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It is important to locate the impact HR.1 1s
likely to have on the growing immigrant child
and youth population of the U.S. in the context
of large-scale demographic and social changes.
The forces of globalization are transforming
our world, generating fundamental changes in
economies, societies and cultures—changes of
a magnitude comparable to the emergence of
agriculture ten thousand years ago or the indus-
trial revolution two hundred years ago. Four
fearures characterize globalization.

First is the flow of capital and goods around
the world (one trillion dollars cross national
boundaries everyday).

Second, new information and communica-
tion technologies connect us as never before
and make available the sum of the world’s infor-

mation (though not its wisdom) at the click of a
mouse.

Third, immigrants are moving worldwide in
huge numbers. Immigrants are a fast growing
sector of the child population in such diverse
countries as China, Sweden, and the United
States.

Finally, diverse cultures inhabit the same
spaces and force us to confront powerful and
contrasting models of how to live, work, play,
and worship. These four features of globaliza-
ton shall impact the educatdon of every child
growing up today—immigrant and native alike
(see Sudrez-Orozco and Gardner 2003) .}

The Impact of H.R. 1 for English Language Learners

Executive Director, David Rockefeller Center for Latin American Studies

Professor of Education; Co-director, Harvard Immigration Projects

As a result of globalization the U.S. is in the
midst of the largest wave of immigration in his-
tory—with a total “foreign stock” population
(foreign-born plus the U.S-born first genera-
tion) of over 55 million people®. Indeed, the
United States is the only postindustrial democ-
racy in the world where immigration is both his-
tory and destiny. Immigrants are arriving in
substantial numbers and are reshaping urban,
suburban, and rural settings throughout the
nation. The tapestry of our youth population is
changing dramatically. At the dawn of the new
millennium, twenty percent of the nation’s
youth are the children of immigrants. They
constitute a large and growing share of our
school age population—for example, 44.6 per-
cent of all children aged 5 to 17 in California,
28.1 percent in New York, and 22.5 percent in
Maryland have an immigrant mother (see
Table 1, page 48). Their presence is now being
felt not only in the traditional immigrant
regions of the Eastern seaboard and the
Southwest but also throughout the Midwest and
South-—regions of the country that in the past
rarely encountered new immigrants in large
numbers. For example, the immigrant Latino-
origin population in Raleigh, North Carolina
grew by over 1,000 percent between 1990 and
2000.

We would like to begin by characterizing in
broad strokes the state of knowledge on the
education and well being of children and vouth
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growing up in immigrant households. We will
then turn to some of the challenges of studying
and servicing this population and briefly pre-
sent a strategy that we have successfully used in
attempting to deepen our understanding of the
immigrant youth experience with the idea of
suggesting how others might build on this foun-
dation. We will conclude with suggestions for
future avenues and opportunities for policy-
making.

The children of immigrants are extraordi-
narily diverse and their experiences resist facile
generalizations. Nearly eighty percent are youth
of color, coming from Latin America, Asia, and
the Caribbean. They bring with them an aston-
ishing array of languages, religions, cultural
beliefs and practices. Some are the children of
highly educated professionals and others have
parents who are illiterate, low skilled and strug-
gling in the lowest paid sectors of the service
economy”. Some families are escaping political,
religious, or ethnic persecution; others are
lured by the promise of better jobs and the
hope for better educational opportunities.
Some immigrant youth come to settle perma-
nently; others follow their parents from one
migrant work camp to another. Some are docu-
mented, and others are not. Some engage in
transnational strategies living both “here and
there”—that is, shuttling between their country
of birth and their country of choice.*

The immigrant journey today follows com-
plex paths—often bifurcating into divergent
experiences and varied outcomes. Some youth
thrive with immigration, and yet others struggle
to cope. Although the corpus of scholarship on
immigrant vouth is relatively limited, when
taken together, important and sometimes
counter-intuitive trends are surfacing.

Immigrant Children and Youth: What Do
We Know and What Do We Need to Know?
Over the course of human history, and espe-
cially during the last century, schooling process-
es and outcomes have become increasingly
powerful barometers of (current and future)

well-being.® When asked how the educated man
was superior to the uneducated. Aristotle
replied, “As much as the living are to the dead”
(see Bloom 2003). What should schooling do
for children? In the eclementary vears stu-
dents—immigrants and native alike—need to
become literate in word, number, and—in
today’s society—computing. They should also
master the major ways of thinking—historical,
scientific, mathematical, artistic. More than any
generation before it, today’s children need to
develop the cognitive skills to work comfortably
with new and evolving technologies. They need
to be able to sift through unprecedented
amounts of information to figure out what is
true, what is trivial, what is worth retaining, and
how to synthesize disparate bits into a meaning-
ful whole. They need to learn how to approach
problems that cannot be solved within single
disciplines and require a blend of multiple per-
spectives. They need to develop interpersonal
skills and flexibilities to live peacefully and pro-
ductively with those who are of a different race,
religion, or culture.

The significance of schooling for immigrant
youth is intensified, however, as schools are
the primary entry point into the host society.
How immigrant youth fare in schools in many
ways forecasts their contributions as citizens to
our society. Research examining the perfor-
mance of the children of immigrants in
schools paints a complex picture. Data from a
variety of studies suggest that newly arrived
immigrant youth are optimistic about the
future and highly value school—above all
learning English.® They report spending more
time doing homework and less time watching
television than their non-immigrant peers.’
Indeed, many immigrant youth are successful-
ly navigating the complex waters of the
American educational system, disproportion-
ately winning prestigious academic awards and
entering the most exclusive universities in
numbers never before seen in the history of
immigration to the United States. In 2002, for
example, four of ten Intel Science Prizes went
to immigrant students.
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But there are worrying signs. Many immi-
grant youth may never enter our schools—
recent Mexican estimates suggest that up to half
of the children of migrant workers never enroll
m American schools. Others struggle academi-
cally and leave schools without acquiring the
100ls that will enable them to compete in the
highly competitive knowledge intensive econo-
my. Nationwide, nearly a third of all Latino
youth (the majority of whom are immigrants or
the children of immigrants) drop out of
school.® High stakes testing, so closely associat-
edwith H.R. 1, seems to accentuate the dropout
problem especially among older English lan-
guage learners and immigrant students.’

Immigrant youth who are unschooled,
unskilled, and not proficient in English will face
dim odds in today’s economy. Many will enter
the service sector of the opportunity struc-
ture—a sector that tends to be populated by co-
ethnics. While some will achieve a decent stan-
dard of living, perhaps most will experience lit-
tle promise for status mobility. (When this is
coupled with the generally greater expectations
and ambitions associated with the U.S.-born
generation, it spells trouble for the future—
while their immigrant parents may face a life of
hard work in the service sector with gratitude
and resignation, the U.S. born generation is
less likely to be content). Some of the
unschooled and unskilled youth will gravitate
toward gangs and will face the danger of incar-
ceration in their new country—a country that
has the largest prison population in the post-
industrial world.* In the future policy makers
might consider addressing this growing “Yale or
Jail,” or “Princeton or Prison” syndrome among
the children of today’s immigrants.

Perhaps most disconcerting of all is the gen-
eral finding that length of residence in the
United States seems to be associated with
declining health, attitudinal, and schooling out-
comes'. (In the medical literature this is gener-
ally called the “immigrant paradox:” though
immigrants tend to be poorer they tend to be
healthier than the non-immigrant population).
A large-scale study by the National Research

Council (NRC) considered a variety of mea-
sures of physical health and risk behaviors
among children and adolescents from immi-
grant families—including general health, learn-
ing disabilities, obesity, emotional difficulties,
and risk behaviors. The NRC researchers found
that immigrant youth were healthier than their
counterparts from non-immigrant families. The
NRC study also found that the Jonger immi-
grant youth are in the United States, the poor-
er their overall physical and psychological
health. Furthermore, the more "Americanized"
they became, the more likely they were to
engage in risky behaviors such as substance
abuse, unprotected sex, and delinquency.*

In the area of education, sociologists Portes
and Rumbaut surveyed more than 5,000 high
school students in San Diego, California and
Dade County, Florida examining grade point
average and aspirations.” They found that
length of residence in the United States was
associated with declining academic achieve-
ment and aspirations.”® A similar pattern was
established in a large-scale study conducted of
Canadian immigrant families—length of resi-
dence was associated with declining well-being
and academic engagement." In general data from
a variety of sources—some medical, some educational,
some  sociological—suggest that the U.S.-born chil-
dren of immigrants tend to do better in terms of edu-
cational, social and health outcomes and that subse-
quent generations do not seem to build wpon the orig-
inal immigration vigor and high value of education.

While academic attitudes among immigrant
youth are largely reported to be favorable and
though there is considerable range in academ-
ic outcomes, these recent studies should give us
pause. It seems that over time all too many
immigrant origin youth perform sub-optimally
on a variety of academic indicators including
performance on achievement tests, grades,
dropout rates, and in college attendance.’ This
is an area in urgent need of further investiga-
tion and policy work.

Immigration is not for the faint-hearted. 1t is
hard. It entails deploying substantial amounts of
energy—economic, social, and psychological. 1t
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may select, in the pre-migration setting, for cer-
tain personality and social characteristics and
resources. Although there is substantial varia-
tion between and among immigrant groups, all
immigrants face the stress associated with mov-
ing to a new country. Some immigrants, espe-
cially non-English speaking people of color, face
persistent discrimination and other challenges
to achieving and/or maintaining high levels of
well-being. In addition, new data suggest that a
majority of immigrant youth suffer long separa-
tions from their families of origin and parental
unavailability resulting from long hours at work
and psychological distress.” The more subtle
challenges of establishing positive cultural iden-
tity and adjusting to new school and community
settings can also tax immigrant adolescents’ cop-
ing capacities, leaving them vulnerable over
time to the risk of academic failure.

How immigrant youth fare in schools will
have a profound impact on their future.
Academic processes and outcomes have long
been linked to a variety of structural factors
including parental socioeconomic status and
education, neighborhood-level factors, and
school segregation.”” Poor, segregated schools
with toxic school climates resulting from limited
resources, un-engaging curricula, low-teacher
expectations, and disengaged and hostile peer
cultures perpetuate social inequalities.” There is
also a direct relationship between parental edu-
cation and performance on standardized
achievement tests, grades, and dropping out.”
Immigration status (whether they are docu-
mented, undocumented, or refugees), parental
resources, cultural traditions, race and color,
and the socioeconomic and cultural climate
encountered by immigrants are important fac-
tors that affect children’s school experiences.

Such structural contributors to academic
performance are unlikely to change significant-
ly over time in the lives of immigrant children.
A more mutable factor in academic perfor-
mance—academic engagement—has also been
demonstrated to be a significant contributor to
academic performance.” We conceptualize aca-
demic engagement as a process that involves

three broad domains—behavioral, cognitive,
and social. Behavioral engagement refers to stu-
dents’ behaviors and efforts around academic
tasks—doing homework, turning in assign-
ments on time, paying attenton in class, class-
room behaviors, and attendance. Cognitive
engagement refers to the students’ intellectual
involvement with schoolwork. Is learning inher-
endy interesting? Are students intellectually
invested in their schoolwork? Do theyv report
deriving pleasure in the process of mastering
new materials? Social engagement refers to the
social relations that keep the students emotion-
ally linked and focused on their schoolwork—
the caring teacher, the tough but fair coach, the
peers that help with homework after school.

As they enter American schools, immigrant
children tend to be both optimistic about their
future and engaged in learning.” Over time,
however, it seems that this engagement is pre-
carious and vulnerable to change. Our research
over the last decade has led us to detect a vari-
ety of patterns of engagement and disengage-
ment among immigrant students.” Most begin
their academic careers in U.S. schools quite
engaged in their education.”® Some remain
engaged, others may increase their engage-
ment over time, and stll others demonstrate
variable engagement depending upon subjects
and teachers, while many disengage over time.
A variety of risk and protective factors may
account for this variation in academic engage-
ment and outcomes, ranging from individual
and family background characteristics to the
networks of social support that are available to
immigrant youth.

A series of sociological and anthropological
studies have explored the “ideologies of oppor-
tunity” and “cultures of optimism” that motivate
immigrant parents to migrate.” Some single out
immigrant “cultural values” said to promote
educational success.” Others suggest that some
immigrant families succeed by inoculating their
children against the negative social mirror and
hostilities that they may encounter in the new
culture.”” Still other studies note that successful
immigrant parents are able to maintain social
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cohesion by orienting the children away from
toxic elements of adolescent peer culture in the
new setting.*

A growing number of scholars argue that suc-
cessful adaptations among immigrant youth
may be linked to the patterns of social capital
that immigrants bring with them from their
countries of origin as well as the resources they
are able to deploy in their new settings.”
Cultural traditions of family interdependency
and respect, parental educational levels, trauma
histories and the like are examples of sending
context factors that immigrant families bring
with them to the new setting. Availability of
work, quality of neighborhood schools, and net-
works of relations are examples of receiving
context factors that matter.

Indeed, social support has been implicated
in the academic adaptation of students, and
immigrant students appear to be no excep-
tion.” Social relations provide a variety of pro-
tective functions—a sense of belonging, emo-
tional support, tangible assistance and informa-
tion, cognitive guidance, and positive feed-
back.” Parents and peers play a particularly cru-
cial role in fostering academic engagement and
achievement.” Beyond the structural obstacles
and opportunities in the new setting, the role of
parents and peers would be critical factors in
the different academic trajectories of immi-
grant youth.

Parents can support their children’s school-
ing in a variety of ways. At a minimum, good
parenting provides an emotional safe haven for
children, fostering the development of a
healthy sense of belonging, self-esteem, and
emotional well-being. Parents concretely sup-
port educational outcomes by maintaining a
value of education and establishing a standard
of expectation—what is the minimum accept-
able standard for grades or for level of educa-
tonal pursuit?® They establish expectations
about appropriate behaviors and attitudes vis-a-
~is school authorities and peer interactions. No
doubt, parents are crucial in their ability to pro-
le educational opportunities and resources.
Parents with higher educational levels are able

to provide a variety of resources to their chil-
dren that place them at a clear advantage.
These advantages include more sophisticated
vocabularies, providing more literacy opportu-
nities as well as access to computers, actively
scaffolding homework assignments, providing
private SAT instruction, accessing college path-
way knowledge, and the like.* Unfortunately,
however, immigrant parents who work long
hours and may have limited educations are at a
distinct disadvantage in this regard. In consid-
ering immigrant families, it is important to
keep in mind the critical role of extended fam-
ily members—godparents, aunts, uncles, older
cousins, and the like—who may have been in
the new country for longer periods of time and
may be more informed sources of tangible sup-
port.

Peers provide important emotional suste-
nance that sustain and support the develop-
ment of significant psychosocial competencies
in youth.® In a variety of ways, peers can specif-
ically serve to support or detract from academ-
ic engagement.” By valuing (or devaluing) cer-
tain academic outcomes and by modeling spe-
cific academic behaviors, peers establish the
“norms” of academic engagement.” Peers may
further support academic engagements
through conversations and discussions where
ideas are exchanged.” Peers tangibly can sup-
port academic engagement by clarifying read-
ings or lectures, helping one another in com-
pleting homework assignments, and by
exchanging information (about SATs, helpful
tutors, volunteer positions, and other college
pathway knowledge). Because immigrant youth
often attend highly segregated deep poverty
schools,” however, they may have limited access
to knowledgeable networks of peers.

During our years of research with immigrant
youth and their families, we have become
increasingly aware of the crucial role of net-
works of social relations—beyond parents,
other relatives, and peers—in the successful
adjustment of immigrant youth. In nearly every
story of imumigrant success there is a caring
adult who took an interest in the child and

























