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1

INTRODUCTION – CHILDREN 
AND YOUTHS’ MIGRATION IN A 
GLOBAL LANDSCAPE: YOUNG 
LIVES LIVED IN MOTION

Derrace Garfield McCallum and  
Adrienne Lee Atterberry

As globalization continues to affect every aspect of contemporary life, new com-
munication and transportation technologies allow frequent and multidirectional 
flows of people, ideas, goods, and cultural practices. Consequently, increasing 
numbers of children and youth are becoming more involved in migration, whether 
they are physically mobile or otherwise involved in transnational networks. 
Indeed, migration as an actual part of one’s life history or as an imagined future 
has become an important dimension of the lived experiences of many children 
and youth globally. Additionally, the relatively young are growing up in a world 
characterized by different forms of mobility that are complex, multidirectional 
and increasingly dynamic (Sheller & Urry, 2006; Urry 2007; Veale & Donà, 2014).

CHILDREN AND YOUTHS’ MOBILITY
As Fresnoza-Flot and Nagasaka (2015, p. 30) elaborates, many children and 
youth are living “mobile childhoods” whereby they “… experience fluxes and 
movements in different contexts (familial, social, political, cultural, material, 
symbolic, and so on) and periods of life related to migration.” Indeed, many 
recent scholars and researchers have shown interest in interrogating migration 
experiences during the life course stages of childhood and youth. These stud-
ies document a broad range of developmental transitions experienced by young 
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people. In some cases, we see that children and youth live highly mobile lives while 
in other cases, for instance, children of migrants experience mobility vicariously 
through their parents’ migration or through a globalized youth culture that brings 
the world to them, even if  they never leave their home communities (see Gardner, 
2012; Knapp & Krall, 2021; White, Ní Laoire, Tyrrell, & Carpena-Mendez, 2011). 
Children and youths’ mobility, in this sense, incorporates varied aspects of their 
actual or subjective experiences; as well as the macro-level processes that sur-
round their lives and socialities.

Some scholars have conceptualized a “mobility turn” in sociological and 
migration studies while others have detailed a new “mobilities paradigm” (Elliott &  
Urry, 2010; Urry, 2000, 2007). Using this framework of interrogation, it is  
possible to focus on children and youths’ passage through time and space, as well 
as between social classes. Moreover, the larger repercussions of these movements 
are foregrounded and scholars are now recognizing the implications of differ-
ent patterns of mobilities across and within national borders for varied reasons. 
Indeed, in elaborating their concept of “mobile childhoods,” Fresnoza-Flot and 
Nagasaka (2015) emphasizes that, as well as spatial mobility, it is crucial that the 
temporal and contextual mobility of children and youth in transnational contexts 
be considered. According to them, these considerations reveal the various forms 
of mobilities that children experience as a result of migration. Many children and 
youth, today, are considered as transnational and/or mobile because they exist 
within transnational networks and social fields.

Over the last few decades, a growing number of  migration scholars have 
embraced a transnational perspective, which explores the diverse social rela-
tions and linkages that migrants and others in their social networks maintain 
across international borders. According to Basch, Glick-Schiller, and Blanc-
Szanton (1994), transnationalism can be understood as “the processes by 
which immigrants forge and sustain multi-stranded social relations that link 
together their societies of  origin and settlement” (p. 6). This initial conception 
has since been widely accepted and developed by other scholars (see Levitt & 
Glick Schiller, 2004; Pries, 2005; Smith, 2005) who stressed the fluidity of  social 
spaces within which transnational migration takes place. Moreover, they elabo-
rated the simultaneous embeddedness of  transnational migrants who maintain 
multidimensional relationships in multiple geographies. As some scholars high-
lighted, transnational migrants “live across national borders and link together 
different contexts” (Schuerkens, 2005, p. 550). Thus, through their interactions 
with migrants, even those members of  the social network who have not moved 
physically are drawn into these processes of  social change. In other words, 
even the lives of  children and youth who are “left behind” are transformed by 
new life experiences and perspectives obtained and shared by migrants (Levitt, 
2001). Levitt and Glick Schiller’s (2004) idea of  “transnational social fields” 
emphasizes the possibility of  a space where national borders blur and actors 
and processes in diverse geographies become as one, virtually cohabiting within 
the same social space.



Introduction	 3

Certainly, not all scholars accept such a conception of children and youths’ 
mobility. Nevertheless, scholars such as Veale and Donà (2014) argue that chil-
dren of migrants are often not physically mobile, but their active imaginations 
and subjective experiences pull them into the mobility framework. This dimen-
sion of mobility is possible based on Urry’s (2007) elaboration of five forms of 
mobility: physical, corporeal, imaginative, virtual, and communicative travels. 
Hence, it is necessary to consider that children (whether or not they move) are 
social actors living and interacting within broader transnational social fields and 
are affected by global socio-political processes (Levitt, 2004).

The mobility perspective, therefore, considers all forms of  mobility, includ-
ing daily routine movements around the immediate physical spaces (homes and 
communities), as well as long distance migration and virtual mobility facili-
tated by communication technologies. It is about people’s dynamic encoun-
ters across space and time. We adopt this broad conception of  mobilities in 
this edited volume. We believe that such a comprehensive framework allows 
us to adequately understand the migration of  children and youth in a global  
landscape.

MIGRATION CONTEXTS WITHIN A GLOBAL 
LANDSCAPE

Migration offers a wide range of opportunities and constraints for children and 
young people. Globally, many children and youth migrate for personal or col-
lective pursuits such as education, work or pleasure. Their migrant experiences 
are likely to include favorable outcomes, while simultaneously being curtailed 
and constrained (Lems, Oester, & Strasser, 2020; Smith, Rérat, & Sage, 2014). 
As young migrants are characteristically embedded in overlapping contexts, they 
often experience emotional and other dislocations associated with their mobility. 
However, the way they experience and negotiate these dislocations are influenced 
by factors such as socioeconomic status, gender, class, ethnicity, and migration 
policies.

For instance, some globally mobile children of highly skilled expatriates who 
frequently move with their parents, or children whose family can afford to send 
them off to overseas-based schools or colleges, may have less fractious experiences 
as compared to refugee children and youth who are more likely to be subjected to 
complex systems of immigration control and limited social support that already 
assumes they are outsiders and, in some cases, criminals (Chase & Allsopp, 2021). 
The former group of children and youth may be privileged to have access to cos-
mopolitan lifestyles characterized by frequent travel, the ability to speak various 
languages, frequent consumption of fine cuisine and multiple nationalities and 
passports, etc. Regardless of the specific nature of migration experienced by dif-
ferent groups of children and youth; in this edited volume, we acknowledge and 
highlight that they are all constantly making transitions as they navigate social, 
political and emotional spaces on their way to adulthood.
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As children and youth navigate their lives and relationships, there is an exi-
gent need to study, document and theorize their narratives to make sense of 
their everyday lives. In the realms of migrant children and youths’ ordinary lives, 
migration and mobility (physical and social) is often intertwined with life course 
trajectories as they proceed from childhood, through youth and toward adult-
hood. Skeldon (2012) argues that such transitional processes involve all kinds 
of changes, and he prompts us to contemplate the interconnections of children 
and youths’ transitions within the wider economic, social, political and historical 
contexts. In that sense, it is important to capture children and youths’ meaning-
making over time and space (Holmegaard, Ulriksen, & Madsen, 2015). We are, 
therefore, interested in the ways children and youth actively make sense of the 
complex social environments they are moving through.

The editors and contributors of this edited volume recognize that the most 
central element of our academic and sociological exploration is the comprehen-
sion of children and youths’ personal and collective quest for human dignity, con-
tentment, security, and achievement. In their pursuits, transitions across time and 
space coincide with cultural and social shifts that may expose them to new places, 
people, foods, morals, customs, religious practices, and other social encoun-
ters. As children and youth navigate these (new) spaces, they might experience 
inclusion and support; as well as isolation, exclusion and discrimination. These 
are often spaces riddled with uncertainty and precarity, but also where aspira-
tions abound. It is within these sites and spaces of encounter that identities are  
(re)negotiated, (re)constructed, and reinforced. We are interested in these encoun-
ters of transition. We would agree that there is something profound and worthy 
of interrogation about these experiences of not just “being” but of “becoming”; 
of transformation, of engagement with self, others and the surrounding contexts. 
Recognizing that these are opportunities for creative (re)invention, even as they are 
disruptive, in this volume, we seek to develop a better grasp of the complexities 
involved in the relational dynamics that characterize the migration experiences of 
children and youth across the globe.

EXISTENTIAL AGENCY IN TRANSITIONS
Life transitions are essentially about an interplay of personal, social and histori-
cal processes (Chase & Allsopp, 2021). As children and youth travel their life 
journeys, their personal realities unfold within socio-political and cultural frame-
works that are global in nature. Within these expansive contexts, children and 
youth are often thought of as ill-equipped or unprepared to take on the journeys 
or to properly navigate the complexities involved (Lems et al., 2020; Ní Laoire, 
Carpena-Méndez, Tyrrell, & White, 2010). However, the editors and contributors 
of this volume are attentive to the ways in which children and youth actively make 
sense of the complicated environments they are moving through. Our emphasis is, 
therefore, on children and youth as competent experts of their own lifeworlds; as 
observers, participants and orchestrators of their desired destinies, despite con-
textual constraints.
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Agency as a concept has featured prominently in studies regarding children 
and youth over the last few decades. The historical conceptualization of child-
hood and youth as just a transient pathway to a more desirable state of being an 
adult has been profoundly challenged across many disciplines (Fresnoza-Flot &  
Nagasaka, 2015; Oswell, 2013). Until more recently, children and youth were 
regarded as developing beings and not as social actors exercising their agency; an 
understanding of childhood and youth as the ages and stages of human devel-
opment that culminated in the psychological and social maturity of adulthood  
(Han & Antrosio, 2015). Nowadays, more and more social scientists are creat-
ing space for the agentic voices of children and youth to surface. These scholars 
are rightfully shifting our focus to the perspectives of young people (see Coe, 
Reynolds, Boehm, Hess, & Rae-Espinoza, 2011; Dreby, 2007; Fresnoza-Flot & 
Nagasaka, 2015; Parreñas, 2005; Veale & Donà, 2014; among others).

As it relates to the experience of migration and mobility among children and 
youth, scholars have made much progress recently in sketching a full picture 
of the lived experiences of transnational children. Furthermore, it is becoming 
increasingly crucial that children and youths’ experiences of migration be aptly 
documented and theorized (Ní Laoire et al., 2010). Indeed, Oswell (2013) under-
scored that the new social studies of childhood have started highlighting the 
agency of children and youth in situations of migration and mobility. Still, many 
scholars continue to be discontented with adult-centric studies, which tends to 
discuss children as appendages of adults’ narratives or as objects of adults’ direc-
tion and guidance on a path to a desirable adulthood (see Lam & Yeoh, 2019; 
Fresnoza-Flot & Nagasaka, 2015). In other words, children and youths’ agency 
and viewpoints are often stifled or diluted.

While efforts are being made to center children and youths’ experiences of 
migration and mobility, we still do not know enough about the nuances of how 
different groups of children and youth across the globe navigate their shifting 
socio-political and cultural terrains. How do these young people deal with the 
ambiguities surrounding their liminality? What ideas and memories about their 
childhood and youth are being generated and stowed in their consciousness? How 
do they make sense of the daily struggles they are confronted with? What hopes 
and dreams propel them on their journeys? These are some of the questions we 
aim to explore in this volume.

By bringing together rich ethnographic accounts of the migration of children 
and youth across the globe, this volume demonstrates the divergent and particu-
lar ways childhood and youth are experienced, interpreted and theorized in dif-
ferent contexts. In keeping with our focus on the lifeworlds of children and youth, 
we are in concert with a growing cadre of social scientists and researchers who 
deploy ethnographic methods to gain a more nuanced understanding of children 
and youths’ lived experiences (see Fresnoza-Flot & Nagasaka, 2015; Ní Laoire 
et al., 2010; Nì Laoire, hite, & Skelton, 2017; Veale & Donà, 2014; White et al. 
2011; among others). Our aim, in this volume, is to center children and youths’ 
narratives. In doing so, we are careful that we adequately consider their current 
situations in relation to their histories and futures. We are also keen to grasp their 
interactions with the surrounding contexts and constraints. In our assertion that 
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children and youth must be brought to the forefront of our analyses, we are espe-
cially attentive to the imperative of not essentializing the categories of childhood 
and youth, since they have diverse meanings and realities in different contexts.

CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE VOLUME
The volume opens with Angel A. Escamilla García’s (Chapter 1) discussion of 
the effects of  Mexico’s deportation and detention policies on the geographic 
mobility of  minor migrants from Central America. In this chapter, García doc-
uments the motivations behind the US’ externalization of  its southern border 
to Mexico, and, in response to the US’ border externalization, the perilous 
journey that minor migrants face as they travel northward with the goal of 
making it to the USA. García complements the discussion of  US–Mexico bor-
der policies with minor migrants’ narratives. In doing so, this chapter explores 
how minor migrants navigate the perils of  corrupt government officials, their 
long and perilous journeys northward, and the emotionally taxing asylum-
seeking processes.

In Chapter 2, Ernesto Castañeda et al. move us from Central America to the 
USA. This chapter, which draws upon interviews with immigrant minors from 
El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala, relays the varied experiences minor 
migrants have when relocating from Central America to the USA to live with 
their biological parents or legal sponsors. The stories they include describe the 
diversity of minor migrants’ experiences as they integrate into family life in the 
USA. Their experiences range from feelings of emotional distance from parents/
legal sponsors to having a sense of comfort and safety. Minor migrants’ different 
responses to the family integration process are due to a variety of factors. Some 
of these factors include emotional trauma, differences from their US-based fam-
ily members/legal sponsors, and their connections to family back “home.” The 
central concern of this chapter is how minor migrants generate a sense of famili-
arity within a relatively unfamiliar space.

Adrienne Lee Atterberry (Chapter 3) moves us from talking about issues 
related to belonging within family contexts, to exploring how the transnational 
migration process affects youths’ understanding of their ethnic identity. She does 
so by analyzing interviews with Indian American college students. Her respond-
ents are youth who lived in the USA for part of their life, before moving to India. 
They once again relocated back to the USA to complete college. In this chap-
ter, Atterberry describes how national context shapes transnationally mobile 
Indian American youths’ relationship with their ethnic identity. She relays her 
participants’ experiences of marginalization on account of their racial-ethnic 
background in the USA, which contrasts with their general feeling of ease within 
India. She also documents how youths’ participation in ethnic return migration 
serves as a catalyst for them to redefine their ethnic identity and re-evaluate the 
status of their ethnic identity relative to that of their US-raised Indian American 
peers. Atterberry documents how the ethnic return journey ultimately leads to 
transnational Indian American youth feeling different from Indian Americans 
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raised only in the USA. In making this argument, Atterberry contributes to  
conversations related to transnational mobility, multiculturalism, and identity.

In the following chapter, Mauro Giardiello and Rosa Capobianco (Chapter 4) 
highlight issues related to inclusion and belonging among migrant schoolchil-
dren in a rural town in Italy. The authors discuss migrant children’s experiences 
of marginalization and exclusion within their community and school, while also 
documenting the opinions of privileged witnesses, which include school manag-
ers, representatives of voluntary associations, social service operators, and politi-
cal actors. This study analyzes quantitative and qualitative data to explain how 
and why migrant children experience their communities and schools differently 
from their Italian peers, and the relatively paltry response of leaders within their 
community to effectively address this situation.

In a gripping account of  the experiences of  West African Muslim youth 
in New York City, Serah Shani (Chapter 5) discusses how youth navigate 
various aspects of  their lives, including their religious identity, morality, and 
career pathways. The author does so by inviting readers into the lives of  
West African Muslim youth who attend a weekly Madrasa at a mosque in the 
Bronx borough of  New York City. The stories conveyed in this chapter provide 
a detailed portrait of  the complexities of  being a West African Muslim youth 
in the USA.

The next chapter scrutinizes how social status, racialized class belonging, and 
capital affect the schooling experiences of  return migrant children. Focusing on 
the case of  return migrants and their children in Hungary, Zsuzsanna Árendás 
et al. (Chapter 6) argue that the children of  high-status families experience 
educational “gains” from their trips abroad, while children from relatively 
low status families experience “losses.” In some cases, the educational “losses”  
experienced by children from low status families result in them being in a 
worse position at school relative to where they would be had they not ever left 
Hungary. Árendás et al. suggest that this differential in outcomes results from 
how local schools recognize (or fail to recognize) the non-dominant cultural 
capital that children acquire while abroad. For example, this chapter discusses 
how schools fail to recognize the non-dominant cultural capital of  children 
from low status families. Meanwhile, the non-dominant cultural of  children 
from high-status families is not only recognized, but also rewarded. For chil-
dren from high-status families, the recognition of  their non-dominant cultural 
capital serves to reinforce their dominant cultural capital and, subsequently, 
their social status. Therefore, this chapter asks readers to consider how schools 
may reinforce social inequality.

On Ni Chan (Chapter 7) moves the conversation about schooling and inequal-
ity from Central Europe to Southeast Asia. In this chapter, Chan discusses the 
appeal of migrant learning centers (MLCs) to migrant youth from Myanmar who 
currently live in Mae Sot, Thailand. In doing so, Chan scrutinizes the unique and 
comprehensive resources provided by MLCs, while deftly critiquing their abil-
ity to effectively connect their students to robust career and higher education 
opportunities. In constructing this chapter’s argument, Chan underscores the 
gaps between migrant youths’ education and aspirations.
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The concluding chapter, written by Pradeep Kumar Choudhury and Angrej 
Singh Gill (Chapter 8), synthesizes many of the themes discussed throughout the 
volume. Through an examination of the current literature, the authors explain 
why youth migrate for higher education, and the mechanisms that facilitate their 
educational mobility. To do so, this chapter delves into how the quality differen-
tial between colleges and universities in the Global North relative to the Global 
South, parental and youth aspirations, and access to the requisite resources pro-
pels the willing and economically able to universities abroad. While the act of 
going abroad may help some acquire the skills needed to navigate opportunities 
within the twenty-first century’s global economy, the authors stress how this pro-
cess reinscribes enduring forms of social inequality.

WELCOME TO THE JOURNEY …
This volume takes us on a journey into the lives of transnationally mobile children 
and youth from across the globe. The chapters highlight the experiences of those 
from Central America, the USA, Italy, Hungary, and Thailand, while exploring 
topics related to migration policy, family integration, ethnic identity, belonging, 
religion, education, and aspirations. Not only does this volume reflect the geo-
graphic diversity of the children and youth engaged in transnational mobility, 
but it also covers a wide variety of topics related to “everyday” aspects of what it 
means to be a transnationally mobile child or youth.

Furthermore, this volume is a timely contribution to a growing body of 
literature that offers deep insights into how children and youth within migration 
contexts are engaging with rapid and constant social change. Each contribution 
shares new and fresh perspectives on unique contexts and directs us toward a 
deeper contemplation of the transitions children and youth experience across 
time and space. Situated in the mobile lives of children and youth across the 
globe, this book pulls us into an encounter with the realities of young lives lived 
in motion. We hope you join us on this dynamic journey.
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