing
in his home country. And he couldn’t help but feel resentment related to
the attention his parents gave to his younger sister. 



Family Reunification (Post-Migration)

Considerations for UCs:

Honeymoon period often followed by adjustment difficulties
Grieving what they left behind
Expectations don’t match reality
New family members
Lack of familiarity/trust/connection with caregiver
Parenting practices
Placement breakdowns/disruptions
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The good news is that children are resilient and have innate abilities to
recover from their painful past, heal the invisible wounds of trauma, and

rebuild their lives. But this will not occur without the perseverance and hard
work of good people who care deeply about children.

Omar Reda, MD
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Supportive Strengths-Based Strategies, Trauma
Informed Care, and Culturally Responsive Approaches

P A R T  I I I
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Recognizing Youth Resilience and
Promoting Decision Making 
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Promoting decision making and honoring difficult
choices youth have already made

Creating a space for youth to share
their voice 

Helping youth identify new areas where they can lead
their own lives and be the leaders of their own story

Resilience is the ability to adapt, recover, and grow through challenges —
shaped by internal strength and supportive relationships.

Providers can support youth by:

Art by: William Estrada

https://justseeds.org/product/self-determination-2/


Supporting Families After Reunification

refugees.org
Source: Casey.org

Provide Culturally Responsive Ongoing Support: Tailor services to family’s
values, set realistic goals with families, and offer follow-up as needed

Validate Emotions and Experiences: Acknowledge mixed emotions

Encourage Positive Parenting: Teach caregivers about nurturing discipline techniques

Prepare Families for Adjustment Difficulties: Normalize potential shifts in
behavior, emotional distancing, or school difficulties

Maintain Routines and Stability: Promote consistent schedules and access
to basic needs for a sense of security

Strengthen Support Systems: Connect families to community resources, extended
networks

https://www.casey.org/immigration-and-child-protection/


Barrier related to language, education, and
services

Cultural adjustment and expression

Family dynamics and roles

Trust, safety, and systems

Cultural Considerations for
Interacting with UCs and Families
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Culturally Responsive Care

Respect silence and emotional numbing 
How does your body feel when things are difficult?

Honor spiritual and religious beliefs
“Are there any spiritual or faith practices that bring you comfort or strength right now?”

Validate and reframe
“It sounds like your nerves might be connected to feeling overwhelmed or anxious - is
that right?”

Integrate cultural healing practices
“Are there remedies or traditions that your family practices that could help you
feel better?”



Case Example: Daniel

Daniel started spending more time with his sister and parents
during daily family dinners. The PRS worker talked with his parents
about some of Daniel’s behaviors, helping them understand how he
may have been impacted by their prolonged separation. She
encouraged them to keep up routines and educated them on
positive parenting strategies like consistent routines, calm
communication, and reinforcing positive behaviors.   

The PRS worker also suggested therapy to support Daniel’s
adjustment and emotional health. Daniel and his dad were hesitant
about how others in their community might view their participation
in mental health services. They were also concerned about being
able to get to the appointments and whether the therapist would
really understand their culture.
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Facilitating Effective Conversations about Mental
Health with Newcomer Youth and Families Handout

https://www.refugee-youth.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/Facilitating-Effective-Conversations-about-Mental-Health-with-Newcomer-Youth-and-Families-A-Guide-for-Providers.pdf

https://www.refugee-youth.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/Facilitating-Effective-Conversations-about-Mental-Health-with-Newcomer-Youth-and-Families-A-Guide-for-Providers.pdf
https://www.refugee-youth.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/Facilitating-Effective-Conversations-about-Mental-Health-with-Newcomer-Youth-and-Families-A-Guide-for-Providers.pdf
https://www.refugee-youth.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/Facilitating-Effective-Conversations-about-Mental-Health-with-Newcomer-Youth-and-Families-A-Guide-for-Providers.pdf


Barriers to Accessing Services

Transportation Finances / lack of
insurance

Schedule
refugees.org

Fear of systems
involvement

Lack of language accessStigma



Case Example: Daniel

One day, Daniel’s mother didn’t hear from her husband during his
lunch break and found out that Daniel’s father was detained by
immigration enforcement on his way home from work. Concerned
and unsure what to do, they first reached out to their immigration
attorney for assistance. They then contacted the PRS worker for
support. 
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Supporting Families Separated Due to Immigration Enforcement 

P A R T  I V
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Enforcement Trends & Context

Increased enforcement activity
Expansion of detention capacity
Greater collaboration between agencies

Parent detained during enforcement action
Parent detained and deported after
proceedings
Emergency situations with no family
preparedness plan

How Separation Happens in
Practice

refugees.org

Family Separation &
Immigration Enforcement

Source: Childhood immigration enforcement exposure and young adults’ anxiety: A mixed methods study, Georgetown University

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0190740925001598
https://globalchildren.georgetown.edu/events/child-family-separation-and-immigration-enforcement-in-the-united-states


Fear and reduced service access
School absenteeism
Lower engagement with institutions

Community

refugees.org

The Ripple
Effect of
Immigration
Enforcement Caregiver stress

Financial strain
Disrupted routines & roles

Family

Stress, anxiety, grief
Behavioral and
academic changes
Placement disruptions

Child

Source: Childhood immigration enforcement exposure and young adults’ anxiety: A mixed methods study, Georgetown University

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0190740925001598
https://globalchildren.georgetown.edu/events/child-family-separation-and-immigration-enforcement-in-the-united-states


Supporting families who may be fearful of
immigration enforcement

Use their red
cards to exercise

their rights

Stay up to
date on
policy

changes

Identify legal
resources and

support

Create a family
preparedness

plan

refugees.org

Providers can educate and empower families to:

http://refugees.org/


Encourage families to use their red cards

Free printable PDF versions available at ilrc.org/red-cards-tarjetas-rojas



Family preparedness plan

Remind families about the importance of:

Having a designated caregiver for school-aged
children

Keeping copies of important documents 

Memorizing their A-number

Organizing their finances 



Family preparedness plan
Appleseed Network

refugees.org

https://deportationpreparation.org/


Case Example: Daniel
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After Daniel’s dad was detained, the family experienced a sense of loss,
and many of Daniel’s earlier challenges resurfaced. What began as
shock and confusion grew into anxiety and fear that his mother could
also be detained after just being reunified. The family also became
more hesitant to go out in public, even avoiding some everyday
activities like going to the store.  

At the same time, financial strain and shifting roles at home added new
stress, and Daniel began taking on more responsibility while struggling
to stay engaged in school. 

Even with these challenges, the family showed resilience. They
maintained their daily routines, leaned on one another, and accepted
support from a trusted neighbor who had gone through a similar
experience, helping them stay connected and move forward together.



C A S E  E X A M P L E

Supporting Provider Collaboration
Create safe spaces
Partner with local organizations - share resource maps
Establish regular multidisciplinary meetings

Community Building 
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Peer Support and Community Connection
Build support circles - childcare, rideshare
Information/resource sharing
Celebrate cultural traditions
Practice collective coping 
Stay informed
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Resources:

refugees.org

Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR) Fact Sheets and Data

ORR Policy Guide: Section 2: Safe and Timely Release from ORR Care

ORR Home Study Policy- 2.4.2

Transnational families negotiating migration and care life cycles across nation-state borders

Casey.org- Child Protection and Immigration

Childhood immigration enforcement exposure and young adults’ anxiety: A mixed methods study,

Georgetown University

Activity Book for Latino Children Impacted by Deportation

Family Preparedness Plan

Red Cards

UC Resource Center

Facilitating Effective Conversations about Mental Health with Newcomer Youth and Families 

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/orr/about/ucs/facts-and-data#General%20Statistics
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/orr/policy-guidance/unaccompanied-children-program-policy-guide-section-2
https://acf.gov/orr/policy-guidance/unaccompanied-children-program-policy-guide-section-2#:~:text=The%20process%20for%20the%20safe%20and%20timely%20release,in%20some%20cases%20home%20studies%3B%20and%20post-release%20planning.
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/1369183X.2018.1547017#abstract
https://www.casey.org/immigration-and-child-protection/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0190740925001598
https://ucresourcecenter.org/child-trafficking/
https://globalchildren.georgetown.edu/events/child-family-separation-and-immigration-enforcement-in-the-united-states
https://docslib.org/doc/3985189/an-activity-book-for-latino-children-impacted-by-deportation
https://ucresourcecenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/ILRC-2024-Plan-de-Preparacion-Familiar.pdf
http://ucresourcecenter.org/
https://www.refugee-youth.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/Facilitating-Effective-Conversations-about-Mental-Health-with-Newcomer-Youth-and-Families-A-Guide-for-Providers.pdf
https://www.refugee-youth.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/Facilitating-Effective-Conversations-about-Mental-Health-with-Newcomer-Youth-and-Families-A-Guide-for-Providers.pdf
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