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Abstract 

This paper brings into view the developmental needs and aspirations of forced conflict youth 

with reference to the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals. Among record high 

numbers of displaced youth around the globe, approximately half are children under 18 years 

old. Many originate from countries in conflict in Asia and Africa, especially from Myanmar, 

Afghanistan, Syria, Pakistan and Somalia. This paper is part of a program of research in progress 

that explores how young conflict migrants continuously construct their identity and future 

aspirations while perched on the precipice of multiple intersecting sources of uncertainty. The 

research gathers the migration and identity narratives of approximately forty forced migrant 

youth residing temporarily in Malaysia. The project uses mixed methods including arts-based 

story-boards to evoke youths’ narratives about how migration has influenced their process of 

identity formation and change, and their expectations and aspirations for their future as young 

adults. One goal of the research is to shed light on the values and meanings that young conflict 

migrants ascribe to nationality, citizenship, and rights in the form of legal identity 

documentation. Another goal is to understand young people’s self-identified needs, goals and 

solutions to their displacement and how their nation-of-origin, the circumstances of their forced 

migration, and their life experiences in transit factor into their future aspirations. Our study is 

unique in its focus on exploring young people’s perceptions of their own best interests in finding 

sustainable, equitable solutions to their displacement.  
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Background 

Among an estimated 65 million forced migrants around the world, the United Nations 

High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR, 2017) reports that approximately 9.5 million reside 

in the Asia and Pacific region, including 4.2 million refugees, 2.7 million internally displaced 

persons (IDPs) and 2.2 million stateless persons. Among record high numbers of displaced 

people around the globe, approximately half are children under 18 years old (Ball & Moselle, 

2015; Beazley & Ball, 2017; Gartrell & Hak, 2018). Points of departure are mostly countries in 

conflict in Asia and Africa, especially Myanmar, Afghanistan, Syria, Pakistan and Somalia. 

Myanmar has long been the greatest contributor to this displacement, including generating 

938,000 stateless Rohingya3 people seeking refuge mainly in Thailand, China, Bangladesh and 

Malaysia (World Populations Review, 2019).  

Forced migration in Southeast Asia 

There is limited evidence-based information about the views of children affected by 

forced migration in Southeast Asia (Beazley, 2015); their voices, opinions and vision for the 

future are rarely heard (Beazley & Ball, 2017).  Many assumptions about the needs and goals of 

migrant youth are made in the literature and by migrant-serving organizations. These 

assumptions are based on the presumed generalizability of Euro-Western theories, beliefs and 

values about how youth develop and the conditions for their optimal development (Ball & 

Moselle, 2017; Boyden, 2013; Burman, 1996, 2008; Pence, 2009).  Authorities making decisions 

about how to resolve the plight of young conflict migrants do not appear to question whether 

ideas about child development and care apply equally to migrant youth in the Global South as 

they assumed to apply to sedentary children in the Global North (Ball & Moselle, 2015). Beazley 

and Ball (2017, p. 219) explain that: 

Global institutions, including international organizations, educational bodies and the 

media, tend to understand migrant children as passive agents who are dependent on parents, the 

state and international organizations to determine their well-being and future. They are often 

seen as victims, and their experiences are often understood as secondary products of their 

parents’ primary narratives of displacement. 

 
3 Rohingya are a Muslim minority group forced to flee Myanmar, where their right to citizenship and their 

claim of having lived in Myanmar for over 500 years is contested by the government of Myanmar. 



 

3 

 

By contrast, (Ball & Moselle, 2015; Ball & Moselle, 2016; Beazley & Ball, 2017; 

Beazley, 2015) suggest that forced migrant children are eager to have their voices heard in 

decision-making about their futures. As well, children have a right to have a voice in decisions 

that affect them – a right enshrined in Article 12 of the UNCRC (1989).  

This research project calls these assumptions into question, and starts by asking young 

migrants to share their own identity narratives, needs, and goals. The study is being carried out in 

Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, with approximately 40 forced migrant girls and boys aged 13 to 16 

years old. Most come from the aforementioned high migration countries, especially from 

Myanmar, Afghanistan, Syria, Pakistan and Somalia. 

Sustainable Development Goals: The 2030 Agenda 

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), also known as the Global Goals, are a 

universal call to action initiated from a United Nations conference in Rio de Janeiro in 2012. It is 

a 15-year plan that came into effect in 2015 and will continue until 2030. The SDGs in the 2030 

Agenda include seventeen universal goals which address the urgent environmental, political and 

economic challenges facing our world. These goals aim to end poverty, protect the planet, and 

ensure that all people enjoy peace and prosperity (UNGA, 2015). Building on the earlier 

Millenium Development Goals (UNGA, 2000), the SDGs add new areas including climate 

change, economic inequality, innovation, sustainable consumption, peace and justice (UN, 

2015). 

It has been argued that migrants can have a positive impact on countries development, 

and in this way, migrants can contribute to achieving the SDGs (International Organization for 

Migration, 2018). According to The United Nations (2016), addressing migration opportunities 

and challenges is central to achieving sustainable economic and social development. In the 2030 

Agenda, the United Nations not only emphasized the positive contribution of migrants in 

development, but it specifically emphasized the rights and humane treatment of displaced 

migrants: 

“We recognize the positive contribution of migrants for inclusive growth and sustainable 

development. We also recognize that international migration is a multi-dimensional 

reality of major relevance for the development of countries of origin, transit and 

destination, which requires coherent and comprehensive responses. We will cooperate 

internationally to ensure safe, orderly and regular migration involving full respect for 
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human rights and the humane treatment of migrants regardless of migration status, of 

refugees and of displaced persons. Such cooperation should also strengthen the resilience 

of communities hosting refugees, particularly in developing countries. We underline the 

right of migrants to return to their country of citizenship, and recall that States must 

ensure that their returning nationals are duly received” (United Nations General 

Assembly (UNGA) 2015, Article 29, p.8).  

Migration is mainly addressed in SDG targets 4.b, 5.2, 8.7, 8.8, 10.7, 10.c, 16.2 and 17.18. Our 

program of research focuses on SDG 4, 10 and 16; and discusses the relevance of these goals in 

regards to displaced young migrants.  

 Where migration fits in the SDGs 

SDG 10: Reduce inequality. The main reference to migration is made in Goal 10 under 

the target 10.7. The goal is to “Reduce inequalities within and among countries” (UNGA, 2015, 

p. 21), to “facilitate orderly, safe, regular and responsible migration and mobility of people, 

including through the implementation of planned and well-managed migration policies” (UNGA, 

2015, p. 21). Inclusivity is at the heart of the 2030 Agenda for sustainable development. Pledging 

to “leave no one behind” (IOM, 2016, p. 20), the UN asserts that migrants, and in particular 

vulnerable migrants such as forced and displaced migrants, should be considered in all aspects of 

the SDGs in order to fully achieve them (IOM, 2018). 

SDG 4: Inclusive and equitable quality education and lifelong learning opportunities for 

all. The estimated number of people under 20 years old living in a country other than where they 

were born has risen from 28.7 million in 1990 to 36 million in 2017 (Migration Data Portal, 

2018; United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2017). Put another way, in 

2017, child migrants accounted for 13.9 per cent of the total migrant population and 5.7 per cent 

of the total population of all ages (Migration Data Portal, 2019; UNDESA, 2017). Given that a 

significant and growing number of the world’s population of children and youth are migrants, 

their access to free and quality education should be considered when implementing the education 

targets of SDG 4 (UN, 2015; UNESCO, 2019).  

The 2019 Global Education Monitoring (GEM) report by UNESCO recognizes education 

as a fundamental human right to everyone. The report reviews the progress of education in the 

2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, and analyses how education can “build inclusive 

societies and help people move beyond tolerance and learn to live together” (GEM, 2019, pp 2). 

http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/data/estimates2/estimates17.shtml
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Education builds bridges, while unequal access to education “raises walls between migrants and 

refugees and their host communities” (GEM, 2019, pp 2).  The main recommendation of the 

GEM 2019 report is asking countries to utilize education as a tool to manage migration and 

displacement and provide opportunities for those who need it (GEM, 2019). Yet, there are very 

significant, long-standing barriers to meaningful education for migrant children and youth. Most 

are not able to access any quality education, or education that is continuous with their pre-

migration level of school. Many depend on temporary, donor-dependent, non-accredited, 

informal and non-formal education.  Typically, this boot-strapped, intermittent education does 

not provide credentials that are recognized in formal school systems, do not articulate with 

public school curricula, and are not targeted at the young person’s level of prior learning, special 

learning needs, language of learning, or learning readiness (Ball and Moselle, 2016; Ball and 

Moselle, 2015; Lumayag, 2016; Penn, 2005; Petchot, 2014). 

SDG 16: Peace, justice, and strong institutions. SDG 16 calls for “peaceful and inclusive 

societies for sustainable development, provide access to justice for all and build effective, 

accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels” (UNGA, 2015, p.25). SDG 16.2 calls to “end 

abuse, exploitation, trafficking and all forms of violence against and torture of children”, and the 

Target 16.9 affirms that nations will “by 2030, provide legal identity for all, including birth 

registration” (UNGA, 2015, p.25). National and international development plans that both 

reinforce the services and resources of communities most affected by the displacement, and 

foster the productive capacity and positive contributions of displaced persons, can promote 

progress towards goals that benefit both displaced populations and affected communities (UN, 

2015; Bhabha and Dottridge, 2016). 

Sustainable Development Goals in Malaysia 

Malaysia started its engagement with sustainable development and modernization 

through the New Economic Policy (NEP), a five-year plan that began in 1970, aimed to eradicate 

extreme poverty and restructure societal imbalance (United Nation, 2017). In 2009, Malaysia 

formulated the New Economic Model (NEM) which led the country to pursue sustainable 

development focusing on increasing income, inclusivity, and sustainability. This focus aligns 

with the SDGs, including economic, social and environmental policies; and Malaysia endorsed 

these SDGs in 2015. Yet, it appears that these aspirations exclude the needs and rights of forced 
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migrants. Here we focus on SDG 4, 10 and 16, and Malaysia’s response according to its 

commitment to fulfilling these goals.  

Forced migration  

Forced migration is an open-ended term that refers to many kinds of displacement 

involving involuntary movement inside or outside someone’s country of origin. Those forced 

migrants who cross borders are known as refugees or asylum seekers, and those who are 

displaced within their national territories are known as “internally displaced persons” (IDPs). 

Forced migration occurs when people abandon their residence due to violence and cruelty, or for 

fear of persecution (Idris, 2012). For example, international and civil wars as well as human-

rights violations are prominent contributors to forced migration. Environmental disasters, 

conflict, famine, or large-scale development projects are also seen as contributors to forced 

migration, when this is considered more broadly (UNHCR, 2016).  

However, forced migration is not a legal term and there is no single agreed upon 

definition. For example, UNHCR (2016) does not include refugees in estimates of  forced 

migration  because the term ‘refugee’ has a clear definition under international and regional 

refugee law, and states have agreed to a well-defined and specific set of legal obligations towards 

them – while these obligations do not address other displaced populations (UNHCR, 2016). In 

our research, we use forced migration when referring to those who have been compelled to leave 

their country of origin due to conflict or persecution, and are internationally displaced, including 

both accompanied and unaccompanied minors, and those who currently do not have official 

refugee status. In our study, refugees protected by UNHCR and economic migrants are 

excluded., although there may be commonalities among past and present experience and 

displacement outcomes among them. 

The forced migrant experience is not uniform. Constructing forced migrants, including 

children and youth, as a homogenous group denies the meaning and implications of individual 

experiences and needs (Gartrell & Hak, 2017). Forced migrants have distinct needs that can best 

be understood by asking children and youth directly and listening to their concerns, challenges, 

and goals.  

Deconstructing the helpless, vulnerable young migrant  

As well, forced migrant children and youth are often portrayed as vulnerable and as 

victims with little or no agency (Ball and Moselle, 2016; Boyden, 2013; Ensor, 2010; Lynch, 
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2010). The term ‘forced’ migrant exacerbates this problematic connotation. Moreover, the notion 

of “best practices’, promulgated in intervention theory and practice in the Global North, is often 

not informed by young people’s perspectives and can deny children’s right to express an opinion 

on matters that affect them (Beazley & Ball, 2017). This study challenges the prevalent image of 

displaced and conflict migrants as “passive victims of circumstance” (Ball and Moselle, 2016; 

Hart 2014; Guerrero and Tinkler, 2010, p.55), and invites us to consider the notion that they are  

actively engaged in making meaning of their lived experiences and their identities (Ball and 

Moselle, 2016; Guerrero and Tinkler, 2010.)  Regardless of how they are designated, forced 

migrants have “different areas of choice, different alternatives, available to them, depending not 

just on external constraining factors but also on such factors as their sex, age, wealth, 

connections, networks and so on” (Ball and Moselle, 2016; Maguire, 2012; Turton, 2003, p. 12).  

Our program of research is unique in its exploration of the identities, needs and goals of migrant 

youth within the context of their embeddedness in their particular social, political and historical 

situations. Our research constructs forced youth migrants as agents, regardless of how limited 

their room for maneuver may be (Turton, 2003).  

Forced migrants in Malaysia 

The World Population Review reports that about 31, 978,152 live in Malaysia (2019). As 

of 2019, it is estimated there are 170,460 refugees and asylum seekers registered with UNHCR 

in Malaysia (Mixed Migration Centre (MMC), 2019; UNHCR, 2019). Amongst this 

demographic are 152,220 people from Myanmar, comprising some 95,110 Rohingyas; 24,250 

Chins; 9,750 Myanmar Muslims; 4,000 Rakhines & Arakanese; and other ethnicities from 

Myanmar (UNHCR, 2019).  In addition, there are an estimated 23,530 refugees and asylum-

seekers from other countries, including some 6,300 Pakistanis, 3,500 Yemenis, 3,130 Syrians, 

3,120 Somalis, 2,090 Afghans, 1,790 Sri Lankans, 1,440 Iraqis, 780 Palestinians, and others 

from other countries (UNHCR, 2019). It is reported that almost 68 percent of refugees and 

asylum-seekers are men, and 32 percent are women. There are an estimated 44,880 displaced 

children under 18 years old (UNHCR, 2019).  

Migrant children and youth in Malaysia 
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Malaysia has not ratified the 1951 Refugee Convention4 or the 1967 New York Protocol. 

The Malaysian Immigration Act of 1959/63, considers refugees, asylum seekers and conflict 

migrants in this country to be “illegal migrants.” As a result, they have very limited access to 

healthcare, immigration status, decent housing, education and authorized employment. Denial of 

access to public education contradicts SDG 4 and its targets – particularly under target 4.1 and 

4.2 - which call for equitable and free primary and secondary education for boys and girls – and 

is a violation of human rights (UNCRC, 1989; UNGA, 2015). To access education in Malaysia, 

migrant children often go to non-governmental schools or learning centres run by UNHCR and 

local non-governmental organizations (NGOs). Without a right to social or legal protection, 

education, or legal employment, vulnerable populations, especially unaccompanied children, are 

at high risk of exploitation. While there is very limited knowledge on the school registration of 

Rohingya children living as forced migrants in Malaysia, Hui (2018) reports that this low rate of 

attendance drops further amongst Rohingya children in Malaysia, where boys work to support 

their family, while girls are expected to marry as soon as they come of age. In 1995, Malaysia 

ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC)5 (Kaun, 2010; UNCRC, 1989). 

The right to free education, healthcare, and decent housing for all children are enshrined in 

articles 28; 24; and 27 (UNCRC, 1989). Article 2.1 declare that: 

“States Parties shall respect and ensure the rights set forth in the present Convention to 

each child within their jurisdiction without discrimination of any kind, irrespective of the 

child's or his or her parent's or legal guardian's race, colour, sex, language, religion, 

political or other opinion, national, ethnic or social origin, property, disability, birth or 

other status” (CRC, 1989).  

However, in Malaysia, the rights of displaced and conflict migrant children are denied on the 

basis of their ‘illegal’ status. Such violations not only treat displaced youth migrants unequally 

 
4 The 1951 Refugee Convention, is a multilateral treaty created by the United Nations. This treaties define who 

a refugee is, and explains the rights of individuals who are granted asylum and the responsibilities of nations 

that grant asylum. This convention builds on the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which 

recognizes the right of persons to seek asylum from persecution in other countries. The Convention also 

provides for some visa-free travel for holders of travel documents issued under the convention. Individuals 

covered under the Refugee Convention can enjoy rights and benefits in a state in addition to those provided for 

in the Convention including healthcare, education and employment. 
5 The UNCRC is a human rights treaty which recognizes the civil, political, economic, social, health and 

cultural rights of children. According to this Convention any human being under the age of eighteen is defined 

as a child, unless the age of majority is attained earlier under national legislation (UNHR, n.d). 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Multilateral_treaty
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Nations
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Refugee
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Right_of_asylum
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Universal_Declaration_of_Human_Rights
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Travel_document
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International_human_rights_instruments
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Age_of_majority
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and leave them behind, it further denies them a voice in decisions that affect them. They also 

contradict SDG goals such as SDG 16 which calls for peaceful societies where everyone has 

access to justice.  The voices of forced migrant children need to be heard and they need to be 

treated as equals (Monkelbaan, 2019).    

The service landscape for forced migrant youth in Malaysia 

Since the phenomena of forced migrant youth in Malaysia is not well understood, these 

young people are mostly perceived as undocumented, victims of trafficking and, as noted, they 

are often categorized by the government of Malaysia as illegal (UN High Commissioner for 

Refugees, 2013). This construction prevents governments and other relevant agencies in 

Malaysia and elsewhere in the region from conducting nuanced situational analysis to identify 

the needs of migrant young peoples and to design and deliver appropriate, targeted and effective 

assistance to youth in an effort to uphold their rights and freedoms (UNHCR, 2013).  

Not being able to access formal education, following the previously described pattern, 

they must rely on informal non-government organizations such as the Malaysian Social Research 

Institute (MSRI, 2017) and the CandleLighters Volunteer Program (Host International, 2018) or 

faith-based learning centres. As an indicator of the high need among forced migrant children and 

youth, as of 2019, MSRI, which offers education, healthcare and livelihood programs to children 

and adults, reported serving 5000 forced migrants (MSRI, 2019), and this organization does not 

serve the high numbers of forced migrant children and youth from Myanmar. This is an 

indication of the high needs of this population and the limited available resources. Similarly, in 

Malaysia, non-government organizations such as UNHCR have taken the lead in providing 

decent shelter to forced and displaced migrants, with limited resource and infrastructure. For 

example, through the UNHCR, there is some small protection for displaced and conflict migrant 

children and youth, such as accessing primary education and basic healthcare for those who have 

refugee status while awaiting resettlement. Yet the wait to becoming resettled in a new country 

can take years and is not guaranteed (MSRI, 2017).   

However, not all displaced migrants are registered with UNHCR and receive assistance 

from such organizations. It is estimated that there is 40,000 -100,000 unregistered migrants in 

Malaysia (MSRI, 2017). Not being registered and lacking migration status contributes to the 

difficulty in estimating the number of displaced youth migrants. Lack of registration also makes 

accessing and contacting displaced youth difficult, which in turn makes it hard to learn about 
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their needs and experiences. Being “illegal” also means these youth cannot legally work. Even if 

they find jobs in the informal sectors, they are vulnerable to abuse, exploitation, and dangerous 

work conditions (UNHCR, 2013; MSRI, 2017).  

Identity formation in adolescence while being de-homed 

 The first goal of this project is to explore identity formation and change during 

adolescence when one undergoes a traumatic life transition. Identity is often used to discuss 

certain aspects of ones’ life and it has been ascribed different meanings throughout time and 

disciplines. For example, previous frameworks suggest that identity is determined either by 

individuals or by society, while more recent frameworks argue that both the individual and 

society has a role in determining identity. The new frameworks also critiques older ones for 

being essentialist and portraying individuals as static and passive victims (Guerrero and Tinkler, 

2010). The theoretical framework of the present study supports recent frameworks and is based 

on a sociocultural theory of self and identity. This framework upholds the idea that 

understanding of self and identity is dynamic, multiple, and socially constructed (Gee 2001; 

Guerrero and Tinkler, 2010; Holland et al., 1998; Yon, 2000).     

 Considering identity as socially constructed, this study uses the narratives of displaced 

youth migrants to understand the sense of self and identity of these youth (Bruner, 1990; Gee, 

2001; Harre, 1983; Holland et al., 2001). In this paper, identity is understood to be encapsulated 

in “narratives told by people” (Guerrero and Tinkler, 2010, p. 56). Identity is a social and 

relational construct that is constantly created and re-created in interactions with others (Holland 

& Lave, 2003; Bauman, 1996; Roth, 2004; Sfard & Prusak, 2000). Narratives that constitute 

youth migrants’ identities are important factors in shaping the way they perceive themselves and 

their futures. Identity narratives are also essential in research because they deepen 

understandings of what identity means from the perspective of you children and youth 

themselves (Sfard and Prusak, 2000). The next section briefly describes how identities come into 

being and are developed. 

This study draws upon Sfard and Prusak’s (2005) distinction between actual and 

designated identities. Actual identities are individual’s stories of actual and current situations 

told in the present tense; such as I am a good swimmer or, I am a student (Sfard and Prusak, 

2000). Designated identities are future-tensed stories involving expressions of wishes, 

obligations, commitments and necessities which one expects to have in the future; such as “I 
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want to be a doctor” or “I have to be a better person” (Sfard & Prusak, 2000, p. 15). Designated 

identities give direction to a youth’s actions. Designated and actual narratives emerge in social 

settings, including new host societies (Sfard and Prusak, 2005). Interactions between actual and 

designated identities may yield insights into how youth view their current circumstance and 

where they hope to go in the future. Our program of research explores the interplay between the 

current and future identities of migrant youth through arts-based representations of their 

identities and future aspirations, and their narrative accounts of the meanings represented their 

artwork.  

Using a youth lens and a displacement lens. 

Although there is considerable literature from human rights groups and governments 

concerning the impacts of displacement on children, the voices of children are rarely heard. 

There is a constructed notion of refugees and displaced persons – particularly in the global West 

– which offers a ready image of what a refugee looks like (Wright 2002). These images are often 

of a refugee mother and her starving child, or adults carrying children in their arms to safety and 

are often displayed on billboards, brochures, and in newspaper headlines. This project 

problematizes this construct of displaced and conflict youth migrants as depoliticized, passive 

victims in need of humanitarian help (Malkki 1995; Rajaram 2002; Wright 2002, 2004).   

Using an arts-based participatory method, this study provides a platform for displaced 

youth in Malaysia to negotiate and narrate their identities and contest the stereotypes and 

negatively constructed images which so often portrays conflict migrants as helpless, childlike, 

and disempowered victims. Acknowledging children’s agency and understanding their situation 

allows researchers to identify and explore the resources that children use while negotiating 

identities and their future aspirations (Malkki 1996; Rajaram 2002). This study emphasizes the 

importance of understanding the experience and agency of displaced youth and considers 

solutions to their situations from the young people's point of view.  

The program of research is being conducted through both a ‘youth lens’ (Maguire, 2012; 

Skeels & Sandvik-Nylund, 2012) and a ‘displacement lens’ (Maguire, 2012). It is crucial to 

understand what displacement means for migrant youth who are marginalized by their status as 

transients, and often by their language, ethnicity, skin colour or religion (Fine et al., 2000). 

Maguire (2012) postulates that if young conflict migrants “are to live productive, fulfilling lives, 

the international community needs to pay far greater attention to their vulnerabilities, their 



 

12 

 

potential and their rights” (p. 4). Equally important, Skeel and Sandvik-Nylund (2012) call us to 

listen and respond to the views and opinions of forced young migrants on matters that affect 

them. In displacement situations, youth often take on adult responsibilities and become carers or 

parents. They often work and try to keep their families together. They may join social 

movements, guerilla armies, or military forces in a bid to respond to the circumstances that led to 

their displacement or to create political change. Conflict migrant children tend to be defined by 

their experience, rather than their age or life-stage (Maguire, 2012, p. 4). Humanitarian programs 

need to be mindful of the developmental needs of young displaced migrants. For instance, “a girl 

who has a baby tends to be considered a ‘young mother’ rather than a child with a child” 

(Maguire, 2012, p. 4).  

Our program of research considers the experiences and rights of our participants and their 

current roles (e.g. caring for younger siblings, being sexually exploited, being the head of a 

household) as well as their age and life-stage (Maguire, 2012).  The current study invites up to 

forty forced migrant youth to tell their stories using art. They will be provided with materials to 

create a Story Board Project on their own time over a period of several weeks. They will then be  

invited to show and explain their Story Boards in small peer groups or in individual meetings 

with the researchers. Previous research by us and by other investigators (Ball, & Moselle, 2016; 

Krueger & Casey, 2015) have suggested that youth often prefer to use arts and to share in small 

groups of their peers, when telling stories of challenging and formative experiences.  

Displaced youth who participated in a study by Guerrero and Tinkler (2010) did not 

identify themselves as victims; on the contrary, they viewed themselves as “capable actors in 

their lives” (p. 71). A preliminary study by Ball and Moselle (2015) yielded similar responses 

from forced migrant youth from Myanmar currently living in Thailand. The unaccompanied 

youth migrants interviewed by Capaldi (2015) reported that they felt “change in how they 

viewed themselves as having become more ‘grown up’ as well as being proud that they were 

looking after themselves, earning and sending remittances home to families (Capaldi, 2015, 

p.27). As Capaldi argues, the experiences of migration need to be investigated rather than 

assumed.  

Following in the path-finding footsteps of the few studies that have afforded migrant 

youth the opportunity to tell their own migration stories, our program of research emphasizes the 

need to consider young people’s experiences of themselves, how they are impacted by migration, 
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and how they conceive of their own best interests in finding sustainable, equitable solutions to 

their displacement. The research will shed light on youths’ experiences of identity formation and 

change during the often traumatic life transition of forced migration. The results will provide 

insights that can guide policy advocates and service organizations that aim to support the 

realization of the SDGS, the fulfillment of children’s rights, and the development of young 

people as they negotiate their identities and find new pathways into the future. 
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