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ABSTRACT

This investigation examines the roles of legal status and civic associations in shaping political participation. Analyses of survey and semistructured interview data collected from Latino young adults indicate
that the eﬀects of legal status are conditional on the context of
involvement. Furthermore, ﬁndings suggest that membership in certain types of civic organizations during both adolescence and early
adulthood cumulatively shape patterns of political participation. This
study has implications for understanding the roles of legal status and
formative civic experience in determining the leadership capacities of
undocumented immigrants and others from marginalized
communities.
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Undocumented youth have composed an important and visible constituency of the
immigrant rights movement. They actively and very visibly led the ﬁght for the
DREAM (Development, Relief, and Education for Alien Minors) Act, federal legislation
that would have provided many with a pathway to citizenship. After Congress failed to
pass this legislation, President Obama mandated the Deferred Action for Childhood
Arrivals (DACA) program in 2012 and its extension in 2015, in part due to the eﬀorts
of undocumented youth activists. DACA temporarily deferred deportation for eligible
noncitizen youth who lacked permanent residency, provided them with temporary social
security numbers, and granted them work permits.
Having experienced only a partial victory, some young immigrants (the overwhelming
majority of whom were Latino) continued to participate in eﬀorts to promote immigrant
rights at the federal, state, and local levels. As current and former members of civic
organizations, a segment of this young immigrant population remained highly involved in
civil society, with some even serving as surrogates for 2016 Democratic presidential
candidates. Their active involvement has stood in contrast to the fairly low levels of
political participation among young adults in the United States (Flanagan and Levine
2010), especially those of Latino origin who, on average, possess less civic knowledge than
their peers (Torney-Purta, Barber, and Wilkenfeld 2007) and often encounter socioeconomic and other challenges to involvement in the public arena (Jacobsen and Wilder
Linkow 2012; Kasinitz et al. 2008).
While not eligible to vote, noncitizens can participate in other forms of political
activity, including, but not limited to, grassroots organizing and advocacy eﬀorts to
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address community concerns, public outreach and mobilization through social media and
online venues, and protest activity. Historically, noncitizens have engaged in politics at
fairly low levels, but young immigrants’ activism raises questions about the role of legal
status in prompting political participation. A vibrant and youthful immigrant rights
movement also raises questions about the social mechanisms that enable some young
people to work toward policy change. Understanding the political participation of young
immigrants with a precarious legal status is important, given that this population has
grown in the decades following the 1986 Immigration Reform and Control Act, the last
large-scale federal policy (as of early 2017) that provided a pathway to citizenship for
undocumented immigrants.
This study seeks to contextualize high levels of political participation among some
undocumented young adults by investigating the roles of legal status and civic organizations in shaping patterns of political participation. Mixed-method empirical analyses focus
on the experiences of the broader Latino young adult population as well as those of
undocumented activists more speciﬁcally. While this study suggests that legal status had
inconsistent eﬀects on political participation among the general population of Latinos, it
also emphasizes the importance of civic organizations—particularly those that expose
young people to formal political processes—in prompting political participation among
undocumented immigrant and other Latino young adults. Uniquely taking a life course
perspective, this research suggests that associational membership during adolescence and
in early adulthood can have additive eﬀects on young people’s capacities to engage in
politics. Findings have implications for eﬀorts seeking to promote civic leadership among
undocumented, Latino, and other marginalized youth.

Legal Status and Political Participation
The United States is home to an estimated 11.2 million undocumented immigrants
(Passel, Cohn, and Gonzalez-Barrera 2013). Most undocumented immigrants are barred
from working legally, typically ﬁnding themselves in low-wage jobs that oﬀer them limited
legal protections. They also encounter restricted or blocked access to government, ﬁnancial, and other services (Donato and Armenta 2011).
Undocumented immigrants cannot vote in U.S. elections. However, the extant research
oﬀers mixed ﬁndings regarding the eﬀects of an undocumented legal status on other forms
of nonelectoral political involvement. Some studies of noncitizens—while rarely disaggregating between undocumented and legal immigrants because of data limitations—point to
the possibility that being undocumented presents barriers to political participation. For
example, Leal (2002) ﬁnds that noncitizens participate at low rates in nonelectoral political
activities. Noncitizen disengagement may be associated with disinterest in politics, insuﬃcient access to civic groups that provide opportunities for involvement, or other structural
challenges (DeSipio 2006; Leal 2002; Pantoja and Gershon 2006). Lacking formal membership in the U.S. polity, undocumented immigrants may also experience a sense of powerlessness (Cebulko 2013, 2014).
Other studies suggest that legal status remains irrelevant to some forms of political
participation. Undocumented immigrants sometimes become actively involved in “safe”
civic arenas that are dominated by immigrants (Ramakrishnan and Viramontes 2010) or
that do not require any documentation (Milkman 2006; Rogers et al. 2008). For those who
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immigrated as minors (often referred to as 1.5 generation immigrants), political
participation is likely facilitated by their having spent at least part of their childhood in
the United States. To varying degrees, U.S. schooling has been shown to socialize
immigrant adolescents toward civic participation in the U.S. context (Callahan and
Muller 2013). Many young immigrants learn English and absorb local customs in ways
that make them indistinguishable from their peers. Because of this ability to blend in,
undocumented 1.5 generation young adults may be less fearful of deportation and engaging in the public sphere when compared to ﬁrst-generation immigrants who often stand
out as foreigners (Abrego 2011). Indeed, Perez et al.’s (2010) study of nonrandomly
selected undocumented high school adolescents suggests that these young people do
engage in civic activities typical of others their age.
Moreover, in some cases, an undocumented legal status may motivate high levels of
political participation among a segment of the 1.5 generation. As media accounts and early
studies of the undocumented youth movement have shown, some undocumented young
adults have come “out of the shadows,” publicly proclaiming their legal status in online
and other public venues in order to promote immigrant rights (Nicholls 2013). They have
developed an “undocumented” collective identity— meaning a shared group identity that
evokes cognitive, moral, and emotional connections with a broader community, and that
can be mobilized to make claims and recruit others to participate (Polletta and Jasper
2001). Versed in theories of intersectionality (Collins and Bilge 2016), undocumented
youth activists have also proudly recognized their ties to LGBTQ, Latino, and other
marginalized communities (Terriquez 2016). These activists, however, may not be representative of their undocumented peers. As such, it remains an open question whether
being undocumented generally inhibits, remains irrelevant to, or catalyzes nonelectoral
forms of political participation among Latino young adults.

Youth Civic Organizations
Oﬀering opportunities to engage in the public arena, volunteer associations can instill
civic virtues and skills as members learn how to organize meetings, express their viewpoints, engage in collective decision making, and resolve common concerns (Verba,
Scholzman, and Brady 1995). Accordingly, membership in civic organizations likely aﬀects
general patterns of political participation among undocumented and other Latino young
adults, as it does youth and immigrant populations more broadly (McFarland and Thomas
2006; Ramakrishnan and Bloemraad 2008).
Young people acquire durable habits, attitudes, and values during adolescence that can
shape their long-term political interests, convictions, and commitments (Flanagan and Levine
2010). Because of this, civic organizations targeting high-school-aged students can shape
young members’ participation in early adulthood. As learning theory might suggest (Rogoﬀ
1990), adolescent organizations can function as a social context in which young people,
through collaboration with peers and adults, develop the capacity to address public issues
or concerns. In other words, adolescent civic groups can serve as a scaﬀolding for acquiring
higher-level skills to take action in civic and political arenas (McIntosh and Youniss 2010).
Importantly, adolescent groups need not necessarily be political—in the sense that they
focus on government elections or seek to inﬂuence government policies (Zukin et al. 2006)
—in order to foster later political participation. Rather, adolescent groups that require
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extensive time commitments, the coordination of activities, communication with a range
of audiences, and/or community service increase members’ political participation in their
young adulthood (McFarland and Thomas 2006). Such apolitical civic associations can be
considered public-oriented groups, in the sense that they require interaction with public
audiences or oﬀer a public service.
Some adolescent civic associations do, however, directly expose members to politics and
engage them in political processes. Such associations, which can be considered activist groups,
can have a particularly strong eﬀect on youths’ later involvement. For example, grassroots
youth organizing groups that engage adolescents in campaigns around policy reform can
deeply inﬂuence youths’ civic and political development (Rogers, Mediratta, and Shah 2012).
If adolescents acquire a political analysis of social issues and if they gain hands-on experience in
policy-oriented collective action, they may become empowered to tackle social concerns in a
public arena at a young age (Levinson 2012). Therefore, we might expect former members of
youth organizing and other activist groups to exhibit higher levels of political participation in
early adulthood when compared to their peers who simply participate in apolitical adolescent
public-oriented groups (Terriquez 2015b). Furthermore, the personality characteristics and
other self-selection mechanisms that prompt joining adolescent activist groups in the ﬁrst place
likely also contribute to political participation in early adulthood.
College campus and community-based associations expand youths’ opportunities for civic
and political activity (Reyes 2015), and in some cases connect members to larger social
movements (Munson 2010). Depending on the extent to which they aim to produce social
change, civic organizations targeting young adults may function as an introduction to politics
for those with little civic experience. For individuals with prior memberships in adolescent
public-oriented or activist organizations, young adult civic groups may further expand their
civic skills and political acumen. This study accounts for the roles of organizational membership in young adulthood in shaping patterns of political participation.
This study takes a close look at immigrant rights organizations targeting undocumented young adults. Sometimes referred to as DREAM organizations during the early 2010s,
these civic groups have provided safe spaces for members to share their experiences,
support each other, and mobilize around the DREAM Act and other collective concerns
(Nicholls 2013). DREAM organizations, like other social movement groups, have promoted a collective identity that motivates action around shared hardships while also
generating a deep commitment to social change (Polletta and Jasper 2001). In addition,
they have functioned as a vehicle for young people to have a voice in policy debates. Given
their political presence and weight (Ramakrishnan and Bloemraad 2008), it is important to
consider whether DREAM organizations have disproportionately attracted members with
prior political experience and question whether these organizations further develop
members’ abilities to intervene in policy arenas. By examining the characteristics and
experiences of DREAM organization members, this study contributes to an understanding
of selection into social movement organizations in young adulthood and also provides
insights into how such organizations augment their members’ leadership capacities.

Present Study
This study focuses on the political engagement of undocumented and other Latino young
adults. I ask three overarching questions: How does legal status predict political
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participation among Latino young adults? How is membership in public-oriented and
activist adolescent groups associated with patterns of political participation among Latino
young adults in general, and among undocumented youth activists more speciﬁcally? And
how—and to what extent—does membership in civic groups (including DREAM organizations) during early adulthood further contribute to political involvement? In answering
these questions, this study contributes to an understanding of how legal status structures
patterns of political participation, while oﬀering an in-depth examination of how associational memberships bolster political activity among undocumented and other Latino
youth. Importantly, this research takes a life course perspective to examining how memberships in diﬀerent types of adolescent civic groups, along with organizational membership in early adulthood, shape patterns of political participation.
The California Context
This investigation focuses on young adults from California, where a quarter of the
population of Latinos and almost one-third of the population of undocumented adolescents and young adults in the United States reside (Wong et al. 2013). Understanding
Latinos’ political participation in this state is important not only because of the sheer size
of the population, but also because ﬁndings from this geographic context are likely to
provide insights into youths’ experiences in other states with large or growing undocumented and Latino populations.
Given the large size of the undocumented youth population, it may be no surprise that
the undocumented youth movement in California is the largest and most robust in the
country (Nicholls 2013). This movement started gaining momentum when the Coalition
for Humane Immigrant Rights of Los Angeles (CHIRLA) engaged immigrant teenagers
and their allies in successfully lobbying for in-state college tuition for undocumented
students (Seif 2004). Approved in 2001, this in-state tuition policy boosted the numbers of
undocumented youth in California’s public colleges. In the years that followed, networks
of DREAM organizations developed across the state. These included CHIRLA’s California
Dream Network, which at one point coordinated more than 60 dues-paying campus
organizations, and the California DREAM Team Alliance, which coordinated community-based groups. Campus and community-based organizations also linked to national
networks, facilitating broad involvement in a range of immigrant rights eﬀorts.
California’s immigrant rights and youth organizing infrastructure (Ramirez 2013;
Torres-Fleming, Valdes, and Pillai 2010) have oﬀered the general population of Latino
youth opportunities for participation perhaps not available in many other states. This
same civic infrastructure has often supported and protected undocumented youth activists, whose eﬀorts remain highly controversial. Given the uniqueness of the California
context (Cebulko 2014), Latino youth—documented and not—may be more politically
engaged in California than in many other states.
Data and Methods
I draw on survey and semistructured interview data from the California Young Adult
Study, a mixed-methods investigation of the postsecondary educational, employment, and
civic engagement experiences of young adults in California. I rely on data gathered from
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two samples of young adults: (1) a randomly selected sample of 18- to 29-year-olds who
attended school in the state as minors and (2) members of DREAM organizations residing
in the state.
The ﬁrst sample, hereinafter referred to as the “general population,” was selected
through random digit dialing of landline telephones and cell phones in California, and
includes an oversampling of high poverty census tracts. Survey data were collected from
2,200 respondents in 2011.1 These survey data, unlike nationally representative data sets
(such as the Educational Longitudinal Survey or Add-Health) used to study youth civic
engagement, identify the “likely undocumented” who lack U.S. citizenship and legal
permanent residency. In this study, I restrict my sample to 1,021 individuals who
identiﬁed as Latino or Hispanic. When sampling weights are used in the analysis of
data, the results are representative of the study population.
My analysis is informed by follow-up interviews with 60 Latino young adults from the
general population, including 18 who are undocumented. I selected respondents using
quota sampling based on demographic characteristics. Interview data include information
on young adults’ immigration family background, past high school and current civic
participation, and other topics.
The second sample comes from a web survey of 370 undocumented Latino activists
involved in organizations that were part of the California Dream Network and the
DREAM Team Alliance in 2011 and early 2012—before these young people became
eligible for deferred action through the DACA program. (Excluded from this study are
40 Asian and other non-Latino survey participants who compose important, but smaller
proportions of undocumented activists).
The survey link was sent out over the listservs of the CA Dream Network and the CA
Dream Team Alliance, inviting current immigrant members over the age of 18 to
participate.2 This survey instrument contains many of the same questions found in the
general population telephone survey. While ﬁndings from the general population oﬀer
insights into patterns of participation among Latinos more broadly and help contextualize
undocumented youths’ activism, the general population and DREAM organization survey
samples are not directly compatible due to diﬀerences in sampling and data collection
methods.
Empirical analyses also draw on follow-up in-depth interview data collected from 52
Latino undocumented activists (24 men and 28 women). Forty-seven respondents were
born in Mexico, 3 in South America, and 2 in Central America. In the pages that follow, I
sometimes refer to undocumented activist survey and semistructured interview respondents as the DREAM organization members because of the names of organizational
networks (DREAM Network and DREAM Team Alliance) of which they were a part.
Yet I must note that some of these activists eventually stopped referring to themselves as
DREAMers because they believed that the acronym contributed to a narrative that
distinguished “good and deserving” immigrants from “bad” or “underserving” immigrants
(Nicholls 2013).
Analysis Plan and Measures
In the ﬁrst phase of analysis, I present descriptive statistics for the general population of
Latinos and then conduct logistic regressions that examine predictors of political
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participation among this group. My dependent variables consist of three indicators of
nonelectoral participation, all dummy variables examining involvement within the past
year. The ﬁrst measure, community involvement, is based on a question asking if the
respondent worked with others to address an issue aﬀecting his/her community. The
second, online voice, indicates whether or not the respondent shared his or her perspective
on a social or political issue online. The third measure accounts for attendance at a
political protest or public rally.
In a baseline model, I simply examine whether undocumented young adults diﬀer from
U.S. citizens in their participation. This model also includes a dummy variable identifying
those who are legal permanent residents (LPRs). We might expect these young people to
exhibit low rates of political participation, as lack of interest or structural barriers may
impede these young people from both naturalizing and getting involved in U.S. politics
(DeSipio 2006; Leal 2002; Pantoja and Gershon 2006).
A second model accounts for organizational experience and other key potential determinants of political participation. In terms of adolescent experience, I divide respondents
into three mutually exclusive groups: (1) those who had in the past participated in “publicoriented” organizations such as student government, debate, or apolitical service associations, but who had no political experience; (2) those who had participated in an activist
group (such as a youth organizing group), as measured by self-reports of involvement in a
political organization that “tried to make a diﬀerence”; and (3) those who had participated
in neither a public-oriented nor an activist group. I also measure current young adult
membership in any organization.
The analysis includes various control measures. To account for family socioeconomic
background, regressions include two measures: a dummy variable that indicates if the
respondent was raised by a parent with a bachelor’s degree, and a second variable that
indicates if the respondent came from a low-income family (determined by free or
reduced-rate lunch eligibility while in high school or parents’ reliance on public assistance). Young people from immigrant families receive less exposure to U.S. politics from
their parents than do their peers raised by nonimmigrant parents (Terriquez and Kwon
2014). Regressions therefore include a measure identifying those with at least one immigrant parent. The analysis also controls for age and gender, which can sometimes structure
participation (Flanagan and Levine 2010; Lopez 2002; Okamoto, Herda, and Hartzog
2013). Because high school academic achievement and coursework determine opportunities to acquire civic knowledge that shapes later participation (Callahan and Muller
2013), analyses contain three key measures of high school academic experience: selfreported GPA, enrollment in advanced coursework (including honors, AP, and
International Baccalaureate courses), and enrollment in English as a Second Language
courses. College enrollment, especially enrollment in four-year colleges, can further
expand young people’s civic knowledge and skills (Hillygus 2005). I therefore distinguish
among individuals who (1) never enrolled in college (but may have enrolled in GED
classes, adult school, or a vocational program); (2) enrolled in a community college (but
never enrolled in a four-year college); and (3) enrolled in a four-year university.
In the second phase of analysis, I focus on how associational memberships in adolescence and young adulthood facilitate the undocumented activists’ political participation.
After summarizing descriptive statistics based on the DREAM organization survey sample,
I use logistic regressions to examine how adolescent group involvement shapes political
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participation among these undocumented young adults. I then draw on semistructured
interview data to further illustrate how organizational memberships contribute to the
capacity of these youth in the political arena. While I primarily report on semistructured
interview ﬁndings from activists because of space limitations, I use interview data gathered
from the general population of Latino young adults, including the undocumented, to
inform my analysis.

Survey Results for the General Population of Latinos
The ﬁrst column of survey results in Table 1 describes the characteristics of the general
population. Weighted estimates indicate that 22 percent of respondents had worked with
others on an issue that aﬀects their community, just under a quarter had expressed an
opinion online, and 11 percent had participated in a protest or a rally. Findings indicate
that 7 percent are likely undocumented immigrants, while 9 percent are legal permanent
residents. Notably, 34 percent had participated in some type of apolitical public-oriented
Table 1. Sample descriptions, 2011.
Latino Young Adults in Californiaᵃ Latino DREAM Organization Members
Youth Civic and Political Participation
Community involvement
Online voice
Attended protest
Citizenship and Legal Status
Undocumented
Legal permanent resident
U.S. citizen
Immigrant family of origin
Organizational membership
Adolescent public-oriented group
Adolescent activist group
Current member of a group
Socioeconomic background
College educated parent
Low-income family of origin
Gender
Male
Female
Average age
High School Academics
Grade Point Average (GPA)
Mostly Ds or lower
Mostly Cs and Ds
Mostly Cs
Mostly Bs and Cs
Mostly Bs
Mostly As and Bs
Mostly As
Enrollment in honors courses
Enrolled in English as a second language
College Enrollment
No college
Community college
Four-year college
Unweighted sample size

22%
24%
11%

81%
76%
66%

7%
9%
84%
78%

100%
0%
0%
100%

34%
5%
22%

46%
26%
100%

15%
59%

15%
92%

52%
48%
21.1

41%
59%
21.3

2%
8%
10%
33%
11%
30%
7%
47%
29%

0%
1%
2%
14%
10%
46%
27%
86%
23%

44%
35%
21%
1021

9%
34%
57%
370

Note. Results may not add up to 100% because of rounding error.
ᵃWeighted results.
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organization while still in high school, while only 5 percent indicated that they had been
involved in an activist group. Just over one-ﬁfth of respondents currently belong to a civic
organization.
Approximately 15 percent of Latino respondents in the general population were raised
by a parent with a bachelor’s degree, and 59 percent come from low-income families. Just
over three-fourths come from an immigrant family. Men compose just over half the
sample, and the average age of respondents at the time of the survey was 21.1 years.
The ﬁndings reveal that only 7 percent had received mostly A grades in high school, but
47 percent had enrolled in at least one honors or advanced course. The plurality of
respondents had not enrolled in college (including a small proportion of current high
school students and recent graduates who were surveyed in the summer after their 12th
grade), while 35 percent had enrolled in community college and 21 percent had enrolled
in a four-year college.
Table 2 shows the logistic regression results examining predictors of political participation for the general population of Latinos. Model 1 explores whether or not undocumented young adults diﬀer from citizens in their patterns of participation. Results indicate no
statistically signiﬁcant diﬀerences between the undocumented and citizens in the likelihood of community involvement (odd ratio = .86). Arguably, due to small sample sizes,
the present analysis may not adequately measure small substantive diﬀerences in the
likelihood of community involvement. Yet results do demonstrate that undocumented
young adults are signiﬁcantly less likely than their peers to voice an opinion online, as
suggested by an odds ratio of .41 (p < .05). Meanwhile, an undocumented legal status is
positively correlated with the likelihood of protesting (odds ratio = 1.6), but the coeﬃcient
does not reach statistical signiﬁcance. It is worth noting that Legal Permanent Residents
(LPRs) exhibit statistically signiﬁcant lower odds of both becoming involved in their
community (odds ratio = .40, p < .05) and voicing an opinion online (odds ratio = .30,
p < .01) when compared to citizens. It is possible that the same structural barriers or
political orientations (not measured in this study) that prevent LPRs from naturalizing,
also limit their political participation.
Model 2 includes measures for membership in civic organizations and other predictors.
The results indicate that after controlling for other variables, being undocumented is
positively correlated with community involvement and protesting. However, the results
are signiﬁcant only for protest activity, with the undocumented exhibiting over twice the
odds of engaging in such activity when compared to their citizen counterparts (p < .05).
As expected, organizational memberships positively correlate with political participation. Speciﬁcally, compared to peers with neither adolescent public-oriented nor activist
group experience, Latino young adults who were involved in a public-oriented (but
apolitical) adolescent civic group display nearly 3 times the odds of becoming involved
in the community (p < .001), 1.7 times the odds of voicing an opinion online (p < .05), and
2.7 times the odds of protesting (p < .001). Meanwhile, those who belong to a youth
organizing or other activist group exhibit even higher odds of being involved in all three
types of activities relative to those not involved in either group (p < .001). Findings also
demonstrate that that those with adolescent activist experience display statistically signiﬁcant higher odds of community involvement (p < .01) and expressing an opinion
online (p < .05) when compared to those with prior experience in an apolitical public-
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Table 2. Odds ratios from logistic regressions for political participation among the general population
of Latinos (N = 1,021, weighted results).
Community involvement
Model 1
Citizenship/legal status (ref. citizen)
Undocumented
Legal permanent residents
Model 2
Citizenship/legal status (ref. citizen)
Undocumented
Legal permanent residents
Adolescent civic group memberships
Public-oriented (ref. no group)
Activist (ref. no group)
Activist (ref. public-oriented group)
Current member of a civic group
Socioeconomic background
College educated parent
Low-income
Immigrant family
Female
Age
High school academic achievement
GPA
Enrolled in advance coursework
Enrolled in ESL
College Enrollment (ref. no college)
Community college
Four-year college

Online voice

Protest

0.855
(0.357)
0.404*
(0.187)

0.409*
(0.170)
0.298**
(0.126)

1.638
(0.700)
0.706
(0.320)

1.461
(0.728)
1.146
(0.575)

0.590
(0.255)
0.512
(0.222)

2.444*
(1.111)
1.188
(0.545)

2.973***
(0.714)
8.553***
(3.352)
2.877**
(1.152)
7.365***

1.694*
(0.365)
4.201***
(1.587)
2.480*
(0.934)
1.768*

2.739***
(0.800)
4.180***
(1.698)
1.526
(0.586)
1.975*

0.711
(0.233)
0.719
(0.193)
0.675
(0.181)

0.845
(0.252)
0.734
(0.161)
0.683+
(0.154)

0.867
(0.337)
1.053
(0.292)
1.031
(0.329)

1.121
(0.257)
0.973
(0.0530)

0.803
(0.157)
0.967
(0.0410)

1.475
(0.367)
1.067
(0.0587)

0.916
(0.101)
2.005**
(0.518)
1.080
(0.323)

0.874+
(0.0700)
1.501+
(0.338)
0.917
(0.223)

0.917
(0.0910)
1.632+
(0.455)
0.854
(0.268)

1.030
(0.291)
1.474
(0.503)

1.552+
(0.368)
2.435**
(0.676)

1.491
(0.468)
2.096*
(0.727)

Note. +p < = < .10. *p = < .05, **p = < .01, ***p = < .001.

oriented group. In other words, results suggest that Latinos with prior membership in
adolescent activist organizations tend to exhibit particularly high levels of political activity
in early adulthood.
Importantly, the results also show that current organizational membership is associated
with greater odds of participation in all types of activities. In other words, results suggest
that organizational membership in young adulthood has an additive eﬀect on political
participation, even after accounting for organizational membership during adolescence
and other predictors. Compared to nonmembers, young adults who currently belong to a
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civic association display much greater odds of community involvement (p < .001),
expressing an opinion online (p < .05), and protesting (p < .05).
Overall, ﬁndings from the general population of Latinos point to the possibility that the
eﬀects of an undocumented legal status on civic and political participation vary depending
on the context in which these young adults get involved. In addition, ﬁndings suggest that
adolescent civic groups serve as a scaﬀolding for later participation, with activist groups
exhibiting particularly strong positive associations with involvement in young adulthood.
Furthermore, the results indicate that organizational membership in early adulthood
potentially produces an additive eﬀect on political participation. While the above analysis
does not control for self-selection into civic groups, results point to the possibility that
organizational participation in early adulthood furthers political participation, even for
those who were previously part of adolescent public-oriented or activist civic groups. To
elaborate on these ﬁndings and demonstrate the important of civic organizations for
developing the active political participation of undocumented young adults, I turn to
survey results for DREAM organization members.

Survey Results for DREAM Organization Members
Descriptive statistics shown in the right column of Table 1 provide insights into the
characteristics of undocumented members of DREAM organizations. Although these
activists cannot be directly compared to the general population for reasons noted above,
descriptive statistics suggest that DREAM organizations attract a select group of undocumented immigrants. As survey results indicate, most of these undocumented activists had
worked with others to solve a community problem, expressed an opinion online, and
attended a protest within the past year. Undocumented activists tended to be high
academic achievers in high school, and a signiﬁcant proportion enrolled in four-year
colleges. These young adults disproportionately reported previous memberships in the
types of adolescent civic groups that correlate with high levels of political participation, as
suggested by a cautious comparison to survey results for the general population.
Speciﬁcally, 46 percent participated in a public-oriented group in high school, while
over a quarter of DREAM organization members were previously involved in an adolescent activist group.
Logistic regression results shown in Table 3 demonstrate the role of prior adolescent
civic group memberships in predicting undocumented activists’ political participation in
young adulthood, while controlling for other determinants. Findings indicate that
DREAM organization members with prior adolescent membership in a public-oriented
(yet apolitical) civic group exhibit higher odds of being involved in community aﬀairs (p <
.05) and expressing an opinion online (p < .10) when compared to peers who had no prior
memberships in either a public-oriented or an activist group. Notably, statistically and
substantively signiﬁcant results also indicate that former members of adolescent activist
groups are more likely to be involved in community aﬀairs, express an opinion online, and
protest when compared to those without any adolescent civic memberships, as well as
those who had previously participated in public-oriented civic groups. In other words, the
results suggest that undocumented students who joined activist groups while in high
school are especially likely to participate in political activities as young adults.
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Table 3. Odds ratios from logistic regressions for political participation among Latino DREAM organization members (N = 370).
Community involvement

Online voice

Protest

2.024*
(0.639)
26.66***
(20.43)
13.17***
(9.888)

1.683+
(0.520)
3.694**
(1.501)
2.194*
(0.827)

1.498
(0.420)
3.590***
(1.274)
2.396**
(0.772)

0.856
(0.360)
0.741
(0.446)
1.093
(0.328)
1.062
(0.0752)

0.523+
(0.187)
0.881
(0.466)
0.724
(0.203)
1.254***
(0.0843)

0.469*
(0.153)
1.135
(0.511)
0.856
(0.212)
1.173**
(0.0661)

0.906
(0.135)
0.336*
(0.175)
0.879
(0.296)

1.053
(0.138)
0.784
(0.330)
0.787
(0.243)

0.969
(0.116)
0.750
(0.285)
0.792
(0.221)

1.423
(0.713)
3.723**
(1.823)

0.501
(0.258)
1.073
(0.545)

0.541
(0.245)
0.947
(0.413)

Adolescent civic group memberships
Public-oriented (ref. no group)
Activist (ref. no group)
Activist (ref. public-oriented group)
Socioeconomic background
College educated parent
Low-income
Female
Age
High school academic achievement
GPA
Enrolled in advance coursework
Enrolled in ESL
College enrollment (ref. no college)
Community college
Four-year college

Note. +p < = < .10. * p = < .05, **p = < .01, ***p = < .001.

The results shown in Table 3 do not account for personality and other unmeasured
characteristics that likely contribute to self-selection into diﬀerent types of civic groups in
high school and later political participation in young adulthood. Therefore, survey results
cannot conclusively determine whether or not adolescent civic groups actually nurture
their undocumented members’ later political involvement. To help compensate for the
limitations of cross-sectional survey results, the following semistructured interview ﬁndings oﬀer additional insight into how civic organizations enhance political participation.

Semistructured Interview Findings
Civic Associations and Political Empowerment
Semistructured interview data illustrate how organizational experiences facilitate high
levels of political activity among Latino undocumented youth movement participants.
At the most basic level, many undocumented activists, like some of their Latino counterparts from the general population, acquired key civic skills through their engagement in
either public-oriented or activist groups in high school. Further serving as a scaﬀolding for
later participation and leadership in the undocumented youth movement, adolescent
activist groups exposed a signiﬁcant proportion of their members to political debates
and political processes while still in high school. At the same time, interview data reveal
the importance of DREAM organizations in expanding members’ capacities for political
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action. In addition to politicizing undocumented members around their identities, these
organizations oﬀered interviewees with opportunities for political action and connected
them to a broader immigrant rights movement.

Civic Learning During Adolescence
Developing the Capacity for Public Engagement
Adolescent public-oriented and activist groups provided members of the undocumented
youth movement with conﬁdence, social networks, and concrete civic skills that facilitated
their later political engagement. For example, many with involvement in either type of
group shared how their high school experience enabled them to broaden their social
circles and speak to new or large groups of people. Twenty-three-year-old Mateo’s
experience reﬂects that of several others. A four-year college student at the time of the
interview, he recalled, “I was really shy when I started high school, so I was always
intimidated by approaching other students and talking to them and initiating things.”
During his sophomore year he joined the Key Club, a federated apolitical community
service organization. “That got me to break out of my shell,” he asserted. Meanwhile, 26year-old Ixchel, like many of her peers, expanded her social network. As a former member
of an activist ethnic organization that sought to advance Latino student interests on her
high school campus, she believed her experience required her to interact with diﬀerent
groups of people, including authority ﬁgures. “I was able to get to know people that I
wouldn’t normally get to know,” she said. “I liked that I developed relationships with
administration.” Indeed, study participants’ experiences align with prior research arguing
that civic associations enable members to develop social ties in ways that motivate further
political participation (Verba et al. 1995).
Perhaps not surprisingly, members of the undocumented youth movement often
acknowledged that their experiences in either public-oriented or activist groups provided
them with concrete civic skills relevant to their current eﬀorts to promote immigrant
rights. Twenty-four-year-old Yohanna, an immigrant from Argentina, listed some of the
skills she gained as a result of involvement in an activist group: “I learned to manage
groups of people and conduct meetings, and I learned to plan events—the whole process
from scratch to execution.” Similarly, Socorro, an immigrant from Mexico, claimed that
she acquired “really important skills” as president of a public-oriented cultural group
through “facilitating meetings, making agendas, and taking initiative.” Meanwhile, when
Roman, a former member of an apolitical community service club, was asked what he
learned through his involvement, he exclaimed, “Fundraising!” Roman’s adolescent
experience managing the sales of food and other items for his high school club prepared
him to later lead fundraising eﬀorts for the undocumented youth movement.
Becoming Political
While former members of both public-oriented and activist groups reported acquiring
concrete civic skills, it was clear that those who had participated in activist groups
developed a critical analysis of social concerns and gained formative experience in
navigating political processes. Semistructured interview ﬁndings suggest that this early
political exposure fostered high levels of political participation in early adulthood.
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A number of undocumented youth movement participants became familiar with contentious political issues during adolescence. For example, through his involvement in a
San Francisco high school community group that sought to improve neighborhood race
relations, 20-year-old Eugenio claimed that he “learned about immigration, gentriﬁcation,
environmental racism, and other social justice issues.” Similarly, Cora, a member of
Amnesty International (an international human rights organization with branches in
U.S. high schools), described the activities of her high school organization: “We organized
a few debates and raised awareness about a lot of political things that were happening
globally.” This experience served as a stepping-stone to the politically charged work of the
immigrant rights movement.
Yet beyond learning about political issues in general, some undocumented youth
acquired experience in taking political action around issues that aﬀected them personally.
This was particularly the case among young people who were involved in communitybased youth organizing groups (rather than school-based organizations). For example, 22year-old Joel joined a community group called By Any Means Necessary, which involved
members in a grassroots campaign to save a magnet program at his local high school. This
eﬀort entailed meeting with school board members and attending school board meetings.
According to Joel, this exposure was his ﬁrst experience of “how mass mobilization of the
people who are being aﬀected can inﬂuence someone with power.” Lourdes, who was
involved in a similarly political group, remembers helping lead a walkout at her school to
protest the war in Iraq. She recalled the relevance of this experience: “It deﬁnitely prepared
me for planning DREAM actions.”
As members of youth organizing groups that focused on health or education issues, a
handful of study participants reported extensive experience educating peers about social
issues and mobilizing for policy changes not directly related to immigration issues. This
was the case for Nacho, who got involved in a community organization that conducted
health education and advocacy in the semirural community where he grew up. “We met
with city council members in my town, and state legislators. The whole program was
about connecting issues at a statewide level and bringing them back to your communities
to see what kind of changes we could make.” As a young adult, Nacho later testiﬁed in
favor of the California DREAM Act in front of the state legislature, drawing on lobbying
experience and prior ties to elected leaders; he has since served as an intermediary
between DREAM organizations and the oﬃces of government oﬃcials. Other alumni of
well-established high school youth organizing groups discussed how advocating for
education reforms gave them concrete tools for analyzing social policy, educating their
peers, and placing political pressure on elected oﬃcials.
Notably, a few interviewees with wide-ranging political experience had participated
in the high school campus groups connected to CHIRLA’s Wise Up! high school
program, which can take credit for being one of the ﬁrst youth groups nationally to
successfully advocate for an in-state tuition policy for undocumented students (Seif
2004). As adolescents, these young immigrants not only became politicized around
their legal status, they also learned the details of immigrant rights policy and legislation
and how to discuss it with others. For example, 22-year-old Oracio recalled how Wise
Up! prepared him to educate others about immigrant rights issues in high school: “I
could go give presentations about AB540 and the DREAM Act, talk about immigration
reform, how it aﬀects you and other people.” Meanwhile, Edwin, a Salvadoran
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immigrant, claimed that Wise Up! taught him “how to conduct legislative visits and
how to tell your story in a meaningful powerful way.” Twenty-one-year-old Norma,
also a member of the group, reported acquiring strategies for obtaining political power
as noncitizens through “educating people and getting them out to vote” as well as
through “mass protests and rallies.”
Interestingly, most former members of high school youth organizing and other
activist groups held leadership positions in DREAM organizations once they reached
adulthood. As such, semistructured interview ﬁndings oﬀer a possible explanation for
survey ﬁndings (shown in Table 3) that demonstrate a very high likelihood of participation in political activities among former members of adolescent activist groups. This
adolescent activist experience, perhaps coupled with their impressive academic achievement and other personality characteristics, likely propelled this subset of DREAM
organization members into eventual leadership roles within the undocumented youth
movement.
Disengagement and Alienation
Of course, not all undocumented youth movement participants obtained relevant civic
or political experience as adolescents. Like a signiﬁcant proportion of Latino undocumented and citizen interviewees from the general population, a small number lacked a
connection to school and community organizations while in high school. Karla, who
grew up in a Northern California rural community, recalls, “My high school had
mainly Mexicans, but the Mexicans didn’t do any leadership stuﬀ. It was mostly
White people who did leadership.” She felt that school personnel did little to integrate
school activities, and as a result Karla felt excluded. “I just didn’t see it as something I
would do, especially since during high school I was alienated from the White community.” Indeed, Karla’s experience aligns with other research that demonstrates that
racial and class exclusion continues to limit Latino students’ opportunities for civic
development (Levinson 2012). Meanwhile, a few members of community college
DREAM organizations also recalled working too many hours or having too many
household responsibilities to become involved in high school volunteer organizations.
As such, for undocumented individuals who faced exclusion from or lacked access to
adolescent civic groups, highly inclusive DREAM organizations functioned as safe
spaces that introduced them to civic and political activity.
The Importance of DREAM Movement Organizations
DREAM movement organizations expanded the abilities of their undocumented members
to intervene in the public sphere. These organizations brought together young people who
encountered a range of personal challenges related to their legal status, oﬀering a support
system and a vehicle for mobilizing around their undocumented and other identities.
DREAM organizations also enabled those with less experience in the public arena to brush
up on basic civic skills. Meanwhile, they further augmented the ability to leverage political
power among those with prior experience in public-oriented and activist groups.
Importantly, through their DREAM organizations, young undocumented immigrants
accessed a broader civic infrastructure that ampliﬁed their voice around immigration
debates.
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As demonstrated in prior work, the DREAM movement organizations provided a safe
space for undocumented youth to “come out of the shadows,” or be open about their legal
status. Such disclosure can be empowering (Nicholls 2013; Seif 2011), as was the case for
many interviewees in this study. Like many of his peers, 22-year-old Sergio recounted the
personal transformation he experienced:
Prior to being involved, I was really afraid of saying “I am undocumented.” But as you get
involved in the movement, you start learning how it is you got there, why it is that you feel
that way. Once you understand that, you can feel free from that burden and then you can just
really say, “Yes, I am undocumented, but it’s not my fault.” Now I can say “I’m undocumented” in front of hundreds of people, and in front of national media, without feeling afraid
or ashamed.

Instead of a barrier to participation, undocumented status became a collective identity that
activists invoked to promote their cause. For example, most DREAM organization members talked about how they became empowered to tell their story in public settings. They
came out of the shadows at school, in public meetings, at rallies, “to show the human face
of the issue,” as one activist put it. At times, activists would also discuss how their LGBTQ
or other identities (gender, race, or class identities) also shaped their experience as
immigrants in this country (Terriquez 2015a).
Beyond becoming empowered around their legal status and other marginalized
identities, DREAM organizations bolstered members’ abilities to achieve a political
inﬂuence. There were those who were introduced to politics, such as 21-year-old
Raphael, who gained signiﬁcant exposure to the political process on a trip he took
with his Los Angeles DREAM group to Sacramento. He recalled: “It was my ﬁrst time
lobbying for the DREAM Act, and we were there inside the Capitol seeing how things
get done in the system, how laws are passed.” Speaking about witnessing the state
legislature approve the California DREAM Act, Raphael claimed, “That was one of the
best things I have experienced.” Other undocumented youth, particularly those who
came to their group with more civic and political experience, had the opportunity to
exercise leadership within their organizations. For example, 22-year-old Marta, a former member of an adolescent activist group, became the cochair of a DREAM group
soon after enrolling at a California State University. She described the activities of her
organization under her leadership: “We did a lot of phone banking, community outreach at churches, wrote letters to get support. We even went to talk to our Congress
member.” Others built on prior political experience and found themselves coordinating
statewide networks or serving as national liaisons.
While often operating with limited funds, DREAM organizations provided their members with access to the better resourced mobilizing structures of the immigrant rights
movement (Bloemraad, Voss, and Lee 2011). For example, through their campus or
community-based groups, members received professional training in organizing, advocacy, civil disobedience, and media outreach. Such training enabled these young activists
to have greater inﬂuence over the public debates on immigration and helped them sway
elected oﬃcials. Organizational ties also led some to develop relationships with lawyers
who helped ﬁght or prevent deportations when political actions entailed civil disobedience. Further, connections to broader networks of support gave young undocumented
immigrants access to travel funds, meeting spaces, and phone banking facilities that

THE SOCIOLOGICAL QUARTERLY

17

enabled them to mobilize large numbers of allies and voters. Needless to say, DREAM
organizations’ eﬀorts were bolstered by the work of paid staﬀ from local and national
organizations.
Twenty-one-year-old Marika, former vice president of her high school student government, was like many of her peers who accessed a broader immigrant rights infrastructure,
and was not alone in boasting of intense political involvement:
I sent out text messages and emails to make sure people called their representatives about the
Federal DREAM Act. . . . I was involved in the National Coming Out of the Shadows action,
went to meetings to build connections with the labor movement, helped with press conferences—all of that. And I was involved in the civil disobedience here at Senator Feinstein’s
oﬃce.

The participation of Marika and many of her peers in such activities was made possible in
part by the links between campus groups and the funded and coordinated eﬀorts of the
California Dream Network, the DREAM Team Alliance, and the federal United We
Dream organization. The existence of such mobilizing structures oﬀered the opportunity
for brave, high achieving, undocumented youth with leadership skills to shape the debates
around local and national immigration policies.

Discussion
In examining the political participation of undocumented and other Latino young adults,
this mixed-methods investigation makes a few contributions to sociological theory and
research. First, this study indicates that a precarious legal status has varying eﬀects on
nonvoting forms of political participation. Results from a randomly selected sample of
Latino young adults show that although undocumented young adults are less likely than
citizens to exercise a political voice online, they are about as likely as similar citizen peers
to volunteer and become involved in their communities. In this regard, results suggest that
undocumented Latino young adults adopt the civic behaviors of their citizen peers when it
comes to oﬄine community engagement. At the same time, undocumented young adults
are also more likely than their citizen peers to engage in claims making—namely, protest
activity. (At least this was the case in 2011 in California, then home to a vibrant immigrant
rights movement). Meanwhile, it is worth noting the particularly low political participation among legal permanent residents, suggesting that this group remains politically
disengaged because of structural barriers. By showing that patterns of participation vary
across context of activity (and diﬀerent forms of noncitizenship), this study adds nuance
to prior research that suggests that a precarious legal status limits civic activity (DeSipio
2006; Leal 2002; Pantoja and Gershon 2006) or that highlights the active civic and political
participation of undocumented immigrants (Abrego 2011; Milkman 2006; Nicholls 2013;
Perez et al. 2010; Ramakrishnan and Viramontes 2010; Rogers et al. 2008).
Second, this investigation underscores the critical role of adolescent civic associations
as a scaﬀolding (McIntosh and Youniss 2010; Rogoﬀ 1990) for later political participation.
This study demonstrates that among the general population of Latinos and undocumented
activists, prior membership in an adolescent (apolitical) public-oriented organization
corresponds with greater political involvement during young adulthood. In addition,
perhaps more importantly, Latinos (including participants of the undocumented youth
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movement) who joined adolescent activist organizations, such as youth organizing groups,
exhibit especially high levels of political participation in young adulthood. Indeed, this
study oﬀers empirical evidence that a disproportionate number of undocumented youth
movement participants began learning how to navigate political processes during adolescence, and that this formative experience prepared many to exercise leadership within the
immigrant rights movement. Substantiating prior claims that the process of political
empowerment can begin during adolescence (Levinson 2012; Rogers et al. 2012), this
research also builds on prior work demonstrating that some youth associations have
stronger eﬀects on later political participation than others (McFarland and Thomas
2006; Terriquez 2015b).
Finally, this study uniquely oﬀers a life course perspective on the eﬀect of civic group
membership on political participation. Findings point toward the cumulative inﬂuence of
associational membership in both adolescence and young adulthood on the capacity of
youth to engage in politics. Among those with prior experience in public-oriented and
activist groups, civic group memberships in early adulthood can have an additive eﬀect on
youths’ civic capacity. This is the case for Latinos in the general population as well as for
immigrant rights movement participants. Furthermore, semistructured interview data
reveal that among the undocumented activists, DREAM organizations generated a politicized collective identity, expanded members’ civic skills, and connected them to a broader
immigrant rights civic infrastructure. This case of Latino undocumented youth movement
participants thus parallels prior studies illustrating the role of civic organizations in
fostering social movement activism among young adults, both on the left (McAdam
1988) and the right (Munson 2010).

Implications for Practice and Future Research
This study has implications for supporting the civic and political engagement of young
people from socially marginalized communities. While 501(c)3 nonproﬁt civic groups
encounter limits on the types of advocacy they can support and can try to reign in
radical activity (Gonzales 2013), this study shows that civic groups can provide
members with concrete sets of skills to take political action in early adulthood and
beyond. Moreover, for undocumented youth, organizations that provide them with
civic skills can also help them overcome the sense of fear, powerlessness, and other
barriers to political participation experienced by undocumented immigrants evidenced
elsewhere (Cebulko 2013, 2014). This may be particularly true of immigrant youth
organizations that support the development of undocumented and intersectional
collective identities.
While this study highlights the active political engagement of a segment of the
undocumented youth population, they tend to be exceptional. Overall, opportunities to
develop strong civic skills in adolescence and early adulthood remain limited for young
people in economically disadvantaged communities, even in California. Any eﬀorts to
support the civic leadership of undocumented or other marginalized youth should consider investing in youth organizing and other activist adolescent organizations or school
curricula that provide young people with an early exposure to political processes. The civic
leadership of such youth can be further bolstered through college and community-based
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civic groups that engage young adults in addressing public concerns that aﬀect them or
their communities. As the civil rights movement has taught us, young people’s participation in social movement organizations can have long-lasting eﬀects on their commitments
to social change (McAdam 1988). Thus far, this appears to be the case for young
immigrants who once advocated for the DREAM Act. As demonstrated by ongoing
research shared elsewhere, some of the undocumented youth activists featured in this
study continued their civic and political activity as they got older; they sought to broaden
the scope of their movement as the DREAM Act and comprehensive immigration reform
became elusive during President Obama’s second term (Terriquez et al. n.d.).
This research captures the political participation of Latinos in one state at a particular
historical movement. Further, limitations of this study include a small survey sample size,
a cross-sectional study design, and the exclusion of Asian-Paciﬁc Islanders who compose a
segment of the undocumented youth population. Moreover, data come from a state with a
comparatively strong youth organizing and immigrant rights civic infrastructure. Future
research should therefore account for variations in state and local civic infrastructures
supportive of youth from marginalized communities, including Asian-Paciﬁc Islander
undocumented youth who may encounter high levels of stigma and poor access to
immigrant rights organizations (Salinas Velasco, Mazumder, and Enriquez 2015). Given
the changing political climate post-Obama’s presidency, future work can build on this
study by tracking more recent cohorts of undocumented and other marginalized youth
over time. Such research can further inform eﬀorts to build political power among socially
and economically marginalized groups.
Notes
1. The response rates for the cell phone and landline samples were 56.1 percent and 58.5 percent,
respectively.
2. Unfortunately, I cannot calculate a response rate due to lack of data about population estimates.
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