Psychocultural Faclors in
the Adaptation of
Immigrant Youlh

GENDERED RESPONSLES

CUrRRENTLY there are more than 130 million migrants worldwide. Of
those, approximately 12 1o 18 million are considered refugees who are es-
caping political, religious, cthnic, or gender persccution. In addition to
those who are officially recognized as refugees, a much larger number of
individuals are designated as asylum sceekers who are not granted formal
status. Although asylum sceekers often share with refugees similar motiva-
tions for leaving their place ol origin, they are not recognized lor a number
ol nonobjective reasons, including inadequate interpretation at hearings.
poor documentation, and political relations hetween the countries in ques-
tion. As so many individuals™ lives have been alfeeted by displacement, it
is cructal that we develop a deeper understanding of the realities they face
as well as how they may he adapting.

Psyvehologists Tag far behind cconomists, sociologists, and demographers
in terms of hasic rescarch on the topic of immigrants and refugees. There is
asmattering of clinical writings on the impact of these displacements on in-
dividuals and familics. While these are important contributions to our un-
derstanding, such research is typically Iimited in terms of generalizability,
Most ol the rescarch that does exist has emphasized the adult immigrant ex-
perience. Given the number of children mvolved, surprisingly little rescarch
has focused on the experiences of children. In the United States, lor
example, children of immigrants are the lastest-growing sector of the child
population. Currently one in five children is the child of an immigrant. By
2040, the number of children of immigrants is projected (o be one in three.



Psychocaltural Tactors and Adolescent Girls o

Just as the research on immigration has emphasized the experiences of
adults, the lens has been focused largely on men, After vears of negleet, in
the late 19805 and 1990s the specilic issues facing immigrant women he-
gan to gain attention. Although there are more immigrant women than
men, we stll know hittle about the gendered experiences of immigrants,
Knowledge about immigrant girls, and more specifically immigrant ado-
lescent girls, is sketchier stilll This essay summarizes fundamental infor-
mation that both rescarchers and service providers interested in the
experiences ol immigrants—and thus adolescent girls as a subgroup
within that larger group—should keep in mind. To paraphrase the anthro-
pologist Clyde Kluckhohn, immigrant girls are like all other immigrant
children, like some other tmmigrant children, and like no other immi-
grant children. Therefore, T begin by outlining issues pertaining to the
children of immigrants generally. (In discussing the children of 1mmi-

as well as

grants, T refer to both the hirst generation—those born abroad
the second generation—those born in the new land of both foreign par-
ents.) T then turn to the more specific issues pertaining to immigrant ado-

lescent girls.

The Stresses of Imnigration

Multiple pathways structure immigrants’ journeys into their new homes.
Many enter a new land hecause their families are (leeing cconomic or po-
litical instability. Others come not {or reasons of survival but rather to
thrive by taking advantage of the economic and professional opportunitics
provided in new settings. The three major categories of motivation for mi-
gration are sociocconomic factors, factors relating to fear of persecution,
and family reunilication. In the real lives of migrants, the pathways are
not always distinet; often a family's decision 1s motivated by a variety of
factors.

Nevertheless, these categories are useful for understanding the experi-
ences of immigrant families and their ehildren. For immigrants leaving
their homes for a better life or to be reunited with lToved ones, optimism
may help to attenuate the tosses that inevitably accompany migraiion. For
refugees who have been pushed out of their homes after massive trauma,
the cumulative losses they sustain may be overwhelming., On balance, 1m-
migration results in substantial gains for many families. But it also exacts
considerable costs.

By any measure, immigration is one of the most stressful events a fam-
ily can undergo. Immigration removes individuals from many ol their re-
lationships and  predictable contexts—extended  families and  [riends,

community ties, jobs, living situations, customs and (often) language.
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Immigrants are stripped of many of their sustaining social relationships as
well as of the social roles that provide them with culturally scripted no-
tions of how they fit into the world. Without a sense of competence, con-
trol, and belonging, they may feel marginalized. These changes are highly
disorienting and nearly inevitably lead to a keen sense of loss.

Many of the forms of stress discussed here are common to both immi-
grants and to refugees. However, refugees and asylum sceekers suffer par-
ticular stresses that require separate discussion. The serious human rights
violations suffered as a result of political or ethnice repression have long-
standing repercussions, Many refugees and asylum seckers are subjected to
long imprisonments, torture, the destruction of homes, and the disappear-
ance ol loved ones. Others may not endure these experiences direetly but
are subjected to the terror of the “uncanny”™ that may be occurring all
around them. Many suffer the loss of beloved family members and (riends.
In addition to the predictable period of grieving that is mevitable given
the Toss of lToved ones, refugees often also experience transient as well as
long-term symptoms of Post-"Traumatic Stress Disorder (Cole, Espin, and
Rothblum 1992; Somach 1995). Symptoms [requently include recurrent
memories of the traumatic event as well as nightmares. Sufferers generally

alternate between a general psyehic numbing of emotional responses and a

persistent sense of heightened arousal. As a result they may experience a
wide range of emotional responses including anxicty, irritability, and
anger. Refugees and asylum seckers may also have difficulty concentrating
and be experiencing insomnia (Horowitz 19860; Smajkic and Weane
1995). Children may become extremely withdrawn and depressed: they
may act out, becoming hehaviorally disruptive (Bylund 1992). There may
be some gender differences, dependent on cultural factors, in the way
symploms are manilested.

In situations of political and ethnic repression, women and adolescent
girls are frequently subjected to the gender-specific trauma of rape (Agger
1992; Camino and Kruhlfeld 1994, Friecdman 1992). These systematic
sexual assaults “make political use of sexuality in the service of repres-
ston” (Agger 1992) At the community level these assaults function to ter-
rorize the targeted community and establish the power of invading [orees.
At the individual level the assaults bhreak down the vietim™s defenses and
weakens her sense of personal identity: The ramifications for the vietim
and those who love her are far-reaching.

Domestic violence also increases as a result ol the destabilization of the
family. Male family members all too often behave violently toward their
wives and daughters in response to their womenflolk’s perceived loss of
virtue. This perceived contamination, coupled with the man’s heightened
vulnerability resulting from the stresses of traumatic events and exile, lTead
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to Increased rates of domestic violence (Agger 1992 Friedman 1992). As
a consequence., for refugee women there mayv be no <afe haven either out-
side or inside the home.

The human vights violations suffered by a refugee Tead to disruptions in

the relationship she has with herself as well as with others. The process off

turning oneself off. becoming numb, to withstand trauma and its after-
math becomes less functional over time, creating a sensc of unreality that
interferes with evervday functioning (Agger 1992). Relations with others
are disrupted as basic trust 15 profoundly violated (Robben and Sudrez-
Orozeo. 1n press). "Extreme violence “unmakex” the internalized culturally
constituted webs of trust, based on social norms, world views, and moral
conventions” (Robben and Sudrez-Orozeo, 2000). Furthermore, trauma
frequently is transmitted “radivactively™ from the inner world of the vie-
tim across generations, perpetuating contlicts (Gambel 2000),

[Tuman rights vielations in the context of political or social unrest are
not the only sources of trauma for migrants. For undocumented immi-
grants, the actual border crossing often proves to be a traumatic event lor
adults and children alike. At the U.S.- Mexican border, for example, those
crossing the border risk heat exhaustion and violence at the hands of bor-
der agents and paid crossing guides (Eschbach et al. 1997). Women are at
particular risk of being physically abused, raped, robbed, or murdered dur-
ing border crossings (Friedman 1992: Amnesty International 1998),

In addition to violence experienced prior to or during migration, all too
many immigrant children witness a high level of violence in their new
ghborhoods that are

ls

neighborhood and school settings. Manyv move into nei
fraught with violence and dismal social situations. Simply walking to
school can beconie a traumatic cvent. In one sample (conducted by the
Harvard Immigration Project. of the Harvard Graduate School of Educa-
tion, codirected by the author and Marcelo Sudrez-Orozeo), of four hun-
dred recent immigrant children attending fifty schools in two American
cities, many voiced concerns about school and neighborhood violenee, in-
cluding rape and murder in their school, the stabbing of a teacher in front
of her class, a shooting 1n the school parking lot, a face slashing, a bomb
explosion, an armed prison escapee chased by police on school premises
during school hours, and gang and drug activity. Violent incidents in the
new setting may perpetuate previous traumas or <ubject immigrants to
new traunias.

In many cases, children are separated from their parents for long peri-
ods of time as a result of migration. Parents often leave children with
relatives as they forge pathways in the new country. At other times the
child comes with once parent, leaving the other parent hehind in the home-
land. In the Harvard Immigration Project sample. 80 percent had been
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separated from one or hoth parents for periods of several months to several
vears, During this time the child is Tikely to attach hersell (o a new care-
taker, who may or may not affectionately attend to her needs. I the child
succeeds i attaching to a new carctaker, the separation from this care-
taker in order to be reunited with the parent may be quite painful (com-
pounding the mourning and loss that follows immigration). The fallout
from the period of separation can lead to significant tensions between par-
ents and children (Falicov 1998).

A much ess dramatic but nevertheless significant form of stress for all
migrants has been termed “acculturation stress™ (Berry 1998: Flaskerud
and Uman 1990; Smart and Smart 1995). This is the process whereby in-
dividuals Tearn and come to terms with the new cultural “rules of engage-
ment.” The individual's place of origin provides her with familiar and
predictable contexts; these predictable contexts change in dramatic ways
following immigration. s Eva THoffmann, who immigrated from Poland
to the United States, has written, immigration results in lalling “out of
the net of meaning into the weightlessness of chaos™ (Hoffmann 1989,
p. 1531). Without a sense of competence, control, and helonging, migrants
arc often left with a keen sense of Toss, disorientation, and marginality.

Many immigrants experience a sense of cuphoria upon arrival (Sluzki
1979). Expectations are high and possibilitics seem houndless as the im-
migrant attempts to iind work and a place to live. As the realities of the
new situation are confronted, individuals normatively begin to expericence
a varicty of psvchological problems (Ainslic 1998; Arrendondo-Dowd
TO8T1: Sudrez-Orozeo 2001). Most [requently, the cumulative losses ol
loved ones and familiar contexts lead to feelings along a spectrum of sad-
ness to depression to “perpetual mourning” (Volkan 1993). The disso-
nances in cultural expectations and of predictable contexts Tead many to
experience  an anxious  disorientation. Disappointed  aspirations and
dreams, when coupled with a hostile reception in the new environment,
may lead to feclings of distrust, suspicion, anger, and even well-founded
paranoia (Grinberg and Grinberg 1989).

The repercussions of the responses at the individual Tevel can have
deeply destabilizing effects on the family, which may he felt particularly by
the children. The structure of the family 15 changed—former family lead-
ers may be “demoted™ and the nature of culturally scripted gender rela-
tionships may <hift (Hondagneu-Sotelo 1994). When immigrant women
move into the formal workplace, their new role as family providers may at
once lend them independence and create tensions within their relation-
ships. Some immigrant families become entrenched in traditional gender
roles in an cffort to ward ol acculturation.

Many immigrant families incorporate extended family members and
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arce more interdependent and hicrarchical than traditional Anglo-Ameri-
can families (Smart and Smart 1995). Some of these characteristies are
in part culturally determined but others may be secondary to migration.
Fxtended families will often live together to share both the hnancial and
the childcare hurdens. In the absence of other social support networks,
they mav rely on cach other considerably more than most nonimmigrant
families.

Immigrant parents often hecome fiercely protective of their children in
the new environment. One of the things they fear is that the children may
become too Americanized. They may set Fimits that are significantly more
stringent than those they would have set i their home country. At the
same tme, immigrant parents are often quite dependent on their children,
who develop Tanguage skills more quickly and consequently serve as inter-
preters and errand-runncers for the family. As the roles of parent and child
and their interdependency becomes more complex, significant tensions
arise.

As many immigrant parents must work several jobs, their physical ab-
sence from the home compounds the psyehological unavailability that of-
ten accompanies parental anxiety and depression (Athey and Ahearn
1991). Many immigrant children are Ielt to their own deviees Tong belore
it 15 developmentally appropriate. While in some cases this feads to hy-
perresponsible, internalized children, in other cases 1t teads to depressed
kids who are drawn to the lure of alternative family structures such as
FaNngs.

Children usually adapt more quickly to the new context than do adults,
In the school setting, children are [orced to contend more quickly and
more intensely with the new culture, The parents’ workplaces require less
in the way of language skills and are Likely to bhe populated by other mem-
hers of the immigrant community (M. Suidrez-Orozeo 1998). Parents may
feel uncomfortable with the pace of their children’s adaptation: children
may feel embarrassed by or fiercely protective of their parents” “old
country”™ and “old-fashioned™ ways.

In immigrant families the potential for miscommunication between
members must not be underestimated. Most children long to be like their
peers and thus show a preference for the language of the dominant culture
{Portes and TTao 1998). Indeed, the children often learn the new language
more quickly than do their parents. Their level of Tueney in the home fan-
cuage is likely to atrophy over time (Wong-Fillmore 1991). Henee, the
child is likely to have difficulty communicating subtleties ol thought and
cmotion in that language, even as the parents have trouble doing so i the
new language. In complex discussions, subtleties ol meanings are likely to

be missed. It s not uncommon to overhear discussions in which parents
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and children switch back and forth between languages and completely
miss one another’™s intent.

The Sendimg Context and the Lthos of Receplion

A number of factors may significantly influence the response to the transi-
tions and stress of immigration. These mediating variables can he broken
down into two categories—sending factors and receiving factors.

Fach individual hrings with him characteristics, traits, and experiences
that are referred to as sending (or antecedent) lactors. The circumstances
surrounding the migration can play a key role. If the immigrant is lured
out of her homeland by the promise of opportunity and adventure, she 1s
likely to be more positively disposed to the experience than if she is pushed
out by ethnic, religious, or political conflict, chronic hardship, or famine
i the homeland. The individual initiating the migration is likely to be
more enthusiastic about the experience than an initially reluctant spouse.
clderly parent, or child (Shuval 1980). Children and adolescents often do
not share their parents” motivation to migrate. They do not experience ca-
ger anticipation but rather take the migration as an imposition upon them
from which they have little to gain.

A variety of other sending factors, including socioeconomic back-
ground, can help to mediate the stresses of the migration process. Possess-
ing the language of the new country clearly is an asset. Religiosity and
connection with a church may also play a positive role. The rural to urban
shift (a not uncommon pattern for many immigrants), on the other hand,
may complicate the transition. Rural children often lose the freedom to
play and roam the neighborhood in the new urban environment.

Personality and temperament also play a significant role in how the in-
dividual responds to the migration process (Garcia-Coll and Magnuson
1997). Individuals who are particularly rigid, or who have a high need for
predictability, are likely to sulfer more than those who are flexible and
comfortable with change (Wheaton 1983). Traits such as shyness, pride,
sensitivity 1o outside opinions, and suspiciousness complicate the process
of adaptation.

Conditions in the new host milicu, such as the efficacy of the social
support network, the quality of interpersonal relationships, and the avail-
ability of social companionship, naturally influence adjustment to the new
environment. Whether the immigrant is able to share in the general qual-
ity of life also depends on her status as “documented™ or “undocumented.”
On an emotional level, feeling “hunted” by agents of the immigration au-
thorities leads to anxicty and paranoia; on a practical level, legal status de-
termines the kind of work available to the immigrant.
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For children, the quality of their schools and neighborhood salety affect
the process of transition. Many immigrant children find themselves in
segregated, conflict-ridden schools in arcas with high rates of poverty, “Al-
fordable™ urban housing is often located in arcas that resemble war zones.
Because ol concerns about safety on the streets, parents may require chil-
dren to stay within the confines of their cramped living spaces. 'Thus im-
migration is often felt as a loss of freedom.,

All over the world, intolerance of newcomers is historically an all-too-
common response. Complicating matters, today’s immigrants arc more di-
verse than ever in terms of cthnicity, skin color, and religion. Prejudice
and discrimination against immigrants of color is particularly widespread
and intense (Coll-Garcia and Magnuson 1997). Exclusion of newcomers
can take a structural form (when individuals are excluded from the oppor-
tunity structure) as well as an attitudinal formy (in the form of disparage-
ment and public hostility). These structural barriers and the social ethos
of intolerance and racism that many immigrants of color encounter inten-
sify the stresses of immigration.

In the late twentieth century, widespread concern about the influx of
new immigrants led to several dramatic anti-immigrant initiatives de-
stgned to prevent immigrants (largely undocumented but also docu-
mented) from receiving benefits or public services. In the United States,
immigration controls (in the form of legislation such as California’s
Proposition 187) over the vears have moved from the border, to the school
house, to the hospital and wellare agencies. These practices generate a pat-
tern ol intense exclusion and segregation—in the workforee, the schools,
and residential patterns—bhetween large numbers of immigrants and the
larger society. The patterns of institutionalized segregation are further in-
tensificd by inercasing segmentation in the cconomy (Portes and Zhou
1093). Furthermore, while immigrant youth have made gains in terms ol
level of completed education, those gains are not being rewarded propor-
tionally 1 terms of wages or carnings (Myers 1998),

Attitudinal social exclusion also plays a toxic role. Tow does a child in-
corporate the notion that she is an “atien,” an “illegal,” unwanted and not
deserving ol the most basic rights of education and health care? Fear ol the
cultural ditution of the country's institutions and values is an enduring
preoccupation feeding the anti-immigrant cthos (Espenshade and Be-
langer 1987). Immigrants who do not speak the language of the new set-
ting and who “look™ different from the dominant majority: make many
nonimmigrants uncomfortable. At best they are viewed as unwelcome
competitors, at worst as sinister. Negative attributes are projected onto
them as they hecome the target of what the cultural psycehologist George
DeVos terms “psychological  disparagement™ (DeVos and M. Sudrez-
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Orozco 1990). 'They hecome the object of symbolic violence, which sterco-
types them as innately infertor (lazy, prone to crime, and so forth) and
thus less deserving of sharing in society’s benefits.

Many immigrant and minority children are subjected (o a social mir-
roring that is predominantly hostile. Assumptions about them on the part
ol nonimmigrants include expectations of sloth, irresponsibility, Tow imntel-
ligenee, and even danger. When the child sees herself reflected this way in
a numbcer of mirrors, including the media, the classroom, and the street,
the outcome is devastating, Tmmigrant children are keenly aware of the
prevailing ethos ol hostility. "The Tarvard Tmmigration Project asked its
sample of children to complete the sentence: “Most Americans think that
[Chinese, Dominicans, Tlatians, Mexicans—depending on the child’s
country ol origin] are . . .7 The modal response was the word “had.™ Other

“

responses were Cstupid,” * useless,” fgarbage,” Tgang members,” tlazy.”

Psychologically, what do children do with this reception? Are the atti-
tudes of the host culture internalized, denied, or resisted? The most posi-
tive possible outeome s to be goaded into defiance, a desire to prove that
the labels and stereotypes are wrong: “ 1l show vou. Il make it in spite of
what vou think of me.” This response s relatively infrequent. Children
more often respond with sell-doubt and shame, setting low aspirations in
a kind of self-fulfilling propheey: “They're probably right. T'H never be
able to do 1.7 Yet another, not uncommon, response is a desire to punish
the host culture by proving its expectations to be correet: “You think I'm
had. Let me show vou how had 1 can he.”

A number of theoretical construets have heen developed over the vears
to explore the immigration experience in the United States, a society
whose founding narrative is hased on both steady streams and periodic
waves of immigration. Models developed to examine immigration in the
United States were historically largely hased on immigrants of European
origin. These immigrants’ pattern of assimilation was depicted as a gener-
ally upwardly mobile journev; the longer they were in the United States,

the hetter they seemed to do soctally and cconomically.

Patteris of Tmgration and Adaplation

The current immigration—a wave that began alter 1965—is one ol
remarkable diversity. The new immigrants come rom highly diverse so-
clocconomic and skill backgrounds. Some are among the most educated
portion of the population, thriving, for example, in the high-tech indus-
tries: others have very Little education and are therefore entering the serv-
ice indastry with Hittle prospect for advancement. The new immigrants

bring with them remarkable diversity in terms ol culture and languages.
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More than 100 languages are spoken in New York City public schools,
more than 90 in Los Angeles schools. Over 70 percent of today™s timmi-
crants are people of color, coming form Latin America, the Caribbean, and
Asia. These new immigrants are contributing significantly {o our increas-
ingly diverse society. In a society that historically has not eastly handled
race relations, this diversity Tactors into a somewhat dilferent pathway of
mmigrant insertion in American society. Today, many ol the children of
immigrants are not following the traditional trajectory of upward mobility
in the course of assimilation.

Today the pattern of adaptation is more complex. In broad strokes, sev-
cral studies on the performance of immigrant children in schools have
pointed to a trimodal pattern ol school adaptation (a critical predictor of
success 1 this soctety). Some immigrant children do extraordinarily well
in school, surpassing native-born children in terms of a number of indica-
tors—including grades, performance on standardized tests, and attitudes
toward cducation. Other immigrants tend to overlap with native-born
children. St others tend to achieve well below their native-born peers
(Kao and Tienda 1995; Rumbaut 1995; Sudrez-Orozeo and  Sudrez-
Orozco 1995; Waters 1990).

Another disconcerting pattern has consistently emerged [rom an array
ol research on immigrant groups: fength of residency in the United States
1s associated with declining health, school achievement, and aspirations. A
large-scale study by the National Rescarch Council considered a variety of
measures ol physical health and risk behaviors among children and adoles-
cents from immigrant familics, including general health, learning disabil-
itics, obesity, emotional difficulties, and various risk-taking behaviors,
The NRC rescarchers found that immigrant vouth were healthier than
their counterparts from nonimmigrant families. The rescarchers noted
that these lindings are “counterintuitive,” as it would he expected that the
racial or ethnic minority status, generally fower soctocconomic status, and
high poverty rates ol many immigrant children and families would place
individuals at higher risk. They also found that the longer vouth were in
the United States, the poorer their overall psychological health and the
more likely they were to engage in risky behaviors such as substance abuse,
violence, and delinquency (Hernandez and Charney 1998)0 1t should he
noted that a Canadian study of a similar nature vielded nearly identical
(ndings (Bester, Hou, Hyman, and Tousignant 1999),

In the arca of education, a survey of more than filteen thousand high
school students i California and Florida found a negative association
between Tength of residence in the United States and both grade-point av-
crage and aspirations (Rumbaut and Portes 1997). Another study con-

ducted in high schools across the countrny also found a pattern of deeline
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associated with “Americanization™ (Steinberg, Brown, and Dornbusch
1990).

OFf the 400 ehildren interviewed for the Harvard Immigration Project,
098 percent agreed with the statement: *School is important to get ahead.”
In a more open-ended question asking the children to name their favorite
thing about life in the United States, 44 pereent spontancously mentioned

school. In the sentence-completion task, “In life the most important thing

is .. 47 pereent responded “school.” To the sentence-completion task,
“School s .07 72 pereent gave positive responses such as “my life,” “my

other family.” “the pathway to sucecess.” Their incoming attitudes are re-
markably positive, but the verdict 1s still out regarding what will happen
in time.

Iovmigrant Adolescent Girls

With these experiences of immigrant and refugee children and their fami-
Hes inmind, one can apply the key issues of adaptation spectlically to m-
migrant and refugee adolescent girls.,

The data on the mental health and risk-behavior practices of immigrant
girls 1+ sketehy: No comprehensive study has yet been done on immigrant
airls, though =ome studies address issues of particular groups such as
Latina girvls or Filipina girls. Some ethnographic, clinical, and survey data
suggest greater depression, low sell=esteem, and tendencey to commit sui-
cide among lemale children of immigrants (Olsen 1997).

A number of studies report that substance abuse is substantially Tower
in Hispanic girls than it is in Hispanic boys. Other studies suggest that
Hispanic bovs and girls born abroad are less likely to abuse substances
than their native-born counterparts (Khoury, Warheit, Zimmerman, Vega,
and Gl 1999),

Onc team of rescarchers reviewed the literature and considered the rela-
tionship between acculturation and mental health among Latinos (Rogler,
Cortes, and Malgady 1991). They considered three hypotheses: one postu-
lated that lTess acculturated individuals would he at greater risk hecause of
loss of relationships and economic and social stresses; another predicted
that greater acculturation would lead to greater risks ol depression because
of the exposure to toxic mainstream attitudes and potential iternaliza-
tion feading to low self-csteem; and a third hypothesis predicted that risk
is greatest at the high and low ends of the spectrum. Review of the Titera-
ture yvielded no consistent support lfor any ol the hypotheses, nor were gen-
der differences established. One conclusion, consistent with the National

Rescarch Study findings (of hoth males and females) mentioned carlier.
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was that the first generation was somewhat hardier while the second gen-
eration was at greater risk.

A number ol studies have reported gender differences in responsibilities
at home. Tmmigrant girls have far more responsibilities at home than do
their brothers. Their roles include translating, advocating in financial,
medical, and legal transactions, and acting as surrogate parents. ISldest
children in particular are expected (o assist with such tasks as babysitting,
feeding vounger siblings, getting siblings ready for school in the morning,
and escorting them to school (Valenzuela 1909y

Other studies have noted significant family tensions around dating
(Espin 1999). In some immigrant communitics, becoming “American-
ized™ 1s synonymous with being sexually promiscuous. As a result, immi-
grant adolescent girls’ activities outside the home are heavily monitored
and controlled. While boys may be encouraged to venture lorth into the
new world, girls and women are more likely to be kept close to home. Be-
cause girls tend to place greater value on social and family ties, they may
be more reluctant to struggle to separate from the family (Goodenow and
Espin 1993). However, adolescent girls often experience the burden ol he-
ing torn between the pursuit of romantic love and the role of dutiful
daughter (Olsen 1997),

As a result of their parents” concerns about dating and their many do-
mestic responsibilities, immigrant girls are often heavily restricted in
their activities outside the home. These restrictions are often experienced
by adolescent girls as “unfair™ and “oppressive”™ and may he the focus of
family conflict. Yet the restrictions may indeed have benelits (Smith
1900). First, girls may be less exposed to toxic circumstances such as vio-
lence or gang-related activities. Indeed, several rescarchers have found
that girls are less likely to be involved in gangs, and when they are, their
involvement is more symbolic and less intense. They are more likely to re-
main in school and more casily make the transition out of the gang phase,
moving relatively smoothly into the labor market (Smith 1999),

since the beginning of this century, among most cthnic groups, immi-
grant girls have tended to complete more yvears of school than have their
male counterparts (Olneck and Lazerson 1974). Among Asian Americans,
an analysis ol census data found that for the children of immigrants, fe-
males reach higher levels of educational attainment than do bovs (Bran-
don 1991). A study of Afro-Caribbeans in New York showed that girls are
more likely to complete school (Waters 1990).

The cducational anthropologist Margaret Gibson notes that “there is
mounting cvidence that among some groups, ethnie girls tend to remain

in school lTonger and receive higher grades than bovs, while in others, their
























