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Abstract: Unaccompanied immigrant children arrive in the US having fled deteriorating conditions
and human rights violations in their home countries. Despite the large numbers of unaccompanied
children, there is a lack of research on outcomes for unaccompanied children in the US and particularly
for those in the Office of Refugee Resettlement’s (ORR) Long Term Foster Care (LTFC) program. This
manuscript begins with a review of the existing laws that influence unaccompanied children (UC)
served through the ORR’s LTFC program and a review of the current research on UC in foster care in
the US. Notably, this manuscript also visualizes the numbers of UC that have arrived in the US since
the early 2000s. These are used to provide a synthesis of recommendations for policy and practice
with unaccompanied children.
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1. Introduction

Unaccompanied children (UC) have migrated to the United States in record numbers
in recent years, but only a small proportion of these children are served by the Office of
Refugee Resettlement’s (ORR) Long Term Foster Care (LTFC) program. In this manuscript,
the author reviews who unaccompanied children are, how they get to the United States,
and the adversities they often face. This manuscript will review the existing literature
specific to unaccompanied children served through the ORR’s Long Term Foster Care
program. While there is literature on unaccompanied immigrant children in foster care
in other countries (e.g., Euillet et al. 2022; Horgan and Ní Raghallaigh 2019; Kalverboer
et al. 2017; Rogers et al. 2018; Wade 2019), these studies are not addressed here as this
manuscript is focused on policy implications within the US context. This manuscript
describes the current political context for immigrants in the United States, especially
unaccompanied children and undocumented immigrants. Lastly, the author provides a
synthesis of recommendations for policy, research, and practice (with a focus on providing
legal services to UC), taking into account how the political climate may influence the
possibility of carrying out these recommendations.

The human rights of children around the globe are protected by the Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights (UDHR) (United Nations 1948) and the Convention on the Rights
of the Child (CRC 1989). Despite the fact that the US has not ratified these important
documents, the author would like to argue that service providers uphold these principles
in their work. Therefore, these are used as a framework to explain the human rights of UC
throughout this paper. While the US has been a place for vulnerable persons to seek safety
from violence and persecution for many years, the current political and anti-immigrant
rhetoric in the United States has left us in a situation in which the basic human rights
established through the UDHR and CRC are not always upheld for UC (Evans et al. 2020).
For example, there have been human rights violations documented for UC who were held
for unjustifiably long periods of time in detention (Hauslohner and Sacchetti 2019), denied
enrollment in their local school (Booi et al. 2016), and denied medical and/or mental health
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care while in ORR funded shelters (Krueger et al. 2019). Because of all of these and more,
the Human Rights Watch released a report that said the United States has reduced human
rights protections for immigrants (Human Rights Watch 2019). Therefore, service providers
may find it beneficial to refer back and use these statutes when advocating for the rights
of UC.

2. Children Migrating to the United States Unaccompanied

According to 6 U.S.C. § 279 G2, an “unaccompanied alien child”1 is someone who does
not have lawful immigration status in the United States, is under the age of 18, and has no
parent or legal guardian available to provide care and physical custody. The majority of UC
are fleeing deteriorating conditions and human rights violations in their home countries,
such as community and gang violence, intractable poverty, social exclusion, and/or child
maltreatment (Schmidt 2017; UNHCR 2014). At the same time, many are seeking to reunify
with family members living in the US, to obtain a better education, or to find employment
and send remittances home (Schmidt 2017; UNHCR 2014). UC have often faced multiple
traumatic events during their migration journey, such as physical abuse or violence, sexual
abuse, human trafficking, and gang violence (UNHCR 2014) as they travel by foot, by bus,
or on top of trains over a period of weeks or months, in search of safety in the US (Griffin
et al. 2014). Therefore, the journey itself can be a serious contributor to the toxic stress levels
experienced by UC (Derluyn et al. 2009).

The number of unaccompanied children (UC) arriving at the southern border of the
US has risen drastically since the early 2000s, with 146,925 UC apprehended in 2021, after
some fluctuations over the past five years (CBP 2022). Figure 1 below shows this trend as
illustrated by the number of UC referred to the Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR) for
physical care and legal custody between 2004 and 2007 (Congressional Research Service
2009), as well as the number of UC apprehended at the Southwest Border from 2009 to 2021
(CBP 2016, 2017, 2018, 2019, 2022) and the numbers of UC referred to the ORR for placement
in 2012–2021 (ORR 2019, 2022a). In each of these years, it is expected that the number of
UC apprehended at the border is slightly higher than the number of those referred to ORR
custody, as some youth are subject to “voluntary removal” after screening at the border as
part of the special policies for children from contiguous countries (Mexico and Canada)
as set out by H.R. 7311 sec. 235. For example, in 2018, there were 50,036 unaccompanied
children apprehended at the border (CBP 2018) yet only 49,100 of these UC entered ORR
care and custody (ORR 2019). The number of unaccompanied minors apprehended by CBP
in 2020 was strikingly low due to the COVID-19 pandemic, with only 33,239 apprehensions
at the border and 15,381 UC referred to the ORR (CBP 2022; ORR 2022a). However, in
2021 the number of UC is the highest yet, with 146,925 UC apprehended by CBP and
122,731 referred to the ORR (CBP 2022; ORR 2022a), showing an increased need to continue
research on this group of vulnerable children.

2.1. Apprehension and Care in the US

For many years, the care and protection of UC was overseen by the Immigration
and Naturalization Service (INS). However, advocates argued that due to cases of neglect,
prolonged detention, and detention alongside adults that perhaps UC should be cared
for in a manner that was more consistent with child welfare principles (LIRS 2015). This
advocacy led to The Flores Settlement Agreement of 1997 which mandated standards of
care for immigrant children in detention (Hasson et al. 2019; LIRS 2015). More specifically, it
outlined that immigrant children detained at the border need to be moved out within three
days, that once in immigration custody they are cared for in a least restrictive environment,
and that they are released as quickly as possible (with the suggestion of within 20 days) to
a safe caregiver or child welfare provider (Flores Agreement 1997). Additionally, the Flores

1 For the purposes of this manuscript, the word “alien” is being removed from the classification of these
children in order to restore their dignity and worth of the person. Therefore, I will hereafter use the term
“unaccompanied child” or “UC”.
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Settlement outlines care guidelines for UC while in shelter, which includes providing food,
shelter, health and mental health care, educational services, age-appropriate recreation,
access to religious services, efforts towards family reunification, and case management
services to guide all of these (Byrne and Miller 2012).
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In 2002, with the creation of the Department of Homeland Security, the care and protec-
tion of UC was transferred to the Office of Refugee Resettlement (Homeland Security Act
of 2002). Currently, unaccompanied children who are apprehended and lack immigration
status in the US enter the care and custody of the ORR and are placed into one of 100
shelters operated by child welfare agencies and funded by the ORR (Byrne and Miller 2012;
Diebold et al. 2019; ORR 2022b) as required by William Wilberforce Trafficking Victims
Protection Reauthorization Act of 2008 (TVPRA) TVPRA § 235(b)(1). TVPRA mandates that
children claiming asylum are interviewed by officers trained in hearing children’s issues
and, at the same time, expanded pro bono representation to these vulnerable children.
Many of these provisions were put into place to try and intercept cases of trafficking and to
safeguard the due process that UC deserve (LIRS 2015) as outlined in Article 37(d) of the
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC 1989).

The average length of stay in shelters for UC was 51 days in the 2017 fiscal year
(Wagner 2018), 60 days in 2018 (ORR 2019), and 37 days in the 2021 fiscal year (ORR 2022a).
All of these are longer than the suggested timeline outlined in the Flores Settlement (1997),
and in a 2015 court case, Judge Dolly M. Gee found that the administration failed to uphold
best practice (Preston 2015). This is also in violation of UDHR Article 37, which indicates
that “The arrest, detention or imprisonment of a child shall be in conformity with the law

2 It should be noted that data from 2008 are unavailable because of changes in reporting and funding that
occurred around that time. The author has displayed as much as they could find available. For example, from
2003 to 2007 only ORR data was located, and from 2009 to 2011 only CBP data was found.
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and shall be used only as a measure of last resort and for the shortest appropriate period
of time”. During this time in shelter, UC case managers work to identify a safe home in
which the youth can be reunified with family members, or assess the need for referral to
long term foster care (ORR 2022b). The majority of youth are released from shelters to
live with family members across the country (34,815 out of 49,100 apprehensions; 70.9%
in 2018) (ORR 2017, 2018). For many years, only about 5–10% of UC have been given
comprehensive follow-up services in the community after they have been released from
shelters and reunified in communities (Jani et al. 2016); however, the Biden administration
has recently allocated funding to help expand the number of youth served in post-release
services and enhance the quality of case management (The White House 2023). A small
number of youth without viable family reunification options remain in care and transition
into a foster care placement. Long Term Foster Care (LTFC) placements provide the least
restrictive environment for UC who are unlikely to be released to family members in the
community. According to Section 1.2.6 of the ORR’s policy manual, UC are eligible for
LTFC services if they are under 17.5 years old, are expected to be in ORR custody longer
than four months, and if an attorney has screened them for potential legal relief in the US
(ORR 2022b). Placements generally consist of foster homes or group homes where the child
can attend school and medical appointments in the community (ORR 2022b). All foster
homes are licensed in the state in which they reside, and the UC’s cultural and linguistic
needs are taken into account during the placement matching process (ORR 2022b).

While in LTFC, case managers continue to assess family options for UC, but they also
make significant efforts to connect UC to attorneys and begin the process of applying for
legal status in the US (ORR 2022b). The majority of UC in LTFC programs successfully
achieve legal status through the Special Immigrant Juvenile Visa (SIJS), but some qualify
for asylum status, a trafficking visa, or a U-Visa (USCCB 2013). UC who are eligible for
SIJS have been victims of abuse, abandonment, or neglect by one or both parents in their
home country, are unmarried, under the age of 21, and currently under the custody of
the ORR or another juvenile court; additionally, it is against their best interests to return
to their home country (Immigration and Naturalization Act § 101(a)(27)(J)). An asylum
seeker has suffered persecution or faces a significant fear of persecution due to “race,
religion, nationality, membership in a particular social group or political opinion” (USCIS
2018a, p. 1) and is seeking safety and protection in the USA. UC interested in pursuing a T
nonimmigrant visa must have been victim of severe sexual or labor human trafficking and
are seeking protection in the USA (H.R. 7311 Trafficking Victims Protection Reauthorization
Act of 2008). UC may be eligible for the U nonimmigrant visa if they have suffered mental
or physical abuse due to certain large-scale crimes, and if they are willing to cooperate with
law enforcement in the persecution of the perpetrators (USCIS 2018b).

2.2. Legal Process

Upon their arrival at the US border, UC lack proper legal documentation to reside in
the US, and this only adds to their aforementioned vulnerabilities. Research shows that
the lack of legal status for UC limits their access to community resources and social service
resources, negatively impacts their mental well-being, and greatly limits their ability to
integrate into their communities because they are ineligible for many social programs and
they fear being deported (Crea et al. 2018; Laban et al. 2008; Thommessen et al. 2015). UC
are placed in removal proceedings, but are allowed to remain in the US until the conclusion
of their court case (8 U.S.C. § 1232(a)(5)(D)(i)). While in shelter care, all UC receive a “know
your rights” presentation that helps them to understand their status as an undocumented
immigrant, and what to expect in terms of the US legal process (ORR n.d.). Upon their
release to family in the community, their legal cases are transferred to a local jurisdiction,
and the caregiver is expected to follow through with the immigration court proceedings
(ORR n.d.). UC who enter LTFC placements are provided representation and therefore
have a higher success rate of achieving legal status in the US than UC in the community
(ORR n.d.; TRAC 2014).
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3. Review of the Literature
3.1. Policy’s Impact on Hostility towards Immigrants

The past few years have seen public and open hostility towards different immigrant
groups in the US. One result has been a large cut in the number of refugees allowed to
enter the US annually, offering fewer protections for these vulnerable people (Presidential
Determination on Refugee Admissions 2019). In the 2020 fiscal year, the US placed the cap
on refugee admissions at only 18,000 refugees, compared to 45,000 in the 2018 fiscal year and
70,000 in the 2015 fiscal year (Presidential Determination on Refugee Admissions 2014, 2017,
2019). Increasing hate crimes have occurred against different minority groups, including
people who identify as Latinx, Muslim, and Jewish, many of whom are immigrants (Fry
2019; Garland 2019; Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights 2019).

Prior to 2018, people who were apprehended at the US border without legal documen-
tation were promptly returned (INA § 235), unless they claimed persecution in their initial
screening (INA § 208; 8 U.S. Code § 1158). Trump’s Zero Tolerance Policy (Executive Order
13841) made efforts to deter families from seeking asylum in the US by forcibly separating
parents and their children upon their apprehension at the border (SPLC 2022), creating a
mental health crisis and causing strain on families that could last decades (NADD 2018;
NASW 2018). More than 5400 children were separated from their parents (Associated Press
2019) and landed in the ORR system for UC. On 20 June 2018, after a significant public out-
cry, US Customs and Border Protection (CBP) formally stopped the practice of separating
families, unless there were humanitarian, safety, or criminal reasons to warrant a separation
(SPLC 2022). However, there is evidence to suggest that the separations continued after this
date (Associated Press 2019). More recently, we have learned that the impacts of Title 42
Expulsions and Migrant Protection Protocols have led to children entering the ORR system
for UC (American Immigration Council 2022; KIND 2020).

Research shows that unwelcoming communities are increasing discrimination for UC
(Androff 2016). Crea et al. (2017) noted that the increase in globalization and transnational
migration has led the US to create hostile policies, many of which impact UC because of
their lack of legal status in the US.

With the arrival of the Biden Administration, there has been a renewed hope for more
open and welcoming US communities. In January of 2020, President Biden reversed the
ban on refugees from certain countries, stopped the construction of the wall at the southern
US border, restored the DACA program, and increased the number of refugees welcomed
into the US (Center for Migration Studies 2017). The Biden Administration has expedited
legal pathways for people from Cuba, Haiti, Nicaragua, and Venezuela and has promised
to decrease the immigration court backlog (The White House 2023). Specifically related
to unaccompanied children, the Administration has expanded access to pro bono counsel
for immigration court, expanded access to post-release services so more children can be
served, and created a budget plan that better allows for sharp/unexpected increases in the
number of UC that may arrive (The White House 2023). Additionally, the wide-ranging
support for the U.S. Citizenship Act of 2021 (House Bill 1177) shows that now may be an
opportune time for community members and service providers to take action and expand
our welcome to UC in our communities.

3.2. Unaccompanied Children in Long Term Foster Care

At this time, there is limited research that focuses specifically on UC served through
the ORR’s Long Term Foster Care (LTFC) program, as it serves a relatively small proportion
of overall UC in the United States in any given year. However, UC eligible for LTFC may
be more vulnerable as they have been screened for a lack of family in the United States,
and research indicates that family relationships are a predictor of positive mental health for
immigrants (Obradović et al. 2013).

Because placement disruption is a well-established risk factor in state/local foster care
(Beal et al. 2022; Delaville and Pennequin 2020; Fawley-King et al. 2017), including for
ethnic and racially diverse youth (Tyrell et al. 2019), one study chose to examine placement
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stability among UC in LTFC. Crea et al. (2017), found that UC from El Salvador, Guatemala,
and Honduras as compared with UC from other countries, were more likely to have
experienced a failed family reunification attempt before entering the foster care program.
They also found that UC who experienced violence in their home country or who acted out
significantly while in the ORR’s LTFC program in the US were associated with a higher
likelihood of changing foster care placements. UC who exhibited a fear of returning to
their home country and those suffering trauma unrelated to migration were associated
with a lower likelihood of changing placements (Crea et al. 2017). Similarly, Crea et al.
(2018) found that UC exhibit a need for stable foster care placements, and that many service
providers believe language-matched foster homes are best practice. Promising practices
implemented by foster care agencies for UC include personalized case management with
dimensions such as culture, education, health, and mental health needs acting as service
plan components (Crea et al. 2018).

In order for UC to succeed, be happy, and integrate into US communities, it is im-
portant that the community provides a welcoming environment for UC to engage (Evans
et al. 2022b). Communities that focus on building capacity, utilizing relationships with
community members and organizations, and systematically fighting oppression may pro-
vide a more welcoming outset (Reisch 2016). (Evans et al. 2022b) highlights a number
of community-level facilitators of adjustment that can assist UC as they adjust to life in
the foster care program in the US, including inter-agency collaboration, the church as an
institution and bystander training were suggested as ways to inform or change the opinions
of community members. Crea et al. (2018) noted a deficiency in basic knowledge about US
culture, customs, and how to act among UC, which could be aided by cultural orientation
training for UC as well as bystander training to increase the likelihood that UC who act
inappropriately can be taught about US norms rather than reprimanded.

Research has demonstrated that schools are a critical component of adjustment and a
predictor of well-being for immigrant students (Birman et al. 2007; Crea et al. 2018; Oxman-
Martinez and Choi 2014). Evans et al. (2022a) found that there are individual factors that
pose challenges to the academic potential of UC, including language barriers, a lack of
prior education and preparedness for school in the US, difficulties navigating cultural
clashes, and physical and mental health challenges. There are also system-level barriers to
their success in schools, including the lack of policies around their enrollment and grade
placement, and the lack of the capacity of schools to adequately serve UC (Booi et al. 2016).
Schools that offer supports to UC in terms of academics, as well as language, emotional,
and behavioral needs are equipping UC with the skills to reach their full potential and
succeed, especially when these services are offered in collaboration with other service
providers and community members (Evans et al. 2022a).

Many UC have experienced a history of abuse, abandonment, or neglect in their home
country, which often prompts their decision to migrate to the US (UNHCR 2014). Hasson
et al. (2021) found that a history of sexual abuse and history of neglect were both associated
with adverse outcomes for UC in LTFC. Crea et al. (2018) found that UC in foster care were
often reluctant to seek formal mental health services, which is consistent with other Latinx
and immigrant groups (Espinoza-Kulick and Cerdeña 2022). As in other studies, positive
role models and connections to people in the local community were seen as protective
factors for UC (Crea et al. 2018). Evans et al. (2023) found that bilingual and bicultural staff,
supportive relationships with foster parents, and adapted safety protocols were protective
measures for UC in LTFC.

4. Distinctions between ORR Foster Care and Local/State Child Welfare Foster Care

The care and custody of immigrant children following detention are separate from
those of US-born children who enter the child welfare system. The systems are parallel in
some ways in that they are both working towards the best interest of the child and aim to
reduce abuse, abandonment, and neglect for children. However, children apprehended
at the border are immediately placed into care due to the lack of an available caregiver
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and then screening is performed to find an appropriate home/placement. In contrast, a
child in a community lives with a caregiver who needs to be determined to be ineligible
before the child can be removed from the home and placed into state/local child welfare
placement. In both cases, the first goal is to return the children to their biological parents
when possible. Similarly, in both cases, the agencies are licensed in the state in which
they operate. Another distinction is that monitoring of the programs serving immigrant
children is conducted by the Office of Refugee Resettlement and ensures compliance with
their policies and procedures as outlined in the “ORR Unaccompanied Children Program
Policy Guide” (ORR 2022b). Nonetheless, there is no interaction between these systems on
a day-to-day basis. Therefore, drawing upon the literature of the mainstream child welfare
system in the US to make assumptions about unaccompanied children in long-term foster
care should be done with caution.

For children in state/local foster care, the major outcomes include safety, permanency,
and well-being (Adoption and Safe Families Act (ASFA) of 1997). Scholars note that the
outcomes need to shift a bit for unaccompanied immigrant children. First, they note that
safety needs to include not only physical safety but also emotional safety due to the trauma
endured in their home country and during their journey to the USA (Crea et al. 2021).
In terms of permanency, they discuss the critical roles that legal permanency and the
possibility of remaining in the US play. Lastly, they note that well-being should directly
include factors related to cultural integration and mental health (Crea et al. 2021). If the
way we measure outcomes for children is shifted, this implies that service provisions are
also tailored for UC in the ORR’s long-term foster care system. These nuances provide
some rationale for the separate system for immigrant children. This is in part because the
staff and foster parents are voluntarily signing up to work with immigrant youth, as well
as because they are trained specifically to work with immigrant youth, in addition to the
training given to staff and foster parents for state/local child welfare (USCCB 2013).

5. Next Steps: Policy and Legal Services

Scholars have highlighted the need for more work in terms of research, policy, and
practice around unaccompanied children (Berger Cardoso et al. 2019). Below are some
of the common themes found in their recommendations, which are extended from the
information specific to UC in LTFC as well as the author’s synthesis of the state of research
on UC in the current political climate in the United States.

5.1. Policy Implications and Recommendations

Title 42 has had an impact on the wellbeing of UC in a few ways over the past few years.
Some UC have been unable to enter the US even though this is not how the policy was de-
signed. Others were traveling with their family, and the family voluntarily chose to separate
and send the child first, unaccompanied, because the conditions in Mexican border camps
are so poor. Others who entered the US and entered ORR care were subject to longer delays
in custody and family processing due to COVID restrictions. There is a national movement
right now that involves countless organizations trying to end Title 42, recommending that
people advocate and call legislators to end this policy (American Civil Liberties Union 2022;
Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society 2022; Ignation Solidarity Network 2022).

Unaccompanied children in LTFC spend much of their time in school after their arrival
in the US. When considering UC’s well-being in school environments, schools would
benefit from having written policies that address the placement of children who lack formal
documentation or formal education (Crea et al. 2017; Evans et al. 2022a). However, it has
been noted that schools often struggle to make accommodations and changes as they are
part of a larger systems and not always able to make changes for their individual school
(Berger Cardoso et al. 2019; Pierce 2015). These barriers suggest the need for heightened
awareness among policy makers around the unique challenges faced by local schools in
terms of grade placement and service delivery. UC in LTFC have an identified caseworker,
and in some cases an educational advocate, so they often have more access to services
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within the school than their UC peers who are not part of the LTFC program. Regardless
of their participation in LTFC, all UC could benefit from special attention in schools, so
social workers and advocates should clearly articulate the needs of UC in the public sphere.
Advocates can mandate that public schools to meet these needs through the use of language
access, enrollment, culturally relevant assessments, and tutoring, as well as access to social
and emotional support and afterschool programs (Booi et al. 2016; Roy and Roxas 2011;
Szlyk et al. 2020).

We know that some UC can enter the child welfare system in their county/state due
to abuse, abandonment, or neglect in the US. Crea et al. (2017) recommend that child
welfare practitioners work to adopt a global perspective for their work and focus on the
mandate to protect UC in the traditional child welfare terms of safety, permanency, and
well-being. Global child protection policies and theories clearly articulate that lacking
legal status does not negate a child’s inherent human rights. Therefore, there is a need to
incorporate transnational cultural competency into existing child protection policy in the
US (Crea et al. 2017).

At the national level, it would be beneficial to advocate in favor of comprehensive
immigration reform (MPI 2019) and policies that are more welcoming towards immigrants,
especially forced migrants, such as unaccompanied children (Androff 2016). There have
been attempts to pass legislation that would enable a pathway to citizenship in the US for
the undocumented immigrants who came to the US as children, also known as Dreamers
(Svajlenka 2019), and passing this legislation would set a precedent that could be extended
to other UC. The current Citizenship Act proposal is another way to extend protections to
UC and their families.

Coupled with this, in today’s political climate in the US, it is important that we
push communities, cities, and states to declare themselves sanctuary cities or welcoming
communities (Welcoming America n.d.). The declaration of more sanctuary spaces and
bystander training—an intentional effort to provide information about UC to the general
public in an effort to increase empathy and knowledge with the hopes of changing the
attitudes and behaviors of community members (Evans et al. 2022b)—would help to
alleviate fear, enable families to engage in the community, and to help fight against the
human rights violations that are happening within the US.

5.2. Practice Implications: Legal Services

Because the circumstances of one unaccompanied child may be different than those of
another, there are nuances in every case. Therefore, it is recommended that caseworkers
and attorneys conduct thorough research and investigations before making assumptions
and carrying out proceedings. When there is a question that is difficult, it is possible to
contact the Attorney of the Day service that is provided by the Immigrant Legal Resource
Center, as they have qualified and knowledgeable staff on hand to assist with answering
questions related to UC (Immigrant Legal Resource Center n.d.).

Unaccompanied children who have access to an attorney are far more likely to have
a positive experience navigating the US court system, and may receive more favorable
outcomes that allow them to stay in the US (TRAC 2014). Therefore, it is recommended that
information about UC and their vulnerabilities is given to legal professionals and that more
volunteer their time and efforts to take on pro bono cases or offer sliding fees scales to help
these families. Additionally, partnerships between nonprofits serving UC and law schools
may be a beneficial way to have law students work on cases as part of their education, and
to build a pipeline of knowledgeable professionals who will hopefully continue to offer pro
bono cases throughout their legal career. Organizations (e.g., International Social Service—
USA) provide training to judicial and court staff on family finding, family notification, and
family engagement as they relate to immigrant youth in foster care.
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6. Conclusions

The United States has long been a place of safety and welcome for immigrants, es-
pecially forced migrants fleeing violence, persecution, and/or deteriorating conditions
in their home country. However, with the shift in political rhetoric in recent years, many
immigrants live in fear even after coming to the US (Crea et al. 2017; Miller 2018; Roth and
Grace 2015). Social workers and other mental health professionals have a duty to fight for
unaccompanied children’s well-being through a global child welfare perspective (Androff
2016; Crea et al. 2017) while working alongside attorneys and legal organizations to help
provide longevity in the US for these children.

There are numerous state and federal policies written to protect the safety, well-being,
and permanency of young persons in the child welfare system (e.g., Adoption and Safe
Families Act 1997; Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act of 2008;
Victims of Child Abuse Act Reauthorization Act of 2018). The Convention on the Rights of
the Child, which was adopted by the U.N. in 1989, sets out the rights of children around
the world and contains guidelines used in global child protection. However, the majority
of policies that speak specifically to UC in LTFC are those set out by the Office of Refugee
Resettlement for when the children are in their care (ORR 2022b). Within this document,
there are few policies to address UC in LTFC who interact with the community where they
live, and even fewer for UC who live in the general community and no longer receive any
support from the ORR.

Berger Cardoso et al. (2019) emphasized the need for research to reach the hands of
practitioners now, rather than waiting years to gather data from an ideal sample. Through
this manuscript, the author’s intent was to share research results and use these findings to
inform practice in a timely and efficient manner, consistent with the recommendation to
“bridge the divide between researchers and the legal system by disseminating research to
inform practice” (Miller 2018, p. 5). Moving forward, the research agenda should continue
to develop in planned and rigorous ways, including the use of standardized measures
and longitudinal designs. We need to encourage a global child protection view to policy
making at the state and national level to ensure human rights protections for UC, and also
encourage schools and foster care agencies to incorporate policies that are child-friendly
and welcoming to immigrants. Policy makers and human service professionals are tasked
with the ethical obligation to pursue best practice and to do no harm. As one of the most
vulnerable populations currently in the US, unaccompanied children require the best we
can offer.
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