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Abstract Multiple methods were used to examine the academic motivation and cultural
identity of a sample of college undergraduates. The children of immigrant parents (CIPs, n=52)
and the children of non-immigrant parents (non-CIPs, n=42) completed surveys assessing
core cultural identity, valuing of cultural accomplishments, academic self-concept, valuing of
academics, and feelings of belonging at the university. Survey results revealed that CIP's
placed a greater emphasis on their cultural identity than non-CIPs. In addition, core cultural
identity was associated with all three of the motivation scales for CIPs, but only with valuing
of academics for the non-CIPs. Implicit association tests revealed that CIPs and non-CIPs
both associated success with Caucasians more strongly than with Hispanics, a result that was
true even for the Hispanic participants in the study. Finally, a sub-group of 11 CIPs were
interviewed to gain additional insights regarding the association between cultural identity and
academic motivation. The influence of the multiple contexts in which CIPs operate is used to
interpret these results.

Keywords Academic motivation . Cultural identity . Multiple contexts

Introduction

The fastest-growing segment of the public school population in the USA and Europe is
children of immigrants (Gogolin 2002). These first- and second-generation students must
navigate complex social and academic worlds where at least two cultures intersect: the
native culture of their parents and the mainstream culture in the USA. These cultures often
differ in important ways including primary language, beliefs, and expectations regarding the
level of schooling children should achieve and gender roles. In addition, children of
immigrants often have responsibilities that the children of native-US born parents do not
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(Tseng 2004). The children of immigrants often serve as translators for their parents and
represent their parents when the family must interact with officials and institutions who
speak English, such as schools and other government agencies.

Although many have acknowledged that educating this population involves challenges
(Fuligni and Tseng 1999; Valadez 2008; van der Veen and Meijnen 2001), research on the
motivation and achievement of children of immigrants is a rapidly growing field with a
number of remaining questions. There is much to be learned about the processes, costs, and
benefits of acculturation to the mainstream culture of the host country for academic
motivation and achievement. How do adolescents navigate the complex pathway between
the family's native culture and the mainstream culture of the host country into which
immigrant families move (Arends-Toth and van de Vijver 2009; Phelan et al. 1991)? How
might this process differ for families from different native cultures, such as Vietnamese and
Latino students in the USA or Turkish, Moroccan, and Surinamese students in the
Netherlands? What are some of the strategies that adolescents use to navigate this complex
pathway? And how does the acculturation process influence the emerging ethnic identity of
the adolescent children of immigrants? In this article, these questions are considered as well
as the methodological challenges involved in examining these research questions.

Multiple contexts of development

All adolescents and emerging adults must figure out how to function in the multiple contexts in
which they operate, such as with family members at home, in social situations with friends, and
with authority figures at school and work (Huynh and Fuligni 2008; Phelan et al. 1991). In
addition to these relatively proximal contexts of immediate social interactions, adolescents
and emerging adults develop within larger societal contexts that contain information about the
norms and expectations for different groups within that society (Bronfenbrenner 1994). For
example, in the USA, there are a number of stereotypes about different ethnic groups
regarding academic and economic achievement. African American and Latino students are
often expected to perform worse in school than Asian American and White students. These
stereotypes are reinforced by persistent gaps in academic achievement and income between
these different ethnic groups. Similar negative stereotypes about Turkish students in the
Netherlands have also been reported (Verkuyten et al. 2001).

The effects of these larger societal stereotypes on the motivation and achievement of
first- and second-generation immigrants from different countries are not yet clear. Although
the act of immigrating in itself can be considered a hopeful act as immigrants sacrifice
relationships and familiarity with the culture in the native country for greater opportunities
in the new country, there is evidence that the children of immigrants often struggle to take
advantage of these opportunities. Whether children of immigrants choose to assimilate by
adopting the values and behaviors of middle-class European Americans, such as aspiring to
attend college, or with more disenfranchised groups who have not prospered in the USA,
such as lower-income African American and third-generation Latinos, depends on a variety
of factors. Some research suggests that the assimilation of immigrants depends in part on
the attitudes of the host nation (Gitlin et al. 2003; Padilla 2006; Quiles 1989). When the
host nation marginalizes the immigrant group, “downward assimilation” is more likely
(Portes and Zhou 1993). Waters (1991) also argued that the lower the social status of the
immigrant group in the USA, the greater the likelihood that the children of immigrants
would adopt the attitudes of disillusioned groups rather than optimistic and aspiring sub-
cultures. Similarly, Gogolin (2002) has argued that immigrants and the children of
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immigrants in Europe are often marginalized and underserved by their schools in Europe,
leading many of these students to disengage from school.

The intersection of ethnic identity and academic motivation

The academic motivation of the children of immigrant parents depends on a number of factors
(Urdan 2011). The educational and income level of parents, attitudes of the host society and
institutions like school toward the immigrant group, and the academic values and behaviors of
peers with whom immigrant students associate are some of these factors. Research has also
demonstrated that the attitudes and aspirations of immigrant parents for their children's
educational success can affect the motivation and achievement of the children of immigrant
parents' parental attitudes and aspirations for their children (van der Veen 2003). The fact that
many immigrant parents left their homelands and their friends attests to their aspirations for
their children, and many of these immigrant families have cultural capital in the form of
helpful contacts on the host country or high career aspirations of their own that help motivate
their children to succeed academically (Fernandez-Kelly 2008). Language barriers,
uncertainty about how school systems in the host country operate, and cultural differences
regarding the perceived role of parents in schools, however, can all serve to limit the
involvement of immigrant parents in their children's educational endeavors (Ramirez 2003).

In addition to this complex set of structural and contextual factors, the way that the children
of immigrants think about themselves, both as students and members of their ethnic groups, can
influence academic motivation and achievement (Urdan 2011; van der Veen and Meijnen
2001). As the children of immigrant parents, these second-generation students must figure out
how to negotiate between at least two cultural worlds: the native culture of their parents and
the dominant US culture in which these students were raised. Phinney and her colleagues
(e.g., Phinney 1990; Phinney et al. 2001) argued that there are different types of bi-cultural
identities. These include a near-total affiliation with the parents' native culture, near-complete
assimilation with mainstream US culture, comfort switching back and forth between the two
cultures, or not feeling connected to either culture.

Because of the complexity of the process of developing a bi-cultural identity and the
factors that influence assimilation, it is perhaps not surprising to find that the process of
acculturation for immigrants and the children of immigrants produces both benefits and
costs. For example, studies consistently find that greater levels of acculturation, as
measured by frequency of use of English at home, predicts higher academic achievement
(Urdan and Garvey 2004). In addition, when parents are able to help children with their
schoolwork, monitor their academic progress, and speak English in the home with their
children, the children tend to have higher educational aspirations and perform well in school
(Plunkett and Bámaca-Gómez 2003). On the other hand, as the children of immigrants
become “Americanized” in their use of language, manner of dress and behavior, and attitudes,
there is often a perceived distancing from the family's native culture (Souto-Manning 2007).
This distancing can produce higher levels of acculturative stress, leading to conflicts between
parents and their native-born children and to higher levels of deviant behavior (Gill et al.
2000). Indeed, some have argued that higher levels of acculturation to the values and norms
of the host country, and distancing from the native culture, is a developmental risk factor that
can undermine academic motivation and achievement (Coll et al. 2009; Perreira et al. 2010;
Suarez-Orozco and Suarez-Orozco 1995).

Although it is difficult to predict how being a child of immigrant parents influences
academic motivation and performance, it is clear that the multiple contexts in which these
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children function contribute to their academic motivation and achievement in a complicated
manner. Stereotypes about the child's cultural group, their own feelings about assimilation,
acculturative stress with parents, and their success at developing comfortable bi-cultural
identities can all contribute to their attitudes about school and their aspirations for higher
education. For example, if a student has a strong connection to the native culture and perceives
that doing well in school will cause some distancing with his native cultural group, academic
aspirations and goals may be undermined. In contrast, if a strong part of one's cultural identity is
to make the family proud or promote one's cultural group, academic motivation and
performance may be enhanced (Fuligni and Tseng 1999; Gibson 1988). Further complicating
matters, the effects of these acculturation and bi-cultural identity issues on academic
motivation may operate beneath the level of conscious awareness. In the next section of the
paper, implicit attitudes and their effects on motivation are considered.

Non-conscious motives

Motivation researchers have long argued that motivation and behavior are influenced by
factors beneath the level of conscious awareness (Schultheiss et al. 2010). From Freud's
theory about the role of the id and the superego to the unconscious needs for achievement
and affiliation described by McClelland, Atkinson, and their colleagues (cf. McClelland
1985), non-conscious motives have long held a prominent place in theories of motivation.
Although most motivation researchers have adopted social-cognitive models in recent
decades, self-determination theory persists as an example of a prominent theory of
motivation that is based in large part on non-conscious needs (Deci and Ryan 1985;
Vansteenkiste et al. 2010).

In addition to needs-based models of motivation, non-conscious processes in the form of
implicit associations can influence motivation and behavior. Implicit associations refer to
connections that people make between certain stimuli or concepts even when they are not aware
that they are making such an association, or that the implicit association is affecting behavior.
For example, research has documented that even brief exposure to the color red during
achievement situations can inhibit performance (Elliot et al. 2007). Scores of studies have
examined implicit associations to assess everything from voting tendencies (Bassili 1995) to
stereotype threat (Lee and Ottati 1995) to a variety of different “isms” such as racism (Fazio
and Dunton 1997) and agism (Perdue and Gurtman 1990).

Cultural identity involves the belief that one's connection to one's culture is an important
component of one's overall self-concept. Research has documented that when students,
particularly ethnic minority students, have a strong sense of cultural identity, they tend to
have stronger academic motivation and higher educational aspirations (Fuligni et al. 2005).
Consequently, efforts to increase or maintain a strong sense of cultural connectedness and
pride for ethnic and cultural minority students are generally supported empirically. But it is
important to remember that research on the benefits of a strong cultural identity has
typically relied on self-report data. Even when students perceive a strong sense of cultural
identity, it is possible that societal stereotypes about the abilities of one's cultural group
might influence the implicit associations one forms about academic success and one's
cultural group. For example, even if a Latino student has a strong connection to, and pride
in, his Latino heritage and culture, his implicit association between academic success and
Latino culture may have been weakened by stereotypes at the societal level, messages from
his peers, and role models in his neighborhood. In turn, this weak implicit association
between success and Latino culture may affect his academic motivation and educational
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aspirations in a manner that is beneath his level of conscious awareness. The purpose of the
present study is to examine this possibility by comparing the self-reported and implicit
associations between culture and academic motivation among children of immigrant parents
and children of non-immigrant parents.

Research questions and hypotheses

The overarching question that guides this research is as follows: When combining self-report
data with measures of implicit attitudes about cultural norms of success, what is the picture that
emerges about the association between cultural identity and academicmotivation for children of
immigrant parents (CIPs) and non-CIPs? To answer this question, a combination of conscious
and non-conscious (i.e., implicit) measures collected from sample CIPs and non-CIPs were
used. The purposes of the present research were to begin examining this research question by
developing these measures and to examine their effects among a sample of college students.
Using these data, three hypotheses were tested:

1. Cultural identity is a more salient feature of overall self-concept for children of immigrants
than for children of non-immigrants. Past research has repeatedly found that the children of
immigrant parents tend to have a stronger core cultural identity than do children of native-
born parents (e.g., Fuligni et al. 2005).

2. Because cultural identity is a salient part of the overall self-concept of children of
immigrants, it will be associated with motivational constructs such as academic self-
concept and valuing of academics and with feelings of belonging in school more strongly
for the CIPs than for children of non-immigrant parents (non-CIPs).

3. As the children of immigrants become increasingly acculturated to societal norms in
the USA, their implicit attitudes about who succeeds and who fails will resemble the
attitudes of children of non-immigrants. Because the sample of children of immigrants
includes only fluent English speakers who were born in the USA and have been
academically successful (they attend a 4-year university with rigorous admissions
standards), they have acculturated to the point that their implicit attitudes will not differ
from the children of non-immigrants.

Methods

Participants

Survey data were collected from 93 university students enrolled in an introductory psychology
course. Of these participants, 52 reported that their mother was an immigrant to the USA, and
41 reported that their mother was born in the USA. The participants with immigrant parents
reported that their parents came from 22 different countries with the largest number coming
fromMexico (n=21), the Philippines (n=5), and Vietnam (n=3). No other countries had more
than two representatives in the sample. Sixty-two percent of the sample was female, and 75%
were freshmen, 17% were sophomores, and 8% were juniors. Forty-seven percent of the
sample spoke a language other than English with their parents at least some of the time while
in high school with 34% speaking a language other than English with their parents at least
half of the time. Participants were asked to list all of the ethnic labels that they felt applied to
them and then indicate the ethnic label they felt described them best. Nineteen percent chose
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American as the label that described them best. The largest group was some variation on
Latin American (i.e., Mexican, Mexican–American, Hispanic, Hispanic–American, Latino/a,
Chicano/a, Guatemalan, or El Salvadoran), which included 23 participants. The next largest
group (n=19) indicated that the label American described them best. No other ethnic label
was selected by more than 10% of participants.

Of this sample of 93 participants, 77 (42 CIPs, 35 non-CIPs) completed an Implicit
Associations Test (IAT). The percentages of men and women, years in college, language use
with parents, and preferred ethnic label in this IAT subsample were virtually identical to the
percentages in the full sample of participants who completed the surveys.

Finally, a subsample of 11 CIPs were interviewed. This subsample included onewomanwith
both parents born in France, one woman with both parents born in Columbia, one woman
whose father was born in Australia and whose mother was born in the USA, one woman born in
Thailand to Cambodian parents who immigrated to the USAwhen the girl was 5, one woman
with both parents born in Vietnam, one man with both parents from India, and five participants
(three women, two men) who each had two immigrant parents from Mexico.

Measures

Survey The surveys were organized into four sections. First, participants were asked to provide
demographic information including gender, year in school, birth country for each parent,
frequency of English language use with parents and with friends, and the preferred ethnic or
cultural label of the participant (e.g., Asian–American, Latino, White, etc.). This method of
determining participants' preferred ethnic identity label was developed by Alarcón et al.
(2000) and reported in Fuligni et al. (2005). Second, participants were asked about their
ethnic identity, including how important their ethnic identity was to their self-concept (Core
Ethnic Identity, sample item: “In general, being a member of my ethnic group is an important
part of my self-image.”) and how positively they felt about their ethnic group (Value of Ethnic
Group, sample item: “I feel good about the people in my ethnic group”). These items were
adapted from measures used by Fuligni et al. (2005). In the third section of the survey,
participants were asked about academic motivation variables, including academic self-
concept, valuing of academics, and feelings of belonging at the university. These measures
were adapted from the Patterns of Adaptive Learning Survey (Midgley et al. 1998, 2000).
Finally, students were asked about their decision to attend college and how family members
and their cultural backgrounds influenced their college application and decision-making
process, if at all. Most of the items (importance and valuing of culture, academic motivation)
employed a 5-point, Likert-like scale. Individual items were averaged to produce scales. All
scales had Cronbach's alpha levels above 0.65.

Implicit associations test Participants completed a measure of their implicit associations
among success and failure for Hispanic and Caucasian ethnic groups. The IAT was created
using DirectRT software and administered via computer. In this test, participants were first
presented with a series of words, one at a time, and they indicated whether they believed the
word represented success or failure by pressing the appropriate key on the keyboard. For
example, in the first trial, users were presented with a word in the middle of the screen (e.g.,
“achieve”) and had to press the letter D if they thought the word represented success or the
letter K if they thought the word represented failure. “Success” appeared in the upper left
corner of the screen in this trial, and “Failure” appeared in the upper right corner of the
screen. Participants were asked to respond to each word presented in the middle of the
screen as quickly as they could but making as few errors as possible. The computer
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recorded reaction time (in milliseconds) and whether the participant correctly classified each
word. A set of 20 failure and success words were presented randomly in each trial.

In the second section of the IAT, participants were presented a set of 20 photographs of
faces, in random order. Each face was either of a Caucasian person or a Hispanic person,
and users had to classify the faces as either Caucasian or Hispanic. Again, reaction time and
correctness of each response were recorded.

In the third section of the test, participants were presented with either a word or a
picture. They had to indicate whether the word or picture represented Success/Caucasian
(paired together) or Failure/Hispanic (paired together). For example, a word was presented
in the middle of the screen (e.g., “Loser”), and if the participant thought this word was
associated either with Success or Caucasian, she should have hit the “D” key, but if she
thought the word represented Failure or Hispanic, she should have hit the K key. Twenty
words or pictures were presented in random order over four trials, with two trials pairing
Success/Hispanic–Failure/Caucasian and the other two pairing Failure/Hispanic–Success/
Caucasian. Reaction time and correctness of classification were recorded.

The goal of the IAT was to determine whether people have stronger associations between
success and culture for Caucasian or Hispanic ethnic groups. For example, if people have a
stronger association between success and Caucasians than they do for success and Hispanics, it
should take them longer to react when Success is paired with Hispanic than it does when Success
is paired with Caucasian. Similarly, participants should respond more quickly when Failure is
paired with Hispanic than when it is paired with Caucasian if they have an association, conscious
or not, between failure and Hispanic ethnic groups (Fazio and Olson 2003).

Interview After the completion of the survey/IAT portion of the study, CIPs were afforded the
opportunity to sign up for an interview session. Eleven participants signed up for the interview
sessions which took place between 1 and 4 weeks after the survey/IAT session. The purpose of
the interviews was to allow the participants to elaborate on their responses to the survey
questions. Specifically, the goal was to gain additional insights regarding howCIPs navigated the
boundaries between the two cultural contexts that they operated within: the native context of the
family and the Euro-centric context of the university. In addition, the interviews were expected to
yield information about how participants viewed their bi-cultural identity and how this affected
their academic motivation and sense of belonging at the university.

During the interviews, trained research assistants, sometimes accompanied by the first
author, asked participants to comment on their responses to some of the questions on the
survey. The researchers had the completed surveys in hand during the interviews and
reminded the participants of some of their responses, then asked them to elaborate. For
example, participants were asked to talk about where their parents were from, how
important it was to their parents that they maintain a connection with their native culture,
and how participants felt about their own self-selected ethnic label, and to describe their
efforts to find a balance between the native culture of their parents and their identity as
citizens, mostly native born, of the USA. These interviews were tape recorded and transcribed.
They ranged in length from 20–40 min.

Procedure

Participants entered a small computer lab where they were met by a female research
assistant. The research assistant told the participant the general purpose of the study was to
examine how participants thought about themselves as students and as members of their
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respective ethnic groups. Then participants read and signed informed consent forms. Half of
the participants completed the survey first then completed the IAT measure. The other half
completed the IAT before completing the survey. After completing both measures,
participants were asked if they would be willing to be interviewed at a later date. Then
participants were given the lead authors name and email address and told to contact him
with any questions or to learn the results of the study if they were interested. From the list
of participants that indicated they were willing to be interviewed, only CIPs were selected.
Those students were contacted and interviewed, either by both authors at the same time or
by the second author alone. Each participant completed the survey and IATmeasures in one-on-
one sessions with the research assistant.

Results

The data were analyzed in three steps. First, the survey data were examined to determine
whether the ethnic identity variables (core ethnic identity and valuing of cultural identity)
were associated with the academic motivation variables (academic self-concept, valuing of
academics, and feelings of belonging at the university). Of particular interest were the
associations among these variables and whether they differed for CIPs and non-CIPs.
Second, the IAT results were examined to determine whether the reaction times of
participants differed when Success was paired with Caucasian compared to when Success
was paired with Hispanic. Again, comparisons of the reaction time profiles of CIPs and
non-CIPs were of particular interest. Finally, the interviews were transcribed and coded to
gain additional insights into the ways the CIPs' bi-cultural identities influenced their sense
of ethnic identity and their feelings of comfort and belonging in school and in social
groups, both before and since entering the university.

Results from the survey data

The survey data were analyzed in two ways. First, participants were divided into two
groups: those who had parents who immigrated to the USA (CIPs) and those who did not
(non-CIPs). A series of independent t tests were conducted to determine whether these two
groups differed on ethnic identity and academic motivation constructs. The means and t
values produced by these analyses are presented in Table 1. The CIPs (M=3.92, SD=0.90)
had significantly higher average scores on the Core Ethnic Identity scale than did children
of non-immigrant parents (M=3.11, SD=97; t(91)=4.20, p<0.001). There were no
significant differences between these two groups on any of the other identity or academic
motivation scales.

Next, the bivariate correlations between ethnic identity variables (Core Ethnic Identity
and Value of Ethnic Group) with the academic motivation variables (Academic Self-
Concept, Valuing of Academics, and Belonging) were examined. These correlations were
performed two times, first for the entire sample, then separately for the CIPs and non-CIPs.
For the whole sample, the Core Ethnic Identity scale was quite strongly correlated with the
Value of Ethnic Group scale (r=0.48). In the whole-sample analysis, the Core Ethnic
Identity scale was significantly correlated with academic self-concept (r=0.26, p<0.05),
valuing of school (r=0.36, p<0.001), and belonging (r=0.22, p<0.05). The Valuing of
Ethnic Group scale was not correlated with academic self-concept (r=0.26, ns) but was
significantly correlated with valuing of school (r=0.33, p<0.001) and with feelings of
belonging at the university (r=0.26, p<0.05).
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The results of the correlation analyses that were conducted separately for the CIPs and
the non-CIPs are summarized in Table 2. They reveal a couple of noteworthy findings.
First, academic self-concept and feelings of belonging were significantly correlated with
Core Ethnic Identity for the CIPs but not for the non-CIPs. Second, the associations
between Core Ethnic Identity and valuing of academics were significant for both groups.
Valuing of Ethnic Group was significant correlated with academic valuing for the non-CIPs
but only reached trend level (i.e., p<0.10) for the CIP group.

Results for test of implicit associations

As described in the “Methods,” the computer-administered test of implicit attitudes was
presented over several trials. For the purposes of this study, the results from the last four trials
(out of 10 trials total) were used. In these final four trials, participants were asked to indicate
whether a word or picture presented on the computer screen belonged in the Success or
Hispanic category or the Failure or Caucasian category (trial 1). In trial 2, these categories
were reversed (i.e., Success or Caucasian or Failure or Hispanic). These two patterns were
each repeated in trials 3 and 4. So in trials 1 and 3, the Success/Hispanic category is contrasted
with the Failure/Caucasian category. In trials 2 and 4, the more stereotypical Success/
Caucasian pattern is contrasted with the Failure/Hispanic pattern. Longer reaction times were
assumed to indicate cognitively incongruent patterns for participants whereas cognitively
congruent associations would be responded to more quickly. Similarly, cognitively incongruent
patterns were predicted to produce more classification errors among users.

Table 1 Means and t values comparing the children of immigrant parents with the children of non-immigrant
parents on measures of cultural identity and academic motivation

CIPs
(n=52)

Non-CIPs
(n=41)

t value Hispanic
(n=33)

Non-Hispanic
(n=60)

t value

Core cultural identity 3.92 (0.90) 3.11 (0.97) 4.20** 3.88 (0.97) 3.39 (1.00) 2.28*

Value of cultural group 3.78 (0.67) 3.71 (0.64) 0.55, ns 3.53 (0.73) 3.87 (0.59) −2.46*
Academic self-concept 3.69 (0.75) 3.67 (0.73) 0.13, ns 3.72 (0.79) 3.66 (0.72) 0.40, ns

Value of academics 4.25 (0.58) 4.21 (0.62) 0.33, ns 4.27 (0.55) 4.22 (0.63) 0.43, ns

University belonging 3.91 (1.07) 3.78 (1.18) 0.57, ns 3.71 (1.24) 3.93 (1.05) −0.91, ns

*p<0.05, **p<0.01

Table 2 Bivariate correlation coefficients among cultural identity variables and academic motivation variables for
children of immigrants (n=52) and children of non-immigrants (n=41)

Children of immigrant
parents (n=52)

Children of non-immigrant
parents (n=41)

Core ethnic
identity

Value of
ethnic group

Core ethnic
identity

Value of
ethnic group

Academic self-concept 0.33* 0.09 0.22 −0.04
Valuing of academics 0.32* 0.24** 0.44* 0.44*

Feelings of belonging 0.29* 0.25** 0.13 0.27**

*p<0.05, statistically significant at this level; **p<0.10, trend at this level
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To examine differences in reaction times depending on whether Success was paired with
Hispanic or Caucasian, and to examine differences between CIPs and non-CIPs in reaction
times, mixed-model repeated-measures ANOVAs with trial (1, 2, 3, and 4) as the within-
subjects factor and a 2-factor (CIP vs. non-CIP) between-subjects factor were performed.
The average reaction times within each trial are presented in Table 3 and Fig. 1. If the
average reaction times were faster in trials 2 and 4 than in trials 1 and 3, this constituted
evidence that implicit attitudes about the associations between success and failure for
Caucasians and Hispanics differed. Mixed-model repeated-measures ANOVA with a fixed
factor to test for differences in the accuracy of classifications by the participants was also
conducted.

Comparison of CIPs with non-CIPs The results of the repeated-measures ANOVAs,
including the mean reaction times and percentage of correct classifications for trials 1
through 4, are presented in Table 3. For the tests involving reaction time, a significant
repeated-measures linear effect for trial (F=21.67, p<.001, partial eta-squared=0.22) and a
significant cubic effect (F=45.62, p<0.001, partial eta-squared=0.38) were found. No
significant between-subjects effect (F=1.11, ns), trial × CIP interaction linear effect (F=
1.19, ns), or cubic effect (F=.40, ns) was found. Post hoc analyses revealed that the average
reaction times for trials 2 and 4 differed from trials 1 and 3, but not from each other. The
average reaction times for trials 1 and 3 also did not differ from each other significantly. These
patterns were true within the CIP group, within the non-CIP group, and across both groups
combined. There were no significant main effects or interaction effects for the comparisons of
percentage of correct classifications. Taken together, these results indicate that both groups, the
children of immigrant parents and the children of non-immigrant parents, took longer to
correctly classify words and images in the astereotypical pairing of Success or Hispanic and
Failure or Caucasian category scheme than they did in the more stereotypical pairing of
Success or Caucasian and Failure or Hispanic category.

Interview results

The interview transcripts were analyzed to identify themes that emerged in the interviews.
Both authors analyzed a sub-set of four of the interview transcripts to identify themes. The
authors discussed the emergent themes of the four interviews until they agreed on which
statements in the interviews corresponded to each theme. Next, the second author analyzed
the remainder of the interviews. After analyzing all 11 interview transcripts, the second
author, in consultation with the lead author, refined the themes to include new topics that
emerged in the newly analyzed interviews. The second author then re-analyzed all 11

Table 3 Comparison of mean reaction times (in milliseconds) and percentage of correctly classified
responses between children of immigrants and children of non-immigrants across three trials

Reaction time Percent correctly classified

Trial 1 Trial 2 Trial 3 Trial 4 Trial 1 Trial 2 Trial 3 Trial 4

CIPs 1,325 1,109 1,330 1,122 94 95 92 95

Non-CIPs 1,274 1,017 1,269 983 94 96 94 96

Total 1,302 1,067 1,303 1,060 94 96 93 95
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interview transcripts and met with the lead author to ensure that both authors agreed on the
themes that emerged from the interviews and the categorization of the statements in the
interviews into the appropriate themes.

This thematic analysis of the interview transcripts revealed three themes regarding the
factors that influence CIPs as they attempted to forge cultural identities. First, a distinction
emerged between participants according to whether their messages from parents in the family
context emphasized maintaining a strong connection to their native culture or placed greater
emphasis in the importance of the participants' individual characteristics. Second, participants
talked about the role of the particular community context in which they were raised and its
influence on their developing cultural identity. Finally, the participants interviewed varied in
the degree to which they attempted to balance their cultural identities across multiple contexts.
Next, each of these themes is described in more detail.

Parental stress on cultural or personal characteristics There are differences among those
participants whose parents stressed cultural characteristics (e.g., speaking the native language
and celebrating traditional holidays) over the development of personal skills and hobbies (e.g.,
engaging in sports, academics, and clubs). Differences were apparent in eight participants when
discussing their experiences of applying to college, how comfortable they were within their
schools, and most importantly, the strength of their connection with their personal cultural
identity as young adults. Those that had parents that stressed cultural characteristics expressed
concerns about having the feeling of selling out and never being able to fully accommodate their
parent's expectations. As one participant put it,

“Yeah, they make fun of me and my brother because sometimes we'll be thinking
about explaining something and we don't know the word and they'd be like, ‘Oh your
forgetting Spanish.’ They get worried, like ‘What? You're Mexican and you don't
even know your own language?’”

As this excerpt reveals, some CIPs are confronted with one of the costs of acculturation:
a loss of connection to their native culture. Unexpectedly, this cost was less pronounced
among participants whose parents did not emphasize maintaining a connection to the
family's native culture. Those with parents who emphasized the development of personal
characteristics over cultural connections did not talk about concerns of selling out. A
participant stated,

Fig. 1 Reaction times of
CIPs and non-CIPs on the IAT,
in milliseconds
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“Well, I'll say this: My father, although he has Indian taste in activities and stuff like
that, he always kind of wanted me, he didn't say the Jesuit education and stuff like
that, but he always wanted me to be healthy academically, spiritually, socially,
athletically.”

It is apparent in this quote that the father emphasized his son's personal characteristics.
By allowing his son to enroll in a Jesuit institution, a school that does not reflect his own
religious beliefs but offers his son good academic opportunities, this participant's father
indicated that his son's personal growth was more important to him than enforcing his son's
connection to the father's native culture. The participant in this quote indicates that his
connection to his cultural background comes secondary to his academic, spirituality, social, and
athletic growth.

Some of the participants who had parents that de-emphasized their connection to their native
culture talked about their realization, as adolescents and emerging adults, that they lacked a
strong connection to their native culture but were also not fully integrated into the dominant
Caucasian culture of their high schools and the university, as illustrated by this quote from a
participant of Indian descent:

“I don't know if it was a rebellious thing, but I wanted to adopt Western values. But
somewhere along the way I remember in high school I went out for the football team
while more of the [kids of] Indian descent were on the speech and debate team and
stuff. And while it felt good that I transcended this cultural gap my skin color is
always going to be brown. I'm never going to be one of the people of Caucasian
descent, you know, and so that's when I start to wonder if I should have held on to
more of my roots.”

For some, this created a longing to learn more about their native culture, including
religious beliefs and languages. For others, the distance from the native cultures of their
parents was not mentioned as a concern, and the perceived assimilation into the dominant
culture was complete.

The community's influence Eight of the 11 interview participants spoke about the area
where they grew up in contributing to the strength of their cultural connection. This
influenced their perception about what it meant to gain higher education and what
roles their cultural background had in their academic upbringings. Demographics were
also a contributing factor to how the participants felt and adapted to their ethnic role
in society. For example, some of the participants noted that the schools and
neighborhoods in which they were raised were primarily White and middle class.
These participants attended high schools with students who were almost all native
speakers of English and with high rates of admission into 4-year colleges and universities. In
effect, these participants were surrounded by White, middle-class people and largely
assimilated into that culture.

Other interview participants specifically noted the importance of being around
members of their own native culture, either in their neighborhoods as they grew up or
once they entered the university. Two students, both of Mexican descent, talked about
their sense of responsibility to go back to their neighborhoods when they graduated
from college to help students of similar cultural backgrounds excel in school and
matriculate onto college while maintaining a strong connection to their cultural
identity.
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Strategies for balancing cultural identities in different contexts Six of the interview
participants discussed strategies they had adopted to help them create a balance between
their cultural beliefs and values and mainstream society. One of these strategies involved
joining clubs based on cultural heritage, as this participant discussed:

“Well when I was younger like in high school and middle school I really wanted to fit
in so I almost disconnected myself from my original culture. But as I got older I grew
more appreciative of both cultures. Like I'm in a Vietnamese club here and then its
just that I'm around more similar types of people than what I was then what I was in
high school and younger.”

A second strategy participants discuss was taking ethnic-specific classes that allowed the
participants to gain a deeper understanding of their ethnic backgrounds and learn about
other perspectives. For some, these classes provided a fresh perspective about their cultural
identity and helped them understand their history, whereas for others, it was a way to
connect themselves to their culture and give them the sense of connectedness that they
needed to gain in order to feel a part of their cultural community. One participant described
the importance of the culturally specific classes as follows:

“Because I was in like Chicano studies and history and things like that. And then I was
taking English with other minorities and now I'm not and I feel like I'm kind of slipping
away from that because I feel like I kind of see my friends less and stuff like that.”

For this student and others, culturally specific classes provided an opportunity for
students who are under-represented in the larger university to feel culturally connected to
students of similar cultural backgrounds.

Finally, several students talked about the utility, and the costs, of adopting different
cultural identities in different contexts. For example, several students reported behaving in a
manner that is consistent with their parents' native culture when they are in the family
context but then adopting the dominant culture behaviors and norms in other contexts, such
as the university. For some students, this cultural code switching was simply accepted as a
part of being a bi-cultural person in the USA, as illustrated by this participant's statement:

“I was in the Latino Unidos club, which hosted Mexican holidays and things like that
at school and we would get everyone to participate, but at the same time I was also
like in the French Club. I think I found a balance early on in life of like whom I am
and not trying to stress too much. I'm Mexican, this is me when I'm not Mexican this
is me when I am Mexican.”

For other students, however, this frequent switching back and forth created a sense of
identity confusion and disingenuousness, as described by this participant:

“Um, I guess it's pretty different because it is predominantly white in that area
(Kansas City) so you kind of just learn to integrate with them and then it's kind of like
a double face. Like when you're at home you're like a different person and then when
you're at school its different too.”

The process of developing a coherent identity is a challenge for most adolescents and
emerging adults. For those with one foot in the native cultural context of their parents and
another foot in the dominant White cultural context of the USA, this task of identity
integration across these cultural contexts can be particularly challenging, as the interviews
with the children of immigrant parents revealed. It is important to note that the subsample
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of participants in the interview portion of this study were self-selected and therefore may
not represent the larger sample or the views of children of immigrant parents in general.
With that caution in mind, these interviews offer a preliminary window into some of the
concerns that CIPs have as they develop a bi-cultural identity and find their place in a
mostly Caucasian university.

Discussion

For children who are members of the majority culture in a country, born to parents who
are natives of that country, ethnic identity is rarely a salient feature of one's overall
sense of self. For these children, the boundaries between the multiple contexts in which
they operate—school, peers, family, and society—tend to be permeable, the transitions
between them easy (Phelan et al. 1991). For the children of immigrant parents, however,
navigating the often-contradictory norms and expectations of these different contexts can be
confusing and challenging. The process of understanding who one is and how one fits into
school and society involves all levels of context, from internal processes within the
individual (identity) to family and even extending to the larger society. As the children of
immigrants try to figure out how much of their native family culture to retain and how
much of the mainstream culture in the host country to adopt, they are influenced by the
attitudes and behaviors of family members, peers, teachers, and the host society. Forging
coherent cultural identities and academic identities requires making sense of these multiple
and often-contradictory contextual messages.

Among the many reasons that immigrants move to Europe or the USA, parents regularly
state that they hope to provide better educational and financial opportunities for their
children than they would have been afforded in their native countries (Fuligni and Tseng
1999). Yet, the children of immigrants often find themselves in the complex and confusing
position of developing a personal identity that straddles two cultural contexts: the
mainstream culture of the host country and the native culture of the parents. As adolescents
and emerging adults try to figure out which elements of each broad cultural context to
incorporate into their personal identity, they must develop their own interpretation of what
each culture means to them. The purpose of this research was to examine the associations,
both conscious and unconscious, that adolescents forge between their cultural identity and
their academic identity. In this study, academic identity is operationalized in motivational
terms: how students think about their academic abilities (academic self-concept), the
importance they attach to their academic work (valuing of academics), and feelings of
belonging in school.

The three different methods used to examine the motivation and cultural identity of
the sample of college students produced results that were at times consistent and at
other times contradictory. All three suggest that cultural identity is a complicated and
messy construct, particularly for the children of immigrants. As the self-report surveys
and interviews revealed, and previous research has documented, the children of
immigrant parents differ in the degree to which they identify with the native culture
of their parents, the dominant culture in the USA, both, or neither (Fuligni et al.
2005; Phinney and Ong 2007). The results of the interview portion of the study were
particularly enlightening on this issue. Whereas some of the participants in the subsample
described early foreclosure and assimilation with the dominant cultural values and norms
in the USA, others described experiences in adolescence and emerging adulthood, often
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in the peer and school contexts, that made them question and adjust their cultural identity.
In addition, some participants described a high degree of comfort switching back and
forth between their two cultural contexts, whereas others struggled with feelings of
incomplete membership in either cultural group. Similar results have been reported by
others (e.g., Phelan et al. 1991; Phinney et al. 2001) and again underscore the complexity
of cultural identity formation and integration for the children of immigrant parents. How
students think about themselves, both in terms of who they are as students and who they
are culturally, depends on contextual factors as proximal as their peer and family groups
and as distal as the societal messages about the norms of the mainstream cultural values
in the host nation and feelings of people in the host nation about the immigrant groups
(Gogolin 2002).

Academic motivation and cultural identity

The survey results suggest that cultural identity is an important construct for the
children of immigrants. These students say that cultural identity is a core component
of their overall identity, and this is associated with their academic self-concept,
feelings of belonging in college, and with valuing of academics. In contrast, children
of non-immigrants were less likely to report that their cultural identity was a central
component of their overall self-concept and had non-significant associations between
cultural identity and feelings of belonging in college or academic self-concept. Taken
together, these results suggest that cultural identity is important to children of
immigrants, but it is not a blanket that covers all aspects of academic motivation and
self-concept. Indeed, there were not differences in valuing of academics, feelings of
belonging in school, or academic self-concept between children of immigrants and
children of non-immigrants, and cultural identity did not correlate with valuing of
academics in substantially different ways for these two groups. The survey data
suggest that having a strong and positive cultural identity has some motivational
benefits and few costs, particularly for the children of immigrant parents. They also support
previous findings that identification with the native culture may influence some values more
strongly than others as immigrant families become acculturated to the mainstream norms and
values of the host country (Arends-Toth and van de Vijver 2009).

In contrast, the results from the test of implicit associations revealed no association between
cultural identity and reaction times. The children of immigrants and the children of non-
immigrants both took longer to make associations between success and Hispanic than success
and Caucasian. In addition, there were no significant correlations between the reaction times
and the measures of cultural identity. In other words, regardless of the strength of one's cultural
identity or feelings about the value of one's culture, participants appeared to have weaker
implicit associations for the pairing of Success–Hispanic than for the pairing of Success–
Caucasian. In addition, the association between Failure–Hispanic was stronger than the
association between Failure–Caucasian.

Although children of immigrants have positive conscious associations between cultural
identity and academic motivation, as narrowly defined in this study, the measure of non-
conscious associations reveals no such benefits. One interpretation of these results is that
the children of immigrants included in this study had internalized stereotypical messages
from the mainstream cultural context that success is more strongly paired with Caucasian
than with Hispanic culture. These implicit attitudes may not influence conscious attitudes
(as evidenced by the positive associations between the conscious measures of cultural
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identity and academic motivation for children of immigrants), but they may influence
motivation and achievement under certain circumstances, as demonstrated in research on
stereotype threat (Steele and Aronson 1995). Students may be less inclined to pursue areas
of work or study for which their implicit association between success and their own cultural
group is weak.

Limitations and future directions

This study represents an initial attempt to compare the connection between motivation and
achievement of the children of immigrant parents and the children of non-immigrant
parents using both conscious and implicit measures. Prior research documenting the
positive association between cultural identity and motivation was replicated. In addition, the
positive association found with self-report data was not replicated with the implicit measures
used in this study. Indeed, there was no association between the implicit and self-reported
measures of cultural identity.

Although provocative, the impact of these findings are tempered somewhat by the nature
of the samples and measures used. The CIP sample was born to parents from several
different countries, some with stronger stereotypes about the academic achievement of their
cultural groups than others. For example, in the USA, Latinos are typically expected to
perform poorly in school, whereas Vietnamese and Indian students are expected to perform
well. Members of the sample with parents who immigrated from countries like Australia
and France would most likely be indistinguishable from other middle-class White students.
Similarly, the sample of CIPs were more academically successful (they attended a 4-year
college with rigorous admission standards) and likely came from wealthier families, than
the first- and second-generation students that have been examined in other research (e.g.,
Necochea and Cline 2000; Verkuyten et al. 2001). Although the comparison of CIPs with
non-CIPs produced interesting results, future research examining a more homogenous
sample of CIPs would likely provide results that were more easily interpreted.

A related limitation involves the IAT measure. In the test of implicit associations, only two
cultural groups, Hispanic and Caucasian, were compared. Although Latino students were the
largest sub-group in the CIP sample, this sample consisted of participants of several different
cultures and ethnicities. Therefore, comparing the IAT results of CIPs and non-CIPs did not
produce a clean comparison of two distinct cultural groups. Future research that examines the
reaction times of Hispanic students with the reaction times of Caucasian students on this IAT
measure would likely prove most interesting. We are currently collecting such data.

Finally, it is worth noting that all of the participants in the samples, both CIPs and non-CIPs,
were quite highly acculturated to the dominant US culture. They all attended schools in the US,
spoke English from an early age, were successful academically, and matriculated onto a
selective 4-year university. It is not clear how the associations between cultural identity and
academic motivation, both explicit and implicit, would generalize from this sample to a less-
acculturated sample, a less academically successful sample, or a younger sample. We are
currently analyzing data collected from Latino high school students in an inner city school to
examine these questions.

Conclusion

The intersection between cultural identity and academic motivation is a complex one for the
children of immigrant parents, many of whom are struggling to figure out how to integrate
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the norms and expectations of the two cultural contexts in which they live. Most of the
extant research in this area has relied on self-report measures, and this research has often
found that academic motivation and performance is enhanced when students have a strong
sense of cultural identity. Although the results of the present study support this extant
research, it also suggests that implicit attitudes may differ from self-reported attitudes and
beliefs. To gain additional insights into the motivation and cultural identity of students,
particularly those who have traditionally underperformed in schools in the USA, it may be
important to consider both implicit and explicit attitudes.
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