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Immigrant-heritage 

children and adolescents 

are the fastest-growing 

segment of the youth 

population in the  

United States.

Supporting Immigrant Youth: 
Removing Obstacles and Building on Strengths

i m m i g r a n t  y o u t h

A s nonprofits across the country 

tighten their budgets and try to meet 

growing community demands, there are 

surprising lessons to be learned from 

immigrant communities. Despite stereotypes to 

the contrary, immigrant children and adolescents 

have shown astonishing resilience in outcomes 

despite their low levels of traditional networks 

and support (i.e., low family socioeconomic 

status, low English-language proficiency, and 

low levels of parent education). It is clear that to 

succeed against the odds, immigrant youth have 

tapped into distinct community resources.

While ethnic-based organizations make up a 

relatively small segment of the nonprofit commu-

nity, one would be hard-pressed to find a nonprofit 

that does not work with or on issues relevant to 

immigrant youth. Nonprofits fill various integral 

roles within immigrant communities—from edu-

cational institutions to civil-rights and advocacy 

groups, from arts and cultural-heritage organiza-

tions to religious charities. The success stories of 

immigrant youth have vast implications for how 

nonprofits can better capitalize on communities 

to foster success among American youth.

Currently, immigrant-heritage children and 

adolescents—who are foreign born themselves or 

U.S.-born to foreign-born parents—are the fastest-

growing segment of the youth population in the 

United States. Frequently, nonprofits view immi-

grant populations as accumulations of deficits, but 

for immigrant youth, nonprofits should also see 

the assets that can be built on and developed. In 

this article, we raise these questions for nonprofits 

concerned about immigrant youth:

•	Which strengths do immigrant youth demon-

strate in schools and in their communities?

•	What are the institutional and contextual sup-

ports that foster this success?

•	Which nonprofit programs and practices are 

most effective in fostering success among 

immigrant youth?

As nonprofits across the United States set out 

to reexamine organizational priorities and as they 

restructure programs to adapt to shifting budgets 

and community demands, there has never been a 

better time for the research community and the non-

profit sector to share knowledge and ideas concern-

ing this significant population of American youth.

So what do we know about this demographic?
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Despite being more 

likely to grow up in low–

socioeconomic status 

families, immigrant 

youth show positive 

outcomes in many  

areas of development.

support positive development across immigrant 

generations. In short, there is something good 

happening in immigrant families; we need to learn 

from these examples so that as these children 

acculturate, these positive dynamics can continue.

Building Ethnic Community Capital
Several lines of research suggest that community 

capital plays a large role in the educational and 

behavioral trajectory of an immigrant child. Com-

munities with tightly woven ethnic social networks 

and shared knowledge about school systems and 

opportunities for educational advancement are 

protective and catalyzing forces in the academic 

and behavioral development of immigrant youth.

Research suggests that community capital 

works in several ways. At the most basic level, 

when community members are well connected 

through local institutions and shared goals, they 

form a strong safety net for children and adoles-

cents in the community. A strong social fabric 

better enables adults to monitor their children and 

reinforces family and community values through-

out the community.

Recent ethnographic research on several 

Chinese immigrant communities provides an 

example of how this community capital oper-

ates. Brown University’s conference on the 

immigrant paradox presented work on the 

ways in which Chinese immigrant parents band 

together to prepare children for each educational 

transition.1 Parents share knowledge on the best 

school systems, the expectations of schools, and 

the necessary steps to advance within the Ameri-

can educational trajectory. They not only share 

knowledge about these systems but also extend 

the system through self-organized after-school 

and weekend enrichment programs, test prepara-

tion courses, and the organization of community-

based scholarship funds. They receive support 

from community nonprofits such as the China-

town Consolidated Benevolent Association and 

the Jinying (Zhongshan) Merchants Association 

Chinatown in Los Angeles.2 These communities 

may not have many high–socioeconomic status 

households or easy access to high-performing 

community schools, but they gain a solid footing 

from understanding the routes and mechanisms 

Positive Trends in Youth Development
From recent research on immigrant youth, one 

of the most compelling trends is the immigrant 

paradox: despite being more likely to grow up 

in low–socioeconomic status families with little 

English proficiency and of having parents with low 

levels of education, immigrant youth show positive 

outcomes in many areas of development. But with 

each generation, outcomes decline; by the third 

generation the positive academic and behavioral 

outcomes frequently decline to the levels of their 

native-born, low–socioeconomic status peers.

Many immigrant adolescents initially perform 

at equal or higher levels in school than do their 

native-born peers (as measured by GPA and test 

scores). Again, these outcomes result despite the 

fact that their families are poorer and less accultur-

ated. Even more striking are these young people’s 

positive attitudes and behavior. Immigrant adoles-

cents—who are more likely to attend some of the 

worst-performing schools in the nation—are more 

likely to report that they “like school,” that their 

“teachers are good,” and that “school is important 

to their future” than are native-born students.

In addition, immigrant adolescents are more 

likely to attend classes and spend substantial 

time on their homework than do their native-born 

peers. Moreover, research consistently shows that 

immigrant youth are significantly less likely to 

engage in risky and delinquent behavior than are 

their native-born peers. Specifically, immigrant 

adolescents and young adults are less likely to 

smoke, to use illegal substances, to binge drink, to 

engage in violent delinquency and property delin-

quency, or to be arrested or incarcerated than are 

their later-generation peers.

For a few reasons, these findings are useful 

for the nonprofit community. First, by furthering 

their understanding of resilient immigrant youth, 

nonprofits can contribute to a more positive per-

ception of immigrant children and adolescents. 

Second, these findings have vast implications 

for the ways in which immigrant youth—despite 

many obstacles—have tapped into community 

and family resources to achieve success. By 

understanding how immigrant youth capitalize 

on resources to achieve success, institutions can 

prioritize programs and goals to more effectively 
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within the community. This includes festivals and 

fairs, language classes, cultural dance and per-

formance groups, and publicly available cultural 

resource centers.

Continuing-education programs for 

parents. Research suggests that immigrant 

parents of school-age children who continue 

their education can better support their children 

through educational transitions. Programs that 

support parents in continuing their education—

through information sessions, funding opportuni-

ties, and enrollment assistance—connect parents 

within the educational community and expand 

community knowledge surrounding the American 

to higher education and a strong network of social 

ties within the community.

Community-based nonprofits have historically 

played—and continue to play—a large part in cre-

ating this kind of community capital. The follow-

ing programs have been most effective.

Ethnic-based parent groups. The creation 

of community-planning groups, parent coalitions, 

parent information sessions about educational 

opportunities for children, and parent-organized 

tutoring and college preparation programs.

Community-based cultural-heritage pro-

gramming. The development of cultural-heritage 

programming that is specific to ethnic groups 

Several statistical indicators bear out the paradox of the conditions, chal-
lenges, and aptitude of today’s immigrant children in the United States.
•	 Twenty-three percent of all children in the United States are children of immi-

grants, the fastest-growing component of the nation’s child population.*
•	 According to research, 1.8 million undocumented young people are under 

the age of 18.**
•	 One out of every five children in the United States has an immigrant parent. 

A total of 18 percent of U.S. children speak a language other than English 
at home, and the number increases to 72 percent of children in immigrant 
families.§

•	 Forty-four percent of immigrant children are in households with parents 
who are English-language learners, and 16 percent are in households with 
parents who have mixed English-language skills rather than fluency in 
English.§ §

•	 The percentage of immigrant children with only English language–learner 
parents (by parents’ country of origin): Mexico, 64 percent; Central America, 
52 percent; Indochina, 53 percent; Somalia, 63 percent.

•	 Fifty-nine percent of immigrant children have at least one U.S. citizen 
parent (but 34 percent of children have parents who are English-language 
learners only).

•	 Seventy-seven percent of immigrant children have a parent who has lived 
in the United States for 10 or more years.

But in terms of various indicators, immigrant children show more positive 
developmental outcomes than do U.S.-born children.
•	 Twelve percent of immigrant children (79 percent foreign born) test posi-

tive on the Clinically Significant Behavior Programs scale), compared with 
30 percent of other low–socioeconomic status minority children.†

•	 Forty percent of foreign born adolescents (of immigrant parents) are more 

likely to have abstained from sex, alcohol, and illegal substances, compared 
with 23 percent of U.S.-born peers in native families.† †

•	 In a national study of postsecondary outcomes, both low–socioeconomic 
status Mexican young adults from immigrant families (62 percent) and 
low–socioeconomic status Chinese, Filipino, and Korean young adults 
from immigrant families (91 percent) were more likely to attend college 
than are low–socioeconomic status native-born whites (51 percent).‡

Endnotes
*Donald J. Hernandez, Generational Patterns in the U.S: American Community Survey 

and Other Sources, paper presented at National Conference on Children & Adoles-

cents from Immigrant Families, March 6–7, 2009 (www.brown.edu/Departments/

Education/paradox/documents/Hernandez.pdf).

**William Perez, Academic Resilience and Civic Engagement Patterns of Undocu-

mented Latino Students, 2009 (www.brown.edu/Departments/Education/paradox/

documents/Perez.pdf).
§Children of Immigrant Children, the Future of Children Web page, October 5, 2004 (www.

futureofchildren.org/newsletter2861/newsletter_show.htm?doc_id=241921).
§ §Donald J. Hernandez, Generational Patterns in the U.S.
† Cynthia García-Coll, Flannery Patton, Hillary Yang et al., The Immigrant Paradox: 

Is Becoming American a Developmental Risk? (www.brown.edu/Departments/

Education/paradox/documents/GarciaColl.pdf).
††Jon M. Hussey, Denise D. Hallfors, Martha W. Waller, et al., Journal of Immigrant 

and Minority Health, vol. 9, no. 2, April 2007 (www.springerlink.com/content/

k1t3200585g77032/fulltext.html).
‡ Lingxin Hao and Yingmi Ma, Postsecondary Educational Paradox among Immigrant 

Youth: Patterns and Explanations (http://brown.edu/Departments/Education/

paradox/documents/Hao.pdf).

Immigrant Children in the United States: Paradoxical Findings
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In a certain respect, 

“becoming American” 

places immigrant youth 

at developmental risk.

educational values and expectations. In national 

and regional data, high educational expectations 

among immigrant parents have been well docu-

mented. In our recently published volume Immi-

grant Stories, we discuss how immigrant parents 

of Cambodian, Dominican, and Portuguese back-

grounds place a strong focus on the educational 

goals of their children. Parents of these heritages 

expect that their children will not only attend 

college but also enter fulfilling vocations as phy-

sicians, engineers, and lawyers, for example. This 

is best understood considering that many immi-

grant parents come to the United States with the 

educational goals of their children in mind. When 

immigrant parents and their children lose these 

shared values and successful routes of commu-

nication—primarily shared through maintaining 

fluency in the native language—this strong asset 

is diminished.

These findings support the creation of program-

ming to aid youth not only in their adaptation to 

American classrooms and communities but also 

in forming strong and lasting connections to their 

family’s culture and language. Consider the follow-

ing kinds of programs as positive support systems.

Parent-child English as a Second Language 

programs. Programs that offer simultaneous 

language classes for parents and their children 

promote a greater sense of collaboration and 

common ground within the language-learning 

process. An example of how such simultaneous 

programming might function is English for Action, 

a Rhode Island–based nonprofit that focuses on 

English skills as a means to civic and personal 

empowerment. At English for Action, parents 

participate in dynamic English-language classes 

while their children attend reading and writing 

courses in neighboring classrooms. English for 

Action also encourages community organizing 

through the inclusion of community projects 

(neighborhood watches, recycling campaigns, 

and so on) and civic engagement (e.g., lobbying 

for community issues) as part of the curriculum.4

Cultural awareness children’s program-

ming. Ethnic-based out-of-school programs 

promote the maintenance of home language 

and cultural traditions and foster pride and a 

connection to cultural history and community 

educational system and higher education. At 

Dorcas Place—a community literacy nonprofit 

that works primarily with immigrant adults—pro-

grams such as Bridge to College provide immigrant 

parents with the financial incentive (e.g., a semes-

ter free at a community college) and assistance 

with admissions and financial aid to successfully 

reenter the educational system.3

Supporting Cultural Bonds
Among first-generation immigrant families, evi-

dence suggests that less-acculturated children 

and adolescents show more positive outcomes 

than do more acculturated youth. In other words, 

children and adolescents who speak only English 

and who have been in the United States for a 

longer period of time indicate more negative out-

comes across a variety of developmental areas. 

In a certain respect, “becoming American” places 

immigrant youth at developmental risk.

There is no one simple explanation for this 

finding, but it’s clear that immigrant youth do best 

when they share cultural resources and languages 

with their parents. It is natural that immigrant chil-

dren and parents acculturate at different rates; 

attending U.S. schools facilitates a rapid learning 

curve in a child’s adaptation to American youth 

culture and attainment of English-language pro-

ficiency. While in many respects, this is an inevi-

table and positive process, the problem arises when 

children lose proficiency in their parents’ culture 

and language and gain a new cultural framework. 

The loss of a shared family cultural framework—

and in many cases, a shared language—can create 

growing distance, misunderstanding, and conflicts 

between immigrant parents and their children. In 

an interview study of immigrant parents and their 

children in Rhode Island, many parents discussed 

their fears that they were losing a connection with 

their children or that their children had pushed 

away from them as they acculturated to American 

peer groups. Parents sensed that their children had 

become embarrassed by their parents’ language and 

culture because it made them stand out in school.

With growing distance and conflict in the 

parent-child dynamic, immigrant children and 

adolescents are at risk of losing access to a criti-

cal family-based resource: their parents’ strong 
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Immigrant programs 

should encourage 

and institutionalize 

biculturalism and 

bilingualism.

mainstream cultural resources. But according to 

research, as in the case of maintaining cultural 

bonds in the family, having a high percentage of 

co-generational friends is a strong support for 

immigrant youth and may partially explain the 

first generation’s advantage in academic success.

Immigrant peers reinforce the educational 

focus of families and the high expectations for 

academic success and behavior stressed within 

immigrant families and communities. Co-gener-

ational peers provide a continuation of family 

values, whereas native youth can provide a con-

tradiction. This is further evidenced by the fact 

that immigrant youth are more likely than native-

born youth to report that their friends help them 

with homework or encourage them to do well in 

school. The protective effect of co-generational 

peers may be especially salient in underperform-

ing schools, where the peer culture may devalue 

striving in school and where academically focused 

students may be ostracized by peers.

Youth programming is already a large compo-

nent of many community-based nonprofits. There 

are a couple of ways to strengthen such program-

ming to benefit immigrant youth.

Peer tutoring and ethnic-based educational 

programs. Connecting immigrant youth at each 

stage of schooling (at elementary, middle, and 

high-school levels) through educational programs 

and peer-to-peer tutoring fosters collaboration 

networks. These types of programs enable chil-

dren to engage with their communities in novel 

ways and can open communication between older 

members of the neighborhood and youth. One 

example of this type of programming comes from 

work done in conjunction with the John Nicolas 

Brown Center. Local graduate students developed 

an oral history project in the largely Portuguese 

and Cape Verdean neighborhood of Fox Point 

in Providence, Rhode Island, where elementary 

and middle-school students interviewed longtime 

residents, photographed community landmarks, 

and created a community exhibit capturing the 

cultural history of the neighborhood.5

Encouraging bilingualism and bicultural-

ism. We know that immigrant children and adoles-

cents show the most positive outcomes when they 

are fluent and comfortable in their homes as well 

as in the mainstream language and culture. Pro-

grams and institutions should thus encourage and 

institutionalize biculturalism and bilingualism.

Encouraging Peer Groups
There is some evidence that regardless of the 

student demographics in the schools they attend, 

immigrant children are more likely to befriend 

other immigrant children than are later-genera-

tion immigrant-heritage students. This kind of 

self-segregation may be perceived as worrisome 

by preventing access to English language or 

Table 1: Immigrant vs. U.S.-Born Children: Developmental Indicators
Immigrant Children U.S.-Born Children

82% live in two-parent families 71% live in two-parent families

95% have a father who is employed 95% have a father who is employed

62% have a mother who is employed 75% have a mother who is employed

32% have a father who isn’t a high-school graduate 9% have a father who isn’t a high-school graduate

20% live in official poverty 15% live in official poverty

47% live 200% below the poverty line 33% live 200% below the poverty line

Among uninsured immigrant children, 45% have no regular source of 
medical care

Among uninsured U.S.-born children, 77% have no regular source of medical care

12% test positive on the Clinically Significant Behavior Programs scale 12% of middle-class white children and 30% of low–socioeconomic status minority 
children test positive on the Clinically Significant Behavior Programs scale

40% have abstained from sex, alcohol, and illegal substances 23% have abstained from sex, alcohol, and illegal substances

Sources: Donald J. Hernandez, Generational Patterns in the U.S.; Jon M. Hussey, Denise D. Hallfors, Martha W. Waller, et al., ”Sexual Behavior and Drug Use Among 
Asian and Latino Adolescents: Association with Immigrant Status,” Journal of Immigrant and Minority Health, vol. 9, no. 2, April 2007 (www.springerlink.com/content/
k1t3200585g77032/fulltext.html); Cynthia García-Coll, Flannery Patton, Hillary Yang et al., The Immigrant Paradox: Is Becoming American a Developmental Risk? (www.
brown.edu/Departments/Education/paradox/documents/GarciaColl.pdf); Sylvia Guendelman, Helen Halpin Schauffler, and Michelle Pearl, “Unfriendly Shores: How 
Immigrant Children Fare in the U.S. Health System,” Health Affairs, vol. 20, no. 1, January/February 2001.
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enormous obstacles that many immigrant chil-

dren face; nor is it to ignore the immigrant chil-

dren and adolescents who slip through the cracks 

of our schools and communities. While foreign-

born youth are showing surprising resilience, the 

rapidly declining outcomes of their later-genera-

tion youth is certainly cause for concern. Rather, 

by focusing on resilience in immigrant youth, 

we not only affirm these youth as a positive and 

permanent addition to the United States but also 

better understand how to support each genera-

tion of immigrant youth. Nonprofits have histori-

cally played—and continue to play—an integral 

role in supporting immigrant communities and 

the lives of immigrant children and adolescents. 

There is now tremendous opportunity for the non-

profit community to learn from these communi-

ties. Together they offer a compelling model to 

cultivate resilience from economic hardship and 

optimism out of tremendous obstacles.
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and group investment in educational goals. It can 

also reinforce peer-to-peer educational supports 

within immigrant communities. The Greater Boston 

Chinese Cultural Organization provides a vast 

network of resources for Chinese Americans in the 

Boston metropolitan area, such as local after-school 

programs that combine Chinese language and cul-

tural appreciation classes with tutoring in math, 

science, and English.6 These classes bring Chinese 

children and adolescents together in a cultural com-

munity as well as through shared educational goals, 

making it a powerful support for immigrant youth.

Ethnic-based leadership clubs. Membership 

and leadership are significant to positive ado-

lescent development. This is especially true for 

immigrant youth, who—as they navigate between 

home and mainstream cultures and language—

feel isolated in schools or their community. At 

the Brown University conference, William Perez 

of Claremont University noted the propensity of 

even undocumented Latino youth to be highly 

engaged in community-service activities that help 

other undocumented youth and that contribute to 

high levels of civic engagement.7

Capitalizing on Positive Trends
As financial resources are stretched in communi-

ties throughout the country, the need for effective 

nonprofit policy has never been more pressing. 

While the challenge is great, there is good reason 

to be hopeful when it comes to nonprofits’ ability 

to continue to effectively support the success-

ful trajectories of American youth. Research on 

resilient trends in immigrant youth populations 

confirms that financial resources are far from the 

only—or even the most important—resources in 

American communities.

There has never been a better or more neces-

sary time for nonprofits to capitalize on the posi-

tive and protective processes already operating in 

American communities: the formation and main-

tenance of dense social ties, the transmission of 

community-held information between residents, 

the celebration and sharing of community heri-

tage, and the reinforcement of positive, education-

ally focused youth networks.

Highlighting the strengths of immigrant 

children and adolescents is not to ignore the 

There is now tremendous 

opportunity for the 

nonprofit sector to 

learn from immigrant 

communities.


