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Challenges in Ethnic Identity Development Among Central American Refugee Youth

Canadian Multicultural Policy encourages immigrants and refugees to retain some of their unique cultural values and behaviours, but to display primary allegiance to Canadian culture by acquiring official languages and adapting to host society institutions (Berry, 2001). For youth from non-Western societies entering the Canadian school system, institutional adaptation is contingent upon cultural change; use of the English language, cross-cultural interaction, independence of thought, and direct expression of ideas to adults are all prerequisites for academic success (Colbert & Colbert, 2003; Locke, 2003). Locke explains that schools are vehicles for the transmission of the values and behaviours of the culture in which they are embedded.  Their educational practices and methods of student evaluation reflect the cultural ideals of the host society. Therefore, it appears that academic success is at least partially contingent upon youth developing a bicultural identity (Locke).

The key developmental task of the period of adolescence is personal identity formation (Erikson, 1963, 1968). Achievement of an identity involves exploration of a variety of values and behaviours, with the result of making a conscious commitment to a chosen way of being (Erikson). For immigrant and refugee adolescents, identity development involves examining their attitudes towards their own cultural group and the majority group in the host nation (Berry, 2001; Phinney, 2003). These dual aspects of identity are referred to as ethnic identity and civic identity, respectively (Berry; Phinney). 

The socialization of foreign-born adolescents into the expectations of the host culture through their school experiences often prompts them to make behavioural shifts towards Western norms (Baptiste, 1993; Rick & Forward, 1992; Roizblatt & Pilowsky, 1996). Adolescents’ behavioural changes are often generalized to the family context (Baptiste, 1993; Roizblatt & Pilowsky, 1996). Applying new behaviours and skills, such as English language skills and assertiveness skills, in other contexts would increase adolescents’ opportunities for skill practice and identity exploration.  Rehearsal of newly acquired skills is an established prerequisite for mastery (Bandura, 1977).  From this perspective, transfer of new cultural behaviours to the home context would facilitate academic success and bicultural identity formation.  However, existing research suggests that parents from non-Western societies may interpret changes away from traditional cultural behaviours as a rejection of the family and its values (Baptiste, 1993; Hernandez, 1996; Roizblatt & Pilowsky, 1996).  Family conflicts may develop related to the parents’ emphasis on cultural maintenance (Chun & Akutsu, 2003; Gil & Vega, 1996; Gil, Vega, & Dimas, 1994; Hovey & King, 1996). 

Negative parental reactions to behavioural changes towards Western norms may place adolescents in a double-bind situation: In order to become bicultural and excel academically, they need to hone the language and interaction skills valued in the host culture school system.  In contrast, in order to preserve positive family relationships, they need to minimize the transfer of host culture behaviours to their home life. The potential for adolescents to be placed in a double-bind situation and to have trouble experimenting with different cultural behaviours at home has been found to be greatest among refugee families from cultures distinct from the host culture (Roizblatt & Pilowsky, 1996). This has been attributed to parents’ heightened attachment to the ideals of their home countries under conditions of forced resettlement.

Immigration Experiences of Central American Refugees 

Central Americans are among the five non-European immigrant groups most highly represented in Canadian society (Statistics Canada, 2001). The majority of them have come to Canada as refugees, escaping from political violence in their countries of origin (Gleave & Manes, 1990; Sanchez, 2003).  The Hispanic or Latino culture they practice differs from North American culture in terms of its language, norms for interaction and communication, and relationship structure (Gleave & Manes; Hernandez, 1996; Sue & Sue, 2003).  The Canadian and American cultures are characterized by the use of the English language, low context communication in which the status of the speaker or the person spoken to do not affect the rules for interaction, a preference for egalitarian relationships, and a strong emphasis on individualism (Hofstede, 1980). In contrast, in Hispanic countries, Spanish is the primary language spoken in both the school and home contexts (Gleave & Manes, 1990). Relationships are organized hierarchically, with direct communication proceeding from people with higher to lower levels of ascribed authority and indirect communication of their responses (Gleave & Manes, 1990; Sue & Sue, 2003).  This is particularly the case in interactions between parents and children; when parents speak, children are expected to listen rather than “talk back” (Hernandez, 1996; Sue & Sue, 2003). The preservation of relationships is important, as the Hispanic culture has a strong family orientation where collective goals take precedence to individual needs (Chun & Akutsu, 2003; Hernandez, 1996; Sue & Sue, 2003). Within-group affiliation and dating are emphasized to promote cultural preservation (Gleave & Manes, 1990; Hernandez, 1996). 

These incongruities between host culture behavioural expectations and those of Hispanic families have led to cultural attributions for adolescents’ academic challenges and identity confusion (Sue & Sue, 2003). In a study of Hispanic refugee families from Central and South America, Gil, Vega, and Dimas (1994) found that adolescents’ level of cultural integration into North American society as a result of their school experiences was positively associated with disagreements with their parents about cultural change. In two follow-up studies, Gil and Vega (1996) and Hovey and King (1996) reported that the experience of parent and adolescent differences in preferences for North American versus Hispanic customs and behaviours was significantly positively related to the occurrence of family conflict. 

In a qualitative study examining Central American parents’ views of the cultural transition process in Canada and of youth’s changes towards Western norms, Merali (2004) found that parents identified the school system as a negative or “corrupting” force that served to steer their children away from Hispanic cultural ideals. Parent participants expressed that Canadian schools break families apart by making children disrespectful of parents (as indicated by assertive or direct expression), and by promoting rugged individualism and personal independence rather than familism. Interviews with youth in the Merali study suggested that they were encountering the types of double bind situations discussed earlier, where they needed to minimize transfer of some of their newly acquired cultural behaviours to the home context. The youth appeared to be compartmentalizing their ethnic and civic identities.  

Purpose of the Study


This study aimed to directly assess the relationship between the perceived level of 

discrepancy between Central American refugee parents’ and adolescents’ views of school-based cultural changes and adolescent identity development. If discrepancies between parents’ and adolescents’ approval of school-based cultural changes that are important for academic success relate to impaired ethnic identity development, it would be critically important to find ways for schools to engage with refugee parents to enlist their support for and participation in achieving their educational and cultural objectives.  Similarly, school counsellors would need to identify strategies for assisting adolescents to deal with challenges in ethnic identity formation in ways that would both promote academic success and the Canadian Multicultural Policy ideal of biculturalism.  The remainder of this paper describes the method of this study and discusses preliminary results and emerging trends based on the Central American families who have participated in the study thus far.

Method

Participants

The current sample consists of 40 Central American refugee parent-adolescent dyads (i.e., 80 individual participants), including 23 (57.5%) same-gender dyads (mothers and daughters, fathers and sons) and 17 (42.5%) opposite-gender dyads (mothers and sons, fathers and daughters). El Salvador is the most highly represented country of origin of the families, accounting for 64.5% of the participants, followed by Nicaragua (22.5%) and Guatemala (12.5 %). The families taking part in the study are first generation refugees, having come to Canada 3 to 11 years ago. Their average length of residence in Canada is 10.4 years (SD = 5.94). The age of the parents ranges from 30 to 55 years, with a mean age of 42 (SD = 6.32). The age of the adolescents ranges from 12 years to 18 years, with a mean age of 14 years (SD = 1.81). The youth’s age of arrival in Canada ranges from 4 to 9 years (SD = 4.32).


The participants were recruited through the distribution of Spanish and English study descriptions to Central American families at immigrant-serving agencies and cultural community associations in two major Albertan cities, Calgary and Edmonton. The study descriptions provide the contact information for bilingual Spanish-speaking settlement counsellors who are involved in arranging family appointments for questionnaire administration. 

Materials

Acceptance of cultural change. The Behaviour Questionnaire (Merali & Violato, 2002) was used to assess parents’ and adolescents’ perceived acceptability of school-based cultural changes and their perceived level of family disagreement about cultural change. This instrument consists of 24 items that address prototypical behavioural changes towards Western norms that adolescents may be likely to generalize to their overall life context as a result of their experiences in the Canadian school system.  It solicit evaluations of the appropriateness of English language use in the home, utilization of Western media, participation in Western cultural celebrations and festivals, interracial friendships and dating, direct versus indirect communication, such as speaking one’s mind when interacting with adult family members, and independent versus family oriented behaviours (e.g., moving out of the family home, spending more time with friends than with family members, etc.). Respondents are asked to indicate the degree to which they perceive each behaviour to be acceptable on a 5 point Likert scale (1 = completely unacceptable, 5 = completely acceptable). For the purpose of this study, respondents were also asked to rate the degree to which their parent or adolescent views the behaviours to be acceptable on the “What your Parent or Teen Thinks” subscale attached to the 24 items.  This would allow for an assessment of each family members’ perceived level of intergenerational disagreement regarding cultural change. The maximum and minimum scores on each subscale of the Behaviour Questionnaire are 120 and 24, respectively.


Merali and Violato (2002) conducted a reliability assessment on the Behaviour Questionnaire using a mixed ethnic sample, which included Central Americans. The instrument was found to have high internal consistency in 7 different languages, including Spanish, with Cronbach’s alpha ranging from .91 to .93 (Merali & Violato).  Factor analysis of the instrument yielded four item dimensions: Individualism, Interaction/Expression, Western Cultural Participation, and Western Cultural Entrenchment, reflecting assimilation into the host culture (Merali, 1996). 


Ethnic identity development & civic identity. The Revised Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM; Roberts, Phinney, Masse, Chen, Roberts, & Romero, 1999) was used to assess adolescent identity achievement.  It conceptualizes ethnic identity as a continuous variable involving exploration of one’s cultural heritage through questioning, learning about, and practicing cultural traditions, values, and behaviours, with the result of commitment to a personalized, positive ethnic identity (Phinney, 2003; Roberts et al.). The 12 items directly match this conceptualization.  Higher scores on the measure reflect ethnic identity achievement, whereas lower scores reflect identity diffusion or confusion (Phinney). Scores range from 12 to 48. 


Roberts et al. (1999) obtained evidence of the instrument’s construct validity among

an ethnically mixed sample including 253 Central Americans; factor analysis grouped the items into two distinct but interrelated factors: Exploration and Active Involvement in Ethnic Group and Affirmation, Belonging, and Identity Commitment.  An assessment of the internal consistency of the measure yielded a Cronbach’s alpha of .81 among the research sample (Roberts et al.). The instrument has a Spanish version with comparable psychometric properties (Phinney, Personal Communication).


The Acculturation Attitudes Scale for Central Americans (Dona & Berry, 1994) assesses acculturation strategy use, specifically how people go about integrating or compartmentalizing their ethnic and civic identities. It addresses 18 aspects of cultural life relevant for this group, such as language use, social interaction patterns, traditional customs, and mate selection. There are two items per topic, one reflecting a preference for Canadian ways or people (the Canadian Attitudes subscale), and the other reflecting a preference for the Hispanic or Latino culture (the Latin Attitudes subscale). Each item is rated on a 5 - point Likert scale, ranging from strong disagreement (1) to strong agreement (5). Midpoint splits of the mean item scores on each of the two subscales are performed to classify individuals into one of 4 acculturation strategies: Marginalization (Low Canadian Attitudes, Low Latin Attitudes), Integration (High Canadian Attitudes, High Latin Attitudes), Assimilation (High Canadian Attitudes, Low Latin Attitudes), and Separation (Low Canadian Attitudes, High Latin Attitudes). 


The instrument was translated into Spanish. Dona and Berry (1994) found that both the Canadian Attitudes and Latin Attitudes subscales of the Spanish version have high internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha = .88 and .80, respectively). They also assessed its discriminant validity by examining the relationship between the acculturation strategies and scores on the Cawte Stress Scale. Results indicated that the Integration strategy was associated with the least stress whereas the Marginalization strategy was associated with the highest stress levels. The English version has comparable psychometric properties (Dona & Berry). 

Procedure


Pernice (1994) reported that immigrants and refugees are most receptive to 

participating in research when the research occurs in contexts that are already familiar to

them. Taking these findings into account, questionnaire administration occurred on-site at the immigrant-serving agencies from which participants were recruited. Two bilingual and bicultural (Central American) members of the settlement staff at each host agency were hired as research assistants; one individual was responsible for administering study materials to parents, whereas the other individual was responsible for concurrently administering them to adolescents, according to individual language preferences. Both Spanish and English versions of all study materials were made available to participants to account for variable levels of first and second language proficiency. The questionnaire explanation and administration process took approximately half an hour per parent-adolescent dyad. The obtained data was coded, scored, and analyzed by the researchers. 

Results

Descriptive Information

Adolescents’ Behaviour Questionnaire self-ratings yielded a mean score of 83.34 (SD=15.54), with a range from 44 to 109, suggesting a moderate to high degree of acceptance of cultural change.  The adolescents judged their parents’ Behaviour Questionnaire scores to average at 67.46 (SD= 19.47). The amount of perceived disagreement about cultural change between the parent and adolescent in a family was calculated by subtracting each family member’s Behaviour Questionnaire self-rating score from the estimated Behaviour Questionnaire score for the other family member. The absolute value of the result was used as an index of perceived disagreement. Adolescents’ opinions were the focus of this preliminary analysis.  Adolescents’ perceived intergenerational disagreement scores ranged from 0 to 54, with an average perceived difference of 16.97 (SD = 13.5) points on the Behaviour Questionnaire. The results of a Matched Samples t-test comparing adolescents’ self-ratings of the acceptability of cultural shifts on the Behaviour Questionniare with their estimated scores for their parents revealed that adolescents perceived themselves to be significantly more accepting of cultural change, t(38) = 6.09, p <.05.  

The ethnic identity scores of adolescent participants on the MEIM ranged from 24 to 48, with an average score of 38.7 (SD = 5.12), indicating a trend towards ethnic identity achievement. Possible scores range from 12 to 48 (M = 30), with higher scores indicating greater ethnic identity achievement, and lower scores reflecting identity diffusion.

On the basis of their responses to the Acculturation Attitudes Scale for Central Americans, 30 of the 40 adolescents (75%) were classified into the integration strategy (high Canadian attitudes, high Latin attitudes), 7 adolescents (17.5%) were classified into the separation strategy (low Canadian attitudes, high Latin attitudes), and 3 (7.5%) were classified into the assimilation strategy (high Canadian attitudes, low Latin attitudes).

Preliminary Results Based on Current Sample


A Pearson Product Moment Correlation Coefficient was calculated to assess the

relationship between adolescents’ perceived level of family disagreement regarding cultural change and their ethnic identity development.  Adolescents’ perceived level of disagreement with their parents about school-based cultural changes on the Behaviour Questionnaire was found to be significantly negatively correlated with their ethnic identity achievement scores on the MEIM, r(38)= -.61, p <.01. Furthermore, all of the 7 adolescents who were not classified as integrated or bicultural and were instead classified as separated based on their responses to the Acculturation Attitudes Scale for Central Americans fell into the group of adolescents who reported the highest levels of disagreement with their parents about cultural change (Behaviour Questionnaire perceived disagreement scores of 45-54).  This suggests that their cultural stance towards the home and host cultures may be related to perceived parental pressures for cultural maintenance.

Discussion

The preliminary results of this study suggest that when adolescents perceive their parents as being less approving of school-based cultural changes than themselves, they may experience some impairment in identity development; this may take the form of greater identity diffusion or of exclusive attachment to either one’s ethnic or civic identity. This emerging finding is troubling, since bicultural identity development appears to be a prerequisite for both school integration and success in the host society (Baptiste, 1993; Colbert & Colbert, 2003; Locke, 2003). The preliminary results of this study suggest that schools need to take active steps to engage with refugee parents to enlist their support for their children’s move towards biculturalism and to collaborate with parents to promote youth’s academic success.

Casas, Furlong, and de Esparza (2003) discuss the long history of disconnection between Hispanic parents and the host society school system due to disparate cultural value systems.  They note that this disconnection has persisted despite increasing demands for parents’ involvement in their children’s education in recent years.  They recommend reframing school practices and educational goals in the context of family or community goals in order to make the host culture school system and its cultural/behavioural expectations relevant and significant in the minds of Hispanic parents. For example, they suggest framing youth’s acquisition of the English language, direct communication skills, independence etc. as a vehicle for the upward mobility of the family and community in a host society that values such behaviours. They also encourage discussions between parents and youth about how parents could directly benefit from youth’s achievement of biculturalism, such as through parents acquiring better language skills, more support accessing host society health care and other resources, etc.     


Due to the reality of discontinuities between life at school and at home, school counsellors need to be prepared to support adolescents’ attempts to develop a bicultural identity and to succeed academically (Colbert & Colbert, 2003; Locke, 2003). Sanchez (2001) describes the use of guided family dialogues between parents and youth were they can explore each other’s cultural viewpoints and renegotiate their definitions of acceptable and unacceptable behaviours in the host society. The dialogues engage family members in a discussion about the school, work, family, and community contexts in which they are currently situated and the expected cultural “scripts” (specific behaviours and skills) for each setting. A focused discussion about cultural scripts would explicate the expectations of the Canadian school system in relation to English language use, cross-cultural interaction, and direct and independent communication.  It would also illuminate the discontinuities youth may experience between school-based cultural expectations and family expectations for appropriate behaviour.  This would help parents to become aware of their adolescents’ predicament and actively work towards problem-solving with them, as parents generally wish for their children to succeed rather than to experience academic or personal challenges.

In the guided family discussions, the cultural adaptation process is conceptualized as a challenge facing the entire family system. Family members are asked about the specific challenges they face, with each family member offering their views and opinions (Sanchez, 2001).  Once family members’ views become overt, the counsellor collaborates with the family to identify problem solutions that address the needs and wishes of each family member (Sanchez). 

The emerging findings of this research suggest that it may be very difficult for adolescents to independently adjust to the school system when they face contrasting cultural and behavioural expectations in their home environment. In the ideas of Colbert and Colbert (2003), school adjustment is reconceptualized as a process involving the whole family, rather than just the student.  In working with immigrant or refugee groups, engaging with the family may be the most effective way to promote the success and biculturalism of youth. 
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