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^ :abstragt.:;
This constructivist stiiciy explored the bicultural

experiences of Southeast Asian refugee youth who have settled
with their fami1ies here in America. In addition, the study
examined their transactions with various key support systems
and agents.

For the purposes of collecting data, the

researcher conducted a single round of interviews with a set
of informants who provided their own constructions, or views

regarding these issues.

By drawing attention to multiple

perspectives, the researcher attempted to gain a deeper
understanding of refugee youth within their environment.
The study identified culturally-sensitive and

linguistically accessible support agents in the school and
ethnic community who performed critical preventative and
restorative functions to help youth cope with the stressors

of the bicultural environment.

Moreiover, the ability to i

translate key cultural values into adaptive strengths
reflected a certain bicultural competence of refugee youth.
The implications for social work practice include the
need for workers engaged in cross-cultural practice to

possess cultural-relevant knowledge to assist particularly in

the identification of adaptive cultural strengths.

At the

level of community intervention, workers must recognize the
multi-facets of social support and identify key ethnic

support agents to help refugee youth facilitate bicultural
adjustment and coping skills.
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INTRODUCTION

Literature Review

Since the American evacuation of South Vietnam in April
1975 and the collapse of the governments in Cambodia and

Laos, well over 2 million refugees have fled their homelands
due to intolerable human rights violations and subsequent
deteriorating economic conditions (Tenhula, 1991).

Over 1

million refugees from these areas came to the United States

with the assistance of the federal government and in
accordance with existing U.S. immigration law (Rumbaut,
1995). They represent a wide range of distinct ethnic,

cultural, and linguistic groups of people often referred to
as Southeast Asian or Indochlnese.

As refugees, these are not immigrants who adhered to

particular annual immigration quotas and restrictions, able
to prepare for their departures.

Rather, many Indochinese

refugees had little choice but to leave their homes,

possessions, and sometimes family behind, and escaped with
little else but their memories, dreams, and talents. The

theme of forced migration is part of the Southeast Asian

refugee narrative.

Even today, large numbers of people

continue to flee that region (Rumbaut, 1995).

For the children of refugee families, the migration
experience is particularly difficult.

Many of them have

lost close relatives or friends or suffered other trauma

from war atrocities and political violence and destruction.

Some refugee young people entered the U.S. as young children
without parents, siblings, or extended kinsperson who were
lost during the escape or journey or separated during the

asylum-camp experience (Freeman, 1989).
This generation of young people is growing up in a
society unlike the one their parents were raised.

In

traditional Southeast Asian families, children are often

required to obey and respect their parents; and parents are
responsible for providing for all the children's needs and

socializing them (Tran, 198iB).

The assimilation experience,

however, has challenged the traditional roles and values

held within the family.

It is not uncommon for families to

experience structural changes because of the differing
language abilities between the generations.

Learning

English at a more rapid pace than many of their parents, the
children, by default, are relied upon by parents for support

in difficult language situations (Rutledge, 1992).

This

reliance creates a role reversal from traditional society,
and sometimes results in conflict within the family.
As they come in contact with new behaviors and

perspectives throughout their school experiences. Southeast

Asian youth become more "American" in many ways, ranging
from tastes and preferences of food, dating practices and

modes of dress and speech to their increasingly
individualistic orientation toward life (Rutledge, 1992).
As the older generation hang onto their traditional culture

and values and urge their family to do the same, the youth

are quickly learning the new culture and adopting new
values. Consternation of the child or adolescent grows as he
or she continues to live in two cultures: the Vietnamese

ciilture of the home and the American culture of society
(Freeman, 1989).

Further exacerbating the depth and significance of
these cultural changes is the growing inability of families
to CQf-trol the young or to slow down the pace of

assimilation.

Many parents are too busy working and have

littie time to teach their children the native language, and
culture.

In most situations, they also do not have enough

knowledge about American culture to help them effectively

deal with societal and educationai demands (Tran, 1988).
Consequently, these children, who are facing a world

unfamiliar to their families, are presented with the

responsibility of forging a path towards belonging in the
new environment.

As a result, many parents are losing their obligative
and moral authority in educating and socializing their

children.

They have difficulty understanding their children

and do not know how to communicate with them (Tran, 1988).

By the time their children reach adolescence, they have
difficulty coping with the bewildering youth culture in

American society and sometimes their reactions range from
.excessive strictness to virtual neglect.

Disorientation

among parents is common, and at a time when their children

need special guidance and attention, parents find themselves
unable to effectively fulfill their roles (Freeman, 1989). ;

Placing great value on education, parents may have high

academic expectations for their children.

Consequently,

many refugee youth work diligently to achieve success in the
school system.

This work ethic which aids their

adaptability, however, has also served as a two-edged sword
- though parents are extremely proud as their children
succeed in school, they are also concerned of the distance

created by their child's growing American identity
(Rutledge, 1992).

The educational success of Southeast Asian students,
however, have been hampered by a number of factors.

The

disruptions, of the refugee experience bring major gaps in
schooling and academic development to refugee children whose
present and future plans are unsettled and insecure (Vuoung,
1995). The school dropout rate among Southeast Asian youth
is steadily increasing (Huang, 1989).

When asked about

problems related to school. Southeast Asian youth have
reported cognitive and language difficulties.

Ethnocultural

factors within the school system, such as the racial/ethnic

composition of the class and the entire school may also have
a significant impact on the outlook of Southeast Asian youth
(Tran, 1988).

Some young Southeast Asian youth also felt the actual

school environment to be a significant barrier to academic
success.

Findings from a recent survey of Southeast Asian

youth reveal' that relations with peer:groups; w^^^
prdblematic. :

Asian stiidenth were asked to

state their most significant problem, over 50% cited
problematic social interaction with peers, many of which
included physical altercations.

These findings were

similarly expressed by California researchers in testimony
before Congress (Asian immigrants..," 1987).

They reported

that racial tension had become a regular aspect of school
life for Asian children in California; with common

occurrences of Asian youth being punched, mimicked,
harassed, or robbed by non-Asian fellow students.

Some have

compared the school environment to a "war zone" in which

they are continually harassed and called a variety of names,

such as "Yang," "Nip," "Chink," and "Jap" (Kibria, 1993).

Many Southeast Asian students have consequently found
safety by exclusively keeping within the circle of fellow

Southeast Asians.

A high degree of ethnic segregation

characterizes the social structure of most ethnically
diverse high schools (Kibria, 1993). Unfortunately, this has

isolated many Southeast Asian students and has hampered
valuable opportunities to interact and build relationships
with other peers. This dilemma reflects the difficulty they

have in forming a secure identity in an environment they

,

feel: they cannot participate,: in (Vuong
V

In their need and desire to belong and be further

accepted, many Southeast Asian youth have found apparent
fulfillment in ethnic gangs.

An increasing number of

Southeast Asian youth groups have become entangled with the
law, engaging in a wide range, of anti-social activities,

,

from truancy to drugs, car theft to robbery, even murder.

Youth diversion programs, particularly those dedicated to
gang prevention and job training, are non-existent, even in

communities in which Southeast Asians make up a large
percentage of the minority group (Vuong, 1995).

From an ecological perspective, the developmental task

of identity formation is intensified for the refugee
adolescent, who must negotiate between family, peer, and
societal expectations to resolve the question "Who am I?"
(Huang, 1989). As Southeast Asian youth attempt to

assimilate to the host culture and internalize "being
American," the rejection they experience from members of the
dominant group may complicate;the formation of an identity

and positive self-concept (Huang, 1989). Confronted by
disapproval and rejection around them.

Southeast Asian

youth may have a particularly difficult time integrating a
bicultural identity.

In their attempts to maintain an

apparent balance between the demands of two worlds, they may

realize that they fit in neither, while deep down they want ;

to be in both pieces.Ci GonsexguentlY,

they are often :

marginalized.in key systems (e.g. family, school .peer); that,

they^are to be involyed in..
.,i.

/ ^

Focus-'.-O.f -Inqui-ry-..

/

This study focuses on the bicultural experiences of

Sbutheast .Asian ..youth who have . settled,'with their families ;
here in America.

The challenges of all newcomers may

involye common ...elements, but . the refugee experience,
specifically .that of, Southeast'Asians, :are quite,.different
than those of other immigrants.

Likewise, within American

society, refugee youth may face many of the same problems as

other American youth face, yet their experiences are
different given the refugee experience.

There is a need to

understand the refugee experience on their terms,
particularly in the midst of investigative studies that

exposes and emphasizes its problems, followed by a call for
immediate solutions; or narratives that often cast

immigrants and refugees as part of a heroic folk tale in
which they arrive in total destitution and in a very short
time succeed beyond everyone's wildest expectations
(Tenhula, 1991).

Approaches to inquiry which aim to gain a

better understanding of the experiences of these groups must
accommodate the rich and descriptive oral histories which

tell of their experiences.
. ■ Similarly, the ■ dominant'narratives and forms of inquiry
of youth have been limited to people talking about them, or

.

to them.

Oftentimes, they are denied the opportunity to

explain their points of view-and to speak for themselves on
their own terms (Gaines, 1991).

And when given the

opportunity, their views or constructions are oftentimes
misconstrued or not considered valid or meaningful.
Armed with the assumption that outsiders, including

adults and peers, do not understand them, immigrant groups
and youth respectively have expressed the need for people to
talk with them.

An inquiry about the present concerns of

Southeast Asian adolescent youth is essentially worthy of
research, based on the assumption that many youth and

minority groups today are "not being heard."

Therefore,

this study establishes essentially one goal: to give various

individuals the opportunity to express for themselves how
they perceive and understand their situation and to be
understood on their own terms.

Although this study aims to achieve a deeper
understanding of the present concerns and issues facing
Southeast Asian youth, the task of inquiry and exchange of

ideas present certain challenges.

According to Mandel

(1988), it is very difficult for Vietnamese students to talk

about themselves, not only because of the complexity of
their experiences but also because of certain cultural
traits. In general/Vietnamese young people are polite and
sensitive and are careful to avoid hurting or embarrassing

others. Their innate shyness and sense of modesty may

inhibit a free exchange of ideas (Mandel, 1988).
The researcher has thus chosen to utilize a broader

focus of inquiry to include the perceptions of other key
stakeholders to gain a better contextual understanding of
the experiences of refugee youth.

Utilizing an ecological

perspective, which focuses on interconnected systems
dynamically interacting with an individual (Germain, 1991),
the researcher elicited various constructions of reality

held by those in their social environment. Furthermore, by

taking on an approach to inquiry which utilizes a "person
in-environment" perspective to the research problem, the

findings of the presenting inquiry will have significant
implications for the fields of social work practice,
particularly in the levels of both direct practice and
community intervention.

Moreover, this study will not

ignore or exclude the distinguishing perspectives of the
social work profession, including person-in-environment,
ecosystems, and strengths perspectives.
METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS

The Constructivist Paradigm

Over the past decade or so, a scholarly battle has been
fought between advocates of classical empiricism and those
who have come to be called social constructivists over what

philosophical approach should guide social work research and

practice (Atherton, 1993). The fundamental question that

underlies the basic dimensions of this debate is as follows;

What is the nature of reality as we know it? (Atherton,

1993). Classical empiricists claim that truth about the
world is "out there" and independent of the individual.
Social constructivists, on the other hand, believe that

truth about the world is not independent of the individual
but depends on his or her perceptions, thoughts, and beliefs
(Atherton, 1993).

In a misguided attempt to become as

scientific as the natural sciences, social work research has

traditionally embraced the logical positivist paradigm
(Heineman, 1981). Unlike positivist inquiry, constructivist
research welcomes the notions of contextual inquiry, mutual ;
and cooperative interaction, and empowerment which have all
been part of social work's abiding focus.

The

constructivist paradigm was therefore determined to be

appropriate for the investigation of the research problem.

Some of these issues are outlined in the proceeding
discussion.

Studying the Research Problem in its Context

The complexities of human settings and social phenomena

necessitate a paradigm that allows for deep understanding
and explication of social phenomena as they are observed in

their own contexts.

Whereas traditional positivist inquiry

has blinded the researcher to other ways of seeing, the
interactive process of constructivist inquiry does not
ignore the unique shaping forces that exist in each context,
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;

but rather focuses on the context-specific
interrelationships that give data meaning (Heineman, 1981).
Construetivist inquiry is dependent upon context, which
provides great power for understanding (Erlandson, et al,
1993).

"Real problems always appear in particular contexts

and while relevant data leading to resolution may come from

many sources, their solutions are always bound by those
contexts" (Erlandson, et al, 1993).

As Guba (1990) suggests, within these contexts, the
researcher can entertain any construction that is proposed
by reasonable and well-intentioned persons; and will not
reject any construction out of hand. "There is no final

truth, only different tellings of different stories
organized under the heading of the same tale" (Denzin,

1992). Therefore, multiple constructions are possible and
must be told.

The construetivist paradigm also fits well within a
cross-cultural awareness framework for social work practice.

Cross-cultural social work can use its ethnographic

information in planning, delivering, and evaluating social
services for particular ethnic groups (Lum, 1996).

Within

this paradigm, the cross-cultural researcher has the
opportunity to learn about another culture in terms of its
cognitive beliefs, affective expression, and behavioral
relationships.

The research experience and its findings

also increase ethnic competence, which involves awareness of
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cultural ,limitations, openness to cultural; d

, the'

opportunity to learn about client experience, use of the

culturai network;Of community resource^,- and the 1

ackhowledgment.. pf cul.turai: yaiues ;within each: ethnic group
(Lum, 1996).

The Clutual and Ihtera^^

Relationship

1;in;conventional paradigiri's aim to"honorr objectivity,■ thd i
researcher is essentially separated as much as possibie■from

the ;p£bcess of^ .h

principles of 1

constructivism, on the other hand, facilitate rather than

obstruct cooperation between researcher practitioner and
respondent. The researcher does not attempt to insulate

himself or herself from the setting but seeks to establish
relationships through which the mutual shaping of
constructions is a collaborative exercise (Erlandson, et al,
1993) . The constructivist paradigm "affirms the mutual

influence that researcher and respondents have on each ■
other"

(Erlandson, et al, 1993) .

Therefore, even the

:

,constructions of the researcher are also considered^

Mutual Benefit of Participation

Cuba and Lincoln (1989) provide three considerations of

participation - empowerment, education, and connection.

One

of the characteristics of constructivist inquiry is that the
process empowers those who are involved in it.

In

traditional positivist inquiry, subjects have looked to
researchers as "experts" for knowledge that actually exist

within themselves.

By essentially determining and relating

to them an authoritative set of knowledge, the research
process undermines and disempowers people as youth, parents,
and as a community. Rather than supporting existing power
structures, the constructivist researcher seeks to empower
those who participate in the study by honoring their
constructions.

The informants themselves remain the: experts

because it is their own constructions which are considered

as the focus of the study.

Participation in the study also aimed to promote
connection by developing shared constructions among the
stakeholders.

Such connections reduces the need for

justification of separate positions and enables participants
to jointly reach richer levels of understanding and insight.
Another central feature of constructivist research is

that participation be educative.

During the inquijry

process, both researcher and respondents have multiple
opportunities to share, confront, criticize, and learn from
one another's constructions.

Various constructed realities

come into contact with each other, and in turn, no person or
group leaves such encounters within the research setting

without new constructions of reality (Erlandson, et al,
1993).

According to Guba (1990), constructivist research

does not intend to predict, control, or transform the "real"
world.

Rather, it is the mind of the constructor, where

subjective reality exists, that is to be reconstructed.
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The Hermeneutic Dialectic Circle

In this study, the researcher collected data relative
to Southeast Asian youth and their support systems.

In

choosing a site, the researcher sought to maximize

opportunities to engage in a rich mix of constructions,
interactions, processes, people, programs, and structures.
Instead of focusing on one setting, such as a school,

community organization, or agency, the researcher decided
that the network of community would be the most appropriate

setting.

Consequently, the researcher included members of

key stakeholder groups within the local ethnic community,
such as schools, community organizations, and religious
institutions.

Rather than utilizing a random or representative

sampling which aims to achieve generalizability, the
researcher utilized a purposive sampling which aimed to
explore at greater depth the range of constructions provided

by key stakeholders.

Sampling was primarily conducted

through a referral process which is built within the

construetiviSt paradigm.
In the initial identification of participants,

divergent views within the Southeast Asian community were
sought.

Figure 1 (next page) depicts the hermeneutic

dialectic circle originally proposed by the researcher.

The

identification of suggested stakeholders into this circle

was basically determined by their ability to provide a range
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;''vKfigure;1r
The Initial HeOT

Vr■■

Dialectic Circle

(within-circle process)

INPUTS TO CIRCLE
- literature analects
-observations
- researcher's construction

YOUTH

PEERGROUPS

COMMUNITY LEApERS
(civic, ethnic/cultural)

YOUTH WORKERS

FAMILY

(church, iaw

(immediate, extended)

enforcernentj

social agehcies

SCHOOL OFFICIALS

(e.g. teachers, principals, counselors)

C=c
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of constructions regarding the experiences of Southeast
Asian refugee youth.

The emergent nature of the sampling process within

constructivist paradigm required that the researcher request
participants to identify additional key stakeholders.
Through this process, new informants were identified and

included in the modified circle, The inclusion or exclusion
of stakeholders into this circle was based on their

availability and their ability to provide new or divergent
data to the emergent themes.

As inquiry progressed, the

hermeneutic dialectic circle was modified in response to
availability of prospective participants and the
accumulation of incoming information.

Figure 2 (next page) depicts the modified hermeneutic
dialectic circle and serves as a visual construct of the

respondents involved in this study. The modified circle

involved a total of 23 respondents compromising of four
stakeholder or participant groups:

ethnic community

leaders; bilingual school agents; youth (high school

students and college students); and community workers

(social worker, pastor, priest, and resettlement agency

director). Informants from the youth stakeholder group were
either high school or college students between the ages 14
24.

The researcher interviewed key support agents from five

local schools - two high schools and three middle schools.
Each of the participants were born either in Vietnam or
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FIGURE 2:

The Modified Hermeneutic Dialectic Circle

INPUTS TO CIRCLE
- literature analects
-observations

- researcher's construction

COMMUNITY LEADERS

(ethnic community
organizations)

BILINGUAL SCHOOL AGENTS

COMMUNITY

(tutors, assistants,

WORKERS

ESL instructor

(social worker, priest, pastor,
resettlement agency director)

YOUTH

high school & college students

C=construction
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Cambodia; twenty informants were Vietnamese, three were
Cambodian.

All but two informants had arrived in the United

States.after.1975.

AlL the participants resided and/or ;

worked in Riverside or San Bernardino County.

Moreover, all

of the interviews were conducted in English; students with

limited English proficiency were provided with translation
support by their bilingual tutors.
, ,

All participants were asked to read and sign an

informed consent (Appendix A) form which explained the

,

purpose and methods of the study; youth informants under the

age of 18 were required to have a parent's signature as
well.

At the conclusion of the interviews, participants

were also given a debriefing statement (Appendix B), which
informed them of the voluntary nature of participation and
phone numbers if they had any concerns regarding the study
or their involvement.

Data Collectibn and Recording Modes
Interviews are valuable tools in collecting qualitative

data, since they are useful in discovering what people
think, how one person's perceptions compare with another's,
and in putting those varying responses in the context of

common group and beliefs and themes (Fetterman; 1989).
Though the interviewing process has been traditionally
portrayed as one person asking the questions and another

person answering them, in constructivist inquiry, the . . .
interview takes more the form of an interactive dialogue, or

as Erlandson, et al, (1993) describes "a conversation with a
purpose."

This study utilized semi-structured interviews as the

primary approach to, data collection.

Within this approach,

the interview is guided by a set of basic issues to be

explored, but neither the exact wording nor the sequence of
questions is predetermined.

The researcher avoided from

being bound or overly structured by prepared questions, but
instead allowed a natural style of inquiry or interaction to
elicit information (Erlandson, et al, 1993).

This informal

interviewing process involves the researcher and respondent
engaged in a dialogue that is a mixture of conversation and

embedded questions; or as Fetterman (1989) suggest, in a
manner in which "the questions typically emerge from the
conversation."

In other words, the researcher may have a

series of questions to ask participants, but will wait for
the most appropriate time to ask them during the process of
dialogue.

One of the keys to getting rich data from dialogue is
in asking good questions (Erlandson, et al, 1993).

Patton

(1980) outlines six basic kinds of questions that can be

used to get various types of data: experience/behavior
questions

elicit descriptions of experiences, behaviors,

actions, and activities; opinion/value questions ask people
to reveal their goals, values, and desires; feeling
questions are aimed at understanding emotional responses;
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knowledge questions elicit factual information; sensory
questions determine sensitivity to various sensory stimuli;
background/ demographic questions elicit basic information
such as education, past experiences, age, and residence.
The presenting study posed various questions, many of which

were delineated using these six categories (Appendix C).
Since constructivist inquiiry aims to collect thick,

descriptive data, the nature of the analytic process
requires accurate descriptions or records of interviews.
For the purposes of maximizing fidelity (Erlandson, et al,
1993), or accuracy of data recording, the researcher used an

audio tape recorder to provide an accurate record of what

was said.

By recording the intejrview, the researcher was

free to personally interact with the respondent. Note-taking

was limited to outlining major themes that were beginning to
evolve, and provided a clear and concise way for memberchecking techniques, constant reflecting, and review.

By

using a combination of both recording methods, the

researcher aimed to maximize the accuracy of the interview
situation yet facilitate the interpersonal qualities of
inquiry.
Instrumentation

Unlike the instruments of conventional research, the

human instrument is the most important tool in

constructivist inquiry.

In the presenting study, the

researcher was the primary instrument for data collection.
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Therefore, the researcher took various steps in preparation

for inquiry.

These strategies aimed to enhance the quality

of the data-gathering process and facilitate interaction
between researcher and respondents.
Firstly, the researcher became familiar with the

ontological, epistemqlogical, and methodological assiamptions
of the constructivist paradigm, namely concepts of
relativism, subjectivity, and hermeneutic dialectic
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Secondly, the researcher attempted to gain greater
sensitivity to the respondents' social, cultural, and

environmental contexts by seeking out information; through
reference material (e.g. newspaper articles, novels,

textbooks, essays, videos).

As an outsider coming in, the

researcher was presented with certain challenges as he
attempted to become aware of the divergent meanings and

cultural understandings of various cultural groups, such as
youth culture and Southeast Asian ethnic groups.

Through

such preparation, however, the researcher was able to

broaden his understanding of the realities and experiences
of the respondents and bridge the sociocultural dissonance

between the researcher and the participants.
Though the constructions of the researcher will not be

identical to those of respondents, they must be compatible
so that communication can take place (Erlandson, et al,
1993).

It is imperative•that the researcher communicate
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with the various stakeholders in a manner that makes sense,
or "reflect the respondents' world view" (Patton, 1980).

The bicultural, or Asian-American identity of the researcher
conducting the presenting inquiry provided a certain basis
of commonality with Southeast Asian informants.

Though no

immigration and acculturation experiences are identical,
this common ground enabled the researcher to better

understand their constructions, as well as provide the
researcher the motivation for investigation of the research

problem.

An attitude of genuine interest and the ability to

engage with informants guided much of the data collection
process.

Underlying this preparatory approach to constructivist
research is the learning attitude that the researcher must

.acquire and convey during the entire inquiry process
(Erlandson, et al, 1993).

Therefore, prior to entering the

research setting, the researcher conceded that no one is
more of an expert on what they know, understand, and feel

than the stakeholders themselves.

attitude,

By adopting a learning

the researcher avoided imposing, even

inadvertently, his own interpretations or constructions,

Since the researcher was necessarily intrusive upon
participant's environment, he aimed to adopt a personal

style that invited trust, dissipated suspicion, and conveyed
genuine intrigue, interest, and sensitivity.

These mutual T

and interactive qualities enabled the researcher to access

the rich storage of data within the research setting and

obtain the fullest picture coinmunicated by respondents'
relevant constructions of reality (Fetterman, 1989).
Quality Control

Guba and Lincoln (1985) suggest various ways the
researcher can establish "trustworthiness," which enables

the study to make reasonable claims to methodological
soundness.

In this study, the trustworthiness of observations was

established through triangulation, which is the process of

comparing and testing one source of information against
another (Erlandson, et al, 1993).

Triangulation strips away

alternative explanations, and improves the quality of data
and accuracy of findings.

In this study, each piece of

significant information was expanded by at least one other,
source by conducting another interview or through review of
the literature.

Trustworthiness was further established through the

hermeneutic dialectic process.

Within this process, the

important technique of "member checking" verified data and
interpretations with those from whom they were collected
from (Erlandson, et al, 1993).

The dependability and confirmability of the study was
also determined through an audit trail developed by the
researcher (Erlandson, et al, 1993).
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These include records

kept during the study, such as notes regarding the inquiry
process, procedures, and decisions.
Phases of Inquiry
The Initial Phase: Orientation and Overview

The researcher started with ethnic coitimunity leaders as
the initial stakeholder group and elicited their
constructions about their experiences, concerns, and
perceptions of Southeast Asian youth.

Initially, the

researcher allowed respondents freedom of expression.
However, when subsequent respondents did not add further
information, the interviewer introduced themes from earlier

respondents and elicited their responses to them.

At the

end of each interview, the researcher solicited nominations

for other respondents.

The major purpose of this phase was

to maximize the range of divergent constructions, which
provided an overview and orientation to the setting
(Erlandson, et al, 1993). Due to time limitations, the

presenting study completed the initial phase of inquiry as
the researcher conducted a single round of interviews, and

was able to begin a second round of interviews with only
three informants.

Given more time, the researcher would

have conducted subsequent rounds of interviews with the same

set of informants, which would have focused on the emerging

claims, concerns, and issues previously shared by relevant
constructs.

Ideas that were only a blur in the initial
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phases would have then taken on a sharper focus (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985).

Member Checking
Before analyzing the data, the researcher conducted a

member check, which allowed members of stakeholder groups to
verify,

challenge, or correct interpretations, categories,

and conclusions of the researcher.

This technique is most

important in establishing credibility and trustworthiness
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Member checks may be conducted

continuously in a formal or informal manner throughout the
data collection process (Erlandson, et al, 1993).

In this

study, the researcher routinely conducted member checks

throughout the duration of the interview by giving the

informant an opportunity to verbally verify interpretations
and data gathered earlier.

The researcher also formally

conducted member checks by furnishing copies of summarized

analyses of interviews to stakeholder groups.

A final

member check was conducted by furnishing copies of the

entire study to each of the participants.
Data /Analysis

The principles of the constant comparative method as
presented by Glaser and Strauss (1967) were utilized as a

method for data analysis in this study.

This method

involved the comparison of the most recent responses with
previous responses in a search for consistencies.

Unlike

traditional research paradigms, construetivist research

involves an inseparable, interactive, and ongoing
relationship between data collection and data analysis. In
this study, this ongoing process provided direction for

subsequent interview questions and data collection-analysis
procedures.

Beginning from the very first interview, the researcher

responded to the first available data and immediately formed
tentative inferences from the context. The researcher then

unitized the data by dividing it into units that were

relevant and uniquely interpretable.

Next, "incidents" were

tentatively assigned to provisional categories on a
intuitive "look-alikeness" or "feel-alikeness" judgment.
The process of coding these incidents was conducted
through direct data entry into computer using a word
processing program.

Much like the system of index cards

suggested by Glaser and Strauss (1967), the system of

computer entry involved placing single entries into larger
categorized folders. Before new incidents collected in

subsequent interviews were integrated with existing
incidents, they were judged on whether they exhibited the
category properties that had been tentatively identified.

The constant comparing back and forth gave the researcher
confidence that he was converging on some stable and
meaningful category set.

As these provisional categories

began to accumulate substantial niimbers of "unit cards," the
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researcher placed a categery label that served as the basis

of inclusion/ exclusion crit®tia for new information.
The data collection prbcess was informed by what the

researcher had previously lea.rned through prior analysis and

collection.

Categories thus changed over time; some

disappeared and merged under more general labels.

Consequently, categories soon "emerged" as ones constructed
by the researcher or as categories used by the respondents.
The data collection and analysis process continued until all

identified informants,had pa:rticipated.
Moreover, this continuous process also provided a means
for deriving theory.:

The constant comparison of incidents

began to generate theoretical properties in each of the

categories and a conceptual frame of patterns, themes, and
connections between them.

From these categories:, grounded

theories were developed.
FINDINGS

The- researcher^ asked key adult informants to share

their perceptions of Southea.st Asian youth living here in
America, and youth informants were asked to share their own
experiences. In the process of inquiry, the researcher was

provided with a range of information.

There were major

constructions that emerged from the interviews: the

experiences of living in a bicultural environment, namely
the American schools and ethnocultural traditions of home;

the bicultural skills that helped them adapt and function in

these environments; and key support systems that further
assisted them cope with its various demands. From these

various constructions, there were specific areas of
consensus and divergence related to various themes.
School Eaiperience

Education was described as the, principal endeavor for
refugee youth.

The school experiences of refugee youth were

particularly significant, given the cultural importance

placed on education, and the fact that the school system was
also an institution that refugee youth interface and
interact with the most. The constructions of their school

experiences were thus the overriding focus of the presenting
study. The researcher sought to capture various perspectives

of their school experiences by eliciting the constructions
of those in the school environment, including both students
and key' support agents.
Sense of Powerlessness and Loss

As newcomers, refugee students enter a social

environment that is foreign to them.

When the researcher

elicited from informants what the "refugee experience" meant
to them, they often described it in terms of force or loss.

As one key informant stated: .
"It means that you came to this country against your
own will. You came here because you were forced to

leave your own country and come here.
are called a 'refugee.'"
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That's why you

Another infoimant stated:,,

"When you come here because you were forced to come

here, you leave behind your own family members, all
your culture, your history, your ancestors' place."
■ Informants also described the refugee experience as a
handicap or loss of basic functioning and abilities.

As a'

key informant stated: "You are totally a stranger here.

You

have eyes, but you don't see. You have ears, but you don't
hear.

You have a tongue, but you cannot speak."
Key youth informants described their loss in terms of .

social support. Responses describing such loss ranged from

leaving family and friends behind to the profound sense of
loneliness here in America, particularly in times of
distress, confusion, or fear.

As one college student

stated:

"When I first came, oh, man, I miss my friends over
there. Because anytime I get in trouble, like those
people that want to mess around with me, and laugh at
me, that makes me upset and miss my friends more in .
Vietnam. That's because they were already friendly and
there's family over there."
These experiences of fear, confusion, loneliness, and

sadness were in stark contrast to those who had previously
gone to school back in Vietnam. To these informants, they

described the school life as like family.

As one high

school student stated: "Over here at school, it is not like

family.

In Vietnam, we communicate - all students are '•

really friends.

We miss them when we come over here."
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Language Ability and Social lntera.ction
Another consensus tha

among youth informants

when describing their school experiences was limited

language ability.

v

,

Student informants made references to

handicaps due to language proficiency, such as one high

school:student who stated: "The first time I came here,,1
cannot hear, because they speak very fast, and I cannot hear
what they speak.
cannot hear."

The teachers too, when they spoke, I
'

When asked about the nature of the relationships
between Southeast Asian students and rest of student body,
students and teachers did not report serious racial or
:ethnic conflict in the school environment.

In fact, the

responses ranged from "there's no big problem with racism"
to "we all get along beautifully here."

Many informants

confirmed that any harassment or conflict that did exist in
the school environment occurred as a result of language.
Informants stated that attempts to speak English were

sometimes received by ridicule. As one high school student
■

stated:

"When 1 first came, I did not speak much English, just
basic communication dialogue--like 'how are you?' or

'hi■--not much at that time. And I got a problem with
my pronunciation.
A lot of people were making fun of
me, just because the way I talk. . .it was just a really
really hard time."

30 :

Another high school student similarly stated: "When I spoke
English, they would make fun of us, joking, saying you're
speaking another language."
Language acquisition hot only impacted the learning

experience, but the development of social and interpersonal

skills as well. Their ability to speak English was an
important factor in the extent to which they interacted with
peers outside their ethnic group. Key informants stated that

this lack of language proficiency, particularly during their
first years in Araerican schools, contributed to the fear,
loneliness, and sadness within the school environment.

Out

Cf protection, fear, or confusion, students reported that

most of their friends were primarily students from their own
ethnic group. As one college student explained, "We can
speak to each other and understand each other because we

share the eame experiences."

Consequently, the students

were "linguistically isolated," limiting their interactions

with those who:spoke their own language. As one tutor
stated, "We have problems with kids who are new

arrivals..they do not speak English fluently.

So that is

why sometimes they are afraid to make friends with other

:

kids."

Students were also reported to be unable to participate
in certain activities, such as student clubs, due to

language ability. These clubs were identified by student
informants as something they wanted to be part of, but were
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unable to join because of limited language skills or the

lack of club members from their particular ethnic group.

There were various factors from their family that also
limited their opportunities to fit into the mainstream.

These included parents' attitude towards teaching approaches
and their perception that the school system seemed to be
allocated for play since extra-curricular.activities were

considered an important part of the school program.
According to one informant,
"The problems arise when mom and dad are more

traditional and don't let them participate in afterschool activities. And the kids want to blend in. But
most parents don't allow them to participate. The
parent's own way of thinking is 'well, you go to
school, you learn, you go home and do homework, and you
go back to school.'

That'sit."

Another Cambodian tutor believed that .the education

level of parents was an important factor in their child's

academic success. "If the family has some education, then
the kids will learn faster.

If the parent's don't have some

education,; the kids will have a lot of problems learning
English."

It appears that the ability to speak and understand

English was a critical key to establishing themselves
academically and socially in the school environment. Given

that language ability was critical in these areas, some
informants spoke how it also impacted the students' sense of
self esteem. As one bilingual tutor"stated:
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"They feel down, they feel like they're not
succeeding..Their level of self-esteem changes. At
first they come over, they feel so down because back
home they took high classes in chemistry and in
physics. And over here, when they first come over,
because the language is limited, I say, 'Well, you
cannot take that class.' Their self esteem is very
low."

On the other hand, for those students who had a greater
ability and confidence to communicate and interact, their

circle of friends were reported to widen to include peers
outside of their ethnic group.

This ability to interact

with the mainstream, however, was not without its

consequences, as noted by a bilingual tutor;

"They lose their own language. And so if they hang
around their own Vietnamese students, and if they say
something in their native tongue, and they say it
wrong, they may become ridiculed. So they'd rather be
with their American friends. Now they make mistakes in
English, but their American friends understand that

that's not their native language. So they can laugh at
their mistakes. But if they make a mistake in their
own mother tongue, it's like a disaster."
Presented with the challenge of learning a new language
to.succeed in school, along the with the desire to make
friends, it appears that Southeast Asian.students must find

opportunities that build both academic and social skills.

However, unable to use their new English language skills
with confidence in socially safe situations, namely in
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friendships, refugee students found that the task of
language acquisition was made even more difficult.
Language Assistance
One of the greatest challenges for refugee children is

that they must learn English not only quickly, but fluently
enough to use in an English-taught classroom for their

academic subjects.

According to key informants, refugee

students.received assistance to address their language needs
either through placement in some structured program or
received individualized help through bilingual tutors.

The

shelter English class served as a means of providing both
English language development and content instruction to
secondary students who would otherwise be lost in the
regular English taught curriculum. ■

Other available means of

assistance included translation of core text materials, .
assistance in note-taking and studying for exams, in-class
translation or out-of-class of support, cooperative learning
formats, and after-school ESL support.
; Refugee students, however, often felt pressure to make
it out of shelter classes and be reclassified into the

'

mainstream. As one tutor stated, "They want to take the

highest class level, like the honors class, even though they
have to struggle,

But they're willing to work hard." Some

students were reported to feel embarrassment over being
labeled "ESL" or "shelter class" students. As one tutor
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stated, "If they take low class or take shelter classes,

they feel down, they feel like they're not succeeding."
The desire of Southeast Asian refugee students to

succeed in school may be met with the various challenges of
learning a new language. The role of language assistance

programs played an important part in helping students deal
with these areas of their school experience.

The functions

of these assistance programs and key support agents were
thus prominent themes during inquiry and will be discussed
later in greater detail.
Differences in Educational Systems

Some of the difficulties experienced by refugee
students were simply related to the differences between the
educational systems in their native homeland and in the

United States.

Students were reported to feel overwhelmed

by these differences, which ranged from the structure of the
school systems to the behavioral and attitudinal differences
between students.

A Vietnamese tutor stated that education

in Vietnam is formal and structured; learning is passive as
teachers lecture and students listen, watch, and imitate.

Consequently, the refugee children may be unaccustomed to

the American way of relating and informality.

Another tutor

stated that perceived attitudinal differences among students
may foster resentment for refugee youth.

As one Vietnamese

tutor stated, "They feel like why they have to perform their
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best when they're looking around at all the other students
who kind of kick back."

In summary, the researcher found that the school

environment presents the refugee student with numerous

opportunities and challenges. As newcomers, their school

experiences were generally characterized by conflicting
demands as high expectations and hopes collide with the
realities in this new environment.
Home Life

Whereas the school represented a new environment with

its various challenges, the home for Southeast Asian youth
represented a place with its own unique expectations and
challenges.

The constructions of home life reflect how

refugee young people experience their families as a source

of support as well as a high expectations. The responses of
both youth and adult informants reveal a range of
perceptions that reflect this ambivalence.
Family Structure and Function

The numerous challenges and difficulties of the refugee

experience and adjustment process inevitably exert certain
stresses upon the family. Divorce and marital distress

within their families were reported by several informants.
Changes in sex roles, financial hardship, and other stresses
of resettlement were reported to be some of the factors

attributed to spousal divorce, which is a relatively rare
occurrence in their culture. As one college student
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reflected: "The stress really affected my family. Asian

families are usually really tight and they stay together,
but there was so much stress, it was just overwhelming for
my parents."

;Other reported changes within the family structure
included changes in well-defined roles which guided behavior
and attitudes.

Changes in family roles and hierarchical

structure were often attributed to the fact that the youth
were assimilating to the American culture at a much

different pace than their parents. Key informants
specifically stated that refugee youth -usually learn English

more quickly than many of their parents.

This often placed

refugee children in a; difficult situation; they must learn

the language to succeed in school, yet are often relied upon
by parents to translate in difficult language situations and
help guide their family through strange systems;- such as
school and social service agencies.

Though youth informants

did not report specific,cohfliet due,to this reversal of ,
roles, adult informants did mention that this reliance

created a role reversal which strays away from well-defined

family roles of traditiohal Vietnamese or Cambodian society.
Related to the changes in family structure was the

impact of the resettlement process upon the sense of
collectively among Vietnamese and Cambodian newcomers.
Informants recalled how the migration and resettlement

experiences had split-up families and other collective

support systems.

Due to geographical separation during

resettlement and an increasing sense of self-reliance,

families; were less 'a,ble to look towards tke. support' of the,

collective structure of family and the community whose
supportive functions included that of consultation,

validation, criticism, and moral guidance.

The absence of

such supportive functions were attributed to marital

distress and divorce, school dropouts, gang membership, r
youth runaway, and lack of morality. - : i

■ Value'Diyergence;ajid CbnfTict

,

■

: When asked to describe the experiences within the

family, one of the common themes that emerged was that of
perceived differences between ethnic values and those they
believed to be dominant American values. Both Cambodian and

Vietnamese infoirmants outlined common key values or the
rules of social conduct for children.

These included filial

piety/ respect for authority, high;regard for elders, selfcontrol and restraint in emotional expression, shame as a
behavioral influence, and the centrality of family
relationships and responsibilities.
In concert with other family members■who are introduced
to unfamiliar customs in the social environment, Southeast 
Asian children and young people come in contact with new

■

behaviors and perspectives throughout their experiences in
mainstream society.

The context, of course, in which much

of this exposure takes place is within the social context of
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the school system. The relationships among students and
teachers and the atmosphere of accepted social attitudes and

behaviors were reported to create a "hidden curriculum"

which may clash with existing cultural belief systems.

The

wide range of influence exerted upon the refugee youth
included the informal and seemingly disrespectful way
students interact with teachers, lack of discipline, and the
way students were taught to express opinions and ask why,
whereas at home, parents expect strict obedience and
respect.

The mainstream structure of education was also

reported by informants to have a wide range of influence

over individual lives of young people, ranging from
clothing, dating practices, attitudes towards education and
peers, to language.

This process of change was perceived and identified as
becoming or acting "more American."

When asked what this

meant, references were made regarding increased autonomy,

freedom and independence, and lack of respect for authority.
Clearly, the values and behavior identified to be American

were not part of the cultural framework of the ethnic group.
Consequently, the potential for generational conflict
exists in the families and communities of newcomers to

America, as the children take on its values, norms,

language, and teenage behavior, including autonomy and selfdirection. As one high-school senior stated:
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"Sometimes I feel like I want to do something and my
parents are like 'no, you have to depend on your
parents for your future.'

In America, you can do

everything what you think, how you feel, you can do it.
That's what my teachers say. But my parents say 'no.'
You have to tell your parents before you do something.
I have to fight for it, to do whatever I want."
Refugee students are thus caught in between loyalty to

the family and its values and the need to adjust as they
learn new ideas in their social environment.

This places

young people in a difficult situation, as one teenage
informant expressed: "If I have to act like American, what

will the Vietnamese people think of me?

And if I act like

Vietnamese, what will my American friends think of me?"
The Family as a Haven

Southeast Asian youth, like most children, look to

their families for support and protection in surviving in
the world. When asked if they felt any pressure or
resentment as a result of educational, cultural, or family
expectations, youth informants responded by focusing rather

on the supportive functions of their family.

In fact, the

responses of youth informants did not include any references
of what would be perceived as criticism or negative
comments, whereas, adults informants were more candid in

their descriptions of the pressure children experienced as a
result of these expectations.

The focus of youth informants

upon family support rather than conflict may demonstrate
cultural values of deep respect and tremendous loyalty to
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their family and parents.

One Vietnamese college student

recalled how this loyalty motivated him to study and stay
out of gangs:

"My mom and my dad support me, so they say whatever I
do, they will support me, but they say don't join a
gang. I can't be educated when I join in a gang, and
it would be out of the goal of what they want me to do.
My goal is to be educated, so that's why I try to keep
myself out of gangs."

Another Cambodian student recalled the struggles and
suffering of his family's escape after the Pol Pot invasion.

His memories of these experiences included witnessing great
suffering, including an older brother who died from
starvation and grandparents who died from diseases.

Yet he

reflects upon the strength and closeness of his family:
"We struggle through many conflicts, political and
economical problems. Even though we came here, we
still have something like a souvenir, like memory..so
we think of each other, so that gives us a close
relationship. My parents are still alive, and all the
children want to be around with them.

Most.of the

weekends, we get together. Instead of going out with
all our friends, we get together, cooking food, and
then we become close."

In summary, it appears that the refugee youth, amidst

the influence exerted by the new social environment, still

experience their families as a source of acceptance,
support, and security.

Furthermore, as refugee youth

negotiate their new environment, they stay;Close to their
families to ensure a secure home base that is familiar.
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Perhaps, as a result, of the .migration and .resettlement :

processes, the youth maintained a sense of unity or as a
Cambodian youth simply, yet eloquently stated, "The time we
live make us become tight, we like form as one."
support Systems In the Social Ehvironment

The researcher identified informants from key support
systems in the social ehvironment. The characteristics of

these social support systems were initially constructed

through informants' responses in terms of the availability
and accessibility of school-based and community-based

■ ■support.
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School Support SystCTis

The, ava.ilability of support; system within the school
environment was critical, particularly in the areas of

academic assistance, social interaction, and language
development that builds not only intellectual, but social
skills as well.

In this study, the researcher identified key bilingual
support agents from the five schools included in the study.

Each of the bilingual informants identified some program at
their respective schools to assist students with limited

language ability.

In one middle school, an ESL class, which

was led by a Vietnamese instructor, consisted of students
from different cultures.

Instruction in this class was

directed towards communication and literacy in English; the
child's native language was not used.

■
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In each of the two high schools, key informants

identified a "shelter class" program which provided academic
content instruction to students who would be otherwise lost

in the regular English-taught curriculum. These shelter
classes also provided an important haven for the Southeast

Asian student—a place to try out English without fear of
being laughed at, a place where the teacher took the time to
be sure they understood what was occurring.
In each of the other schools, there was not a .formal

language assistance program for students. Instead, students
had access to bilingual assistants who were able to assist

them in the academic content of regular classes.' In one of

the middle schools, a Cambodian support agent worked as a
language assistant in the mornings, and in the afternoon,

worked out of the school's Healthy Start program as a
community liaison for the Cambodian students and their

families. Through this program, the school seirviced families
of students and provided them with various services, such as

translation support, health screenings, and referrals to
community services. In the other middle school, a Cambodian
support agent was employed as a teachers assistant; his

tasks involved translation support, as well as teaching
Cambodian culture, history and art to Cambodian students
through the learning resource center.
Although informants in this key stakeholder group had

different titles, such as "bilingual tutor," "language
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assistant," and "ESL .instructor,

tHey-.all' expressed arid , ;

demonstrated a willingness to help refugee students. As keysupport agents, these were individuals who made themselves,

accessible and available to the students by providing inclass support and observation, in-class assistance in note- .

taking, to after-school support in completion of homework
and studying for exams. Each of these informants seemed to , ■

demonstrate an attitude that was inviting as they presented
themselves as a resource for the children to utilize. As one

tutor simply stated: "Whatever the kids need help in, we are
there to help them. Another tutor similarly stated,
"I want to be here to help the ones who first come to

■ this school, know no English, and scared to death. And
I'm here, and say, 'Come see. me whenever you have a
problem' or guide them, teach them a lesson, or teach
them so they can pass a test, and keep their sense of
success so they won't give up in school."
In return, the student informants spoke highly and

affectionately about bilingual support agents, stating that
they were very nice and helpful.

In fact, both tutor and

student informants described the support of bilingual tutors
or assistants as "family-like"

As one tutor stated, "It's

just like family,■ whatever problem they have,■ sometimes they
just come up to you, and sometimes you can just tell. " These

responses indicate that the stress placed on the refugee

student is thus mitigated by the presence of a bilingual
tutor in schools.

The responses further indicate that the
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assistance programs, such as shelter classes, importantly

provided greater individualized attention, a slower pace, a
focus on language development and acquisition, and most

importantly a "safe" environment for the refugee student;
In summary, the study identified key support agents in

the school system who showed a high commitment to helping
students and providing them the necessary support. Given the

fact that the educational system is the one that refugee

youth interface with the most, the potential impact upon the
lives of these students is tremendous.

Family Support Systems ■ ■ ■■; '■ .

,

The availability of family support was particularly ah

important issue among key informants. The majority of

informants emphasized the importance of family support in
terms of involvement and supervision for refugee youth.

In

fact, without such support and supervision, the children as
well as the family unit was vulnerable to undesirable

outcomes, which were reported to include maladaptive
behavior, such as running away, dropping out of school, and
youth gang activity.

Although key informants stressed the importance of

parental involvement in school, they confirmed that there is
a general lack of parental involvement in the school system.
Factors that were reported to impact the availability of
parental support ranged from work schedules, changes in

well-defined family roles, to cultural and generational

divergence. This gap between parents and school created
problems for both parents themselves and their children.

As

a few of the informants stated, some parents do not know

what is going on with their children, ranging from their
whereabouts during the school day to their academic
progress.

Recognizing the importance of parental involvement in
the school system, key school support agents extended their

availability to the family and similarly demonstrated an
inviting approach that alleviated fear and confusion.

A

Gambodian community liaison demonstrated this by stating:
"I would suggest (the parents) to find out more about
school. I had a meeting with them last time. I had
two meetings before; I called them up, and wrote a
letter and sent it to them in Cambodian.

I told them 

'Don't be afraid of the school, you can ask any
question. I can help you. I'm here. If you have a
question, call me. When you call, just mention my
name, and they know it. I'll be here. And if I don't
have the answer, I can ask the principal or teacher.
So don't be afraid.'"

In summary, it appears that both students and their
parents had access to bilingual support to help them
function or deal with the school environment. Given the

cultural and social importance of the school experience,
such support was particularly critical for the refugee
family.
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Support within the Ethnic Ccnnmuhity
.

The existence of support systems within the community

can also be essential in the resettlement and adjustment
processes.

Although new arrivals are presented with the

challenge tp develop; new support systems, key stakeholders
stated that- recent arrivals have the benefit of a more ,
developed socia.1 support, infrastructure formed by earlier
arrivals. These included existing support networks of

established refugees within the ethnic community. These. .
support netw6rk;s included resettlement programs, social
service agencies, ethnic; community organizations, and

religious institutiohs iwhich all provide essential services
to refugee families, including employment, financial,

housing, and educationai:assistance.

Existing support

systems also included the network of family or relatives who
had already settled in the United States.

Those refugees ;

without the benefit of such established support were less
fortunate and were reportedly left to deal with the

resettlement and adjustment processes alone for themselves.
When asked about the existence of local ethnic

community organizations, key informants made comparisons
between the immediate area of San Bernardino and Riverside

counties and those in surrounding areas, namely Orange and
Los Angeles counties. Though not to the extent of the
infrastructure of "Little Saigon" established in Orange
County, the local Vietnamese community were described by its

Gommunity leaders as continuing to develop in its services
aM organization.

in; contrast, there is not an established

Cambodian organization in the local community, according to
the two Cambodian informants., The lack of organizations such
as those reported to be in Long Beach was attributed to the
relatively smaller number of Cambodians in the local area.

Sensing a need for greater local organization, however, one
of the Cambodian informants has begun developing a beginning
framework for a Cambodian community association.
Factors that Impact Acceptability

The notion of acceptability of social support was also
an important theme for informants.

A few informants stated

that Southeast Asian families may have low acceptability of
available support services. Responses regarding low
acceptability ranged from distrust of public social service
agencies to cultural coping patterns and perceptions which

may not fit within witb the ihterventive purposes:;of

established programs, such as child protective or mental
health services.

:

As a Vietnamese social worker.stated:

"I think the program of services provided by mental .
health are very alien to people who always resolve
problems within the family...You don't go to the
outside to tell them you have a problem. To tell
someone we have a problem, that means it's the end, a
place where you have nowhere else to go. So Vietnamese

families usually wait for the last moment when things
really get bad."
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Families were thus reported to respond with greater
acceptance for those services which were provided by
individuals or agencies from their particular ethnic
community.
Key Functions

After identifying key support systems in the social

environment, the researcher attempted to gain a greater
understanding of their supportive functions. Informants were
thus asked to describe their interactions and transactions

with Southeast Asian youth. As support agents, these
interactions were primarily aimed to help refugee youth cope
with the educational, emotional, and social stressors.

By

eliciting the constructions of these transactions, the

researcher was able to identify key functions or roles in
the social environment - mediator, liaison, case advocate,
and enabler.

Though key support agents did not explicitly

delineate these roles, the researcher was able to identify

these key functions through informants' descriptions of
their transactions with refugee youth.
Mediation: Resolving Conflicts

One of the important roles for key informants were
mediating the various conflicts that existed in the
student's social environment. The skills of mediation

included neutrality and the ability to understand the
situations of both sides. Mediators were also able to
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effectively convey an

transmit ideas with the aim pf

^

reconciliation of differences.

; Key informants stated they provided mediation when

intergroup conflicts involved refugee studehts wipj^in the
school.

In response to an ihcident of harassment pf a

refugee student,h. high schppl bilingual tutor stated: "I
met with the Mexican and American kid, and try to understand
them, and say 'You have to help him.

If you guys went to my

country, and you can't speak Vietnamese, how would you guys
feel?'

So I try to make them understand each other."

Another situation in which key informants functioned as

mediators were conflicts within the context of'the family
unit. At the root of these disputes were reported growing
cultural schisms between the generations as well as the

reported decline in the authoritative power of parents. One
informant reported that parents often complain that their
children were becoming "American" in many ways, ranging from
modes of dress to being increasingly independent, outspoken,

and individualistic.

Further exacerbating the depth and

significance of these changes was the reported growing
inability of parents to effectively control their children.
Mediation was thus needed to resolve or reconcile

differences.

The leader of a ethnic community organization

described his interventions as a mediator in family
conflict,

which typically involved parents extremely

frustrated with a child who failed to adhere to family

rules. Presented with such conflict,, he stated that he

usually talks to the child first, and finds out what the ,

problem is.

In the process, he often finds himself pointing

out to the child his or her role within the family

structure

In one particular incident, he recalled saying ■

to a teenage son, "Well, you are one family, if you don't
help, what will happen?" and reminded the him that it was
his parents who took care of his needs, and "without them,
what would you do?"

He further states that during these

home visits, ^ he often uses physical objects, such as a

plant, to illustrate his point.

"If nobody takes care of

the plant on the table, the plant will die.

But if each

person takes a little of their time to water it, the plant
will grow if everybody helps."

This support agent then

stated "I bring all the information they gave me and get
both parties together to straighten things out." He further

states that sometimes he also finds himself encouraging
parents to make necessary adjustments in their expectations
of their children.

j Recognizing that the self-image is intricately woven
into the family image, key support agent focused

intervention on the family as a whole rather than solely
upon the individual. Such interventions also had a
restorative quality by reestablishing an orderly network of
hierarchical family relationships, while at the same time

teach new roles and modify traditional family functions

::.M
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Liaison: Making Connections

Another key function conducted by support systems was

that of liaison.

This role was usually assumed in the

context where a lack of connection, relationship,
communication, or mutual understanding existed.

This type

of situation was often described when key informants^^ ^

r

discussed the relationship of refugee families with the
school system, which was often characterized as lack of

close connection for both students and their parents.
Key support agents discussed various ways in which they
sought to connect linguistically-isolated students with thb
rest of the school.

Students were often encouraged by key

support agents to interact with other students. As one

bilingual tutor stated, "I encourage them to speak out,
don't hold back.

I always give them advice 'You're a

foreigner, but don't feel shy.'"

Interaction was also

facilitated through more formal activities.

In one of the

schools, an Asian student club was described by students and
tutors as particularly helpful in providing peer support and

a context for greater involvement in the school program. As
a co-sponsor of the club,, a Vietnamese bilingual tutor

stated "The Asian kids are real shy..when they can't speak
English, they're afraid to be in contact with others.

So we

opened this club so they can enter communication with what's
going on with others and in the school."

It appears that

these activities forged connections with other students,
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promoteci;cultural, diversity,^

suppdrted a, strong ethnic-

and cultural identity.
Informants identified,a need to also establish and

maintain greater pommunicatipn and mutualvunderstahding
between parents and the school system. As a high school
bilingual tutor stated,
"When the parents first come over here, they feel
intimidated so they stay home most of the time, they
hardly come to school. And with our system over here,

: we^dph't require them :to come.
volunteer.

It's kind of like

And they feel like 'Well, it's volunteer, I

, will not come because I don't want to show up and
embarrass myself.'"

Key informants pointed to situational or cultural
factors rather than a lack of concern to explain the lack of

parental involvement.

Explanations ranged from fear and

embarrassment due to a lack of English ability; reluctance

in criticizing or questioning the schools due to respect for
,teachers; work schedules that make it difficult to come; and

uncertainty about how to actually get involved.

Given these

factors, key informants spoke of the importance of
necessarily taking the initiative in connecting with
parents.

As one tutor stated, "It takes our initial step,

and if we don't do it, they're not going to volunteer to
come."

^

■

Familiar with both cultural (Vietnamese or Cambodian

and American) and social systems (family and school), these
key support agents also aimed to achieve a mutual

understanding regarding Gertainiss

of concern, such: as

school practices of disciplining and policies fegarding
dress codes

For example, several key informants stated

that parents are particularly disturbed by what they view as

a general lack of student discipline and respect for ,
teachers. The parents have asked them why the American

teachers do not physically discipline students and apply the
kinds of pressure with students that are common practices

back in Vietnam and Cambodia.

Parents were reported to be

similarly frustrated by their limited ability to discipline
their children here in America due to child protective laws.
Presented with these perceptions, the researcher
elicited the interventions of key support agents. These

individuals took on the responsibility to clear up
misunderstandings and to communicate with the parents
appropriate ways to express their authority. As a Cambodian
community liaison stated:

■

;;

"I say, ,'NO, no (that type of disciplining) doesn't
work that way (here in America).'....One thing that I
tell the parents is what I got from the vice-principal,
and some ideas from teachers.
In America, you can hit
your children, but in certain places, and in a certain
way - not the head, not the face, but on the butt is

■

; ;0K.' Another thing they can do is ground them.

If they

like to watch TV, don't let them watch..until they do
! what they are supposed to do, then they can watch-

thatlstthe. Americah^ way." "

^

Presented with a lack of understanding and frustration
of parents,;: these key support agents had the,opportunity to
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educate them about specific issues of concern.

These

opportunities mostly occurred in informal situations,

although tiiere were some reports:of educational exchanges
which took place in more formal, organized settings, such as
informational meetings with parents conducted by the
community liaison.

Engaged in the liaison role, key support

agentswere able to facilitate an exchange of cultural
differences and clarification of norms and values which

fostered a greater understanding of the school system.
Translation support provided by bilingual support
agents was another form of liaison activities. Translation

support was particularly crucial, given the profound
cultural and lingual barriers that existed between refugee

families and mainstream structures.

Such support was

provided,through various activities, ranging from
translating school notices and newsletters into Vietnamese

or Cambodian, to providing translation during formal and
informal meetings, such as teacher conferences and school
activities.

At one school, the researcher observed a

bul1etin board which had posted school notices, newsletters,

and important information which were both in English and
Cambodian.

The same Cambodian assistant who devoted his

efforts to these activities was also observed translating
and guiding Cambodian parents through the exhibit of student
projects at the school's science fair.

By providing

translation support in these various ways, the bilingual

individual, who is indigenous to the ethnic community,
importantly served as a processor of key information for
systems at the.individual, group, and community levels.
Overall, the ability of key support agents to connect

with refugee students and parents helped change the

perceptions of themselves as being disconnected to being
informed and effective agents within their environment.
Advocate: On the Child's Behalf

Whereas the mediator and liaison roles took on neutral

positions in social situations, certain situations required
that support agents take an aligned position of support with
students. Case advocacy refers to activity on behalf of a
single case, employed in situations where the individual is

in conflict with another system.

Though there were no

reports of widespread racial or ethnic tensidh at the

;

schools, both student and school informants reported
isolated incidences of prejudice or racial harassment. In
these situations, key support agents aligned themselves with
students and took necessary actions on their behalf. As one
high school tutor stated,

"When we hear about (acts of prejudice or harassment),
I'm the one that talks with the other students, and if
they cannot settle down, I'm going to talk with a
teacher who belongs to that student. Then if we cannot
do something, I have to go to the principal, like a
counselor, and tell about that."
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It appears that key support agents were able to provide much

needed concern, assistance, and protection for refugee youth
in the face of such conflicts.
Enabler: A Means to an End

Inextricable in each of the key functions previously:
mentioned is the function of empowerment or enabling.

As

they are transplanted into an unfamiliar culture and

society, refugee children and their parents experience a
sense of powerlessness. Responses of key informants
regarding factors that contributed to this sense of

powerlessness included language barriers; unfamiliarity with
American customs, rules, and norms; physical attributes;

subtle discrimination and prejudice; and the loss of social
support networks, status, roots, and the sense of

"connectedness" that were readily available in their native
environment. Empowerment thus involved enabling students as
well as their parents to achieve desired goals, which

included enhanced ski11s to exercise interpersonal influence
or perform valued social and cultural roles. Perhaps the

.

most basic approach of empoweimient involved language
assistance for refugee students. This was particularly

critical, given the importance language was to achieving so
many goals, such as fitting in the mainstream, social
interaction, academic achievement, and self-esteem.

Empowerment was also critical for parents who sought to
exercise more effectively their parental authority.
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According to key informants, one of the main implications of
reported cultural and generational divergence was a loss in

the parents'.ability to exercise influence and authority
over their children. Within this context of diminished

family power, it appears that key support agents aimed to
strengthen the role of parents, particularly in areas of
effective parenting and greater involvement in school

system.

Provided with such knowledge and assistance in

these areas, parents were better equipped to effectively
exercise the socio-cultural mandates of parenting.
Overall, it appears that the adjustment or transition

process of refugee students in school can be facilitated by
the availability and assistance of key support agents within
the school environment.

In the presenting study, these key

support agents were individuals who spoke the same language
and explained things to them, and were willing and took the

time to provide the orientation and assistance needed by
these students and their families.

Furthermore, these

individuals demonstrated the ability to move across system
boundaries - cultural, social, institutional - as they
addressed the various concerns of refugee youth.
Bicultural Competence

In describing their perceptions of Southeast Asian
youth, there was an overwhelming consensus that these young
people faced great challenges in having to live in

different, sometimes conflicting systems.
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Though the

constructions of having to iive in two worlds have been
previously discussed, the issue of how youth functioned in
duality is in itself an important theme.

The theme of

"bicultural competence" thus emerged as a way to describe

how Southeast Asian youth functioned and responded to the
various demands in their social environment.

This theme

emerged in a variety of contexts - in the school, in the
home, and ethnic community. The following constructions were

elicited and reflect how refugee youth cope and deal with
their realities.

Educational Success as a Principle Endeavor

There was an overwhelming consensus among key
informants that education was one of the most important
values within Southeast Asian families.

Student informants

stated that the reason why their families came to America
was for them to get an education.

Other informants

similarly stated that the chance to go to school in America
represented a greater opportunity that did not exist in

their native countries.

.

As one high school student stated:

"Because in my country, they don't have a chance to
study. Some of the poor families don't have money to
pay for it. Over here we have to pay nothing. So
that's why our parents are always telling us, 'You have
a chance to study, so do good for yourself.

Given the importance placed upon education, young

people were presented with the challenge of succeeding in
this endeavor.

Consequently, key informants further agreed
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that there were family and cultural expectations to succeed.

As one informant stated, "The family pushes them a lot and
their belief is that if you have no education, you cannot
get anywhere

Informants from the school environment reported that

students bring tremendous adaptive gualities to succeed in
school. These included a deep motivation and determination

to fit into the mainstream. One high school senior described
how she felt after she and her friend were teased about how

they spoke.

She stated "It's good because when some people

are joking at us, it makes us want to try more.

We go 'OK,

make fun of me, but later, I will be like you.'"

By

studying hard and succeeding in gchool, refugee youth
believed they Were able to fit into the mainstream school
environment. .

The determination of refugee youth was further
constructed as they described their willingness to struggle
to make it to the highest class level.

Students were

reported to possess incredible diligence.

Ohe tutor

recalled how one student used a Vietnamese dictionary to

translate words in his U.S. history text book.

"You open

one page, and you saw like one hundred Vietnamese words."

Another quality that enabled refugee students to

succeed in school was their deep respect for teachers.

The

authority of teachers was characterized by key infoirmants to
be equal to that possessed by parents.

As one informant

stated "the teacher is very important.
more powerful than parents."

At school, they are

The perceptions of many

informants indicated that students in American classrooms do

not have respect for the teachers; they openly disagree with

teachers, talk back freely and do not always obey directions
or commands. Refugee students, however, were reported to
show tremendous respect for American and bilingual teachers
by listening intently to their advice and instruction.
Students also sought to please those in positions of

authority, as one student noted: "Whenever I do good, my
teachers tell me 'You're doing very good' and it makes me .

proud.

So I want to study more to make them impressed, to

make them proud of me."

The cultural notion of shame and

pride thus served as motivation for students to succeed in

Schobl.

Ediicational success not only enabled a child to

bbtaih "appropriate standing" in school, but within their
families, culture, and community as well. Other motivational
factors provided by key informants included the desire to
achieve certain goals in the future, such as attending
college, getting a good job, and taking care of their
parents.

Overall, Southeast Asian students were reported to have
made tremendous progress in their education.

Through

dedication and hard work, it was not uncommon for students

to initially enter the school with no English language
skills, work hard while placed in a language assistance
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program, and then enroll and succeed in the honor classes.
For those students who did not progress as quickly,
diligence and determination still characterized their
efforts.

It is clear that despite the challenge of adapting to
the various educational demands of school environment, their

ability to succeed was tied to existing cultural values.
Bringing with them a tremendous respect for education and a
discipline and motivation for learning, students were able
to translate these values into a catalyst for adaptation to
a new and "strange" system and succeed in one bf their

principal endeavors - education.

The ability to translate

these cultural values into adaptive strengths in the new

environment reflects a certain bicultural competence^^^^:^^; ^ ^ ^i '
possessed by refugee youth.
The Family as Hcsae Base

When the researcher elicited perceptions of their

family experiences, youth informants also described the

disparity between the school environment and their family
life. This construction was reflected by a high school
senior, who simply stated: "In school, I act American.

But

when I come home with my parents, I act like Vietnamese."
Another student stated it is like having "two faces."

As previously discussed, these children are often

caught in the familiar conflict between disparate cultural
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norms.

A female high school senior reflected upon this

difficult position as she stated:

"Americans don't care about anything but freedom -- you
can do anything you want, anything you like...(you)
don't have a lot of respect. But (my) parents at home
- we have to respect very much. It's really hard for
me.

Sometimes I don't know how to deal with it.

If I

have to act like Vietnamese, what will my friends
think? It's really hard."
Although some informants believed that acceptance of
new values by youth inevitably decreased ties to traditional
or cultural precedents, there was a general consensus that

it was important for young people to create a middle ground.
Responses by key informants indicated that some of the new

customs were readily accepted, some they participated in but

did not particularly adopt, and some they rejected outright.
It was clear among the youth interviewed that they had
rejected forms of extreme iridependence which would have been

exercised through specific actions, such as dropping out of
school, moving out of the home, unacceptable dating
practices, and a disregard for their parents or culture. In
fact, the responses of various informants indicated that the

value of obeying one's parents was -not discarded by refugee
youth.

Furthermore, the, youth were reported to be able to

recognize'what was expected of them by their parents, namely
respect and discipline in both school and at home.
In the midst of this disparity and conflicted
instructions, the youth maintained a, respect for the family
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and parental authority. Again their ability to translate
cultural values, such as respect for education and

authority/ into adaptive strengths in their social

environment reflect a unique bicultural competence that
enables them to function in both worlds.

Bilingual: Foundation of Bicultural Con^etency

The various constructions'of language were critical to
many of the responses of informants. As previously

discussed, proficiency in English served many functions for

refugee students.

Just as much as language was an important

tool for positive adjustment, key infoimiants also believed
that language was an important component of cultural
identity.

Concerns were thus raised by key informant regarding
young people, who while growing up here in America, would

begin to lose valued aspects of their culture, such as their

native language.

This concern formed an important

construction and emerged specifically into an important
theme: speaking Cambodian or Vietnamese was a critical

aspect of ethnic identity.

As a community leader passionately stated: "Language is
not a way of expression, thinking, feeling, emotion.
Language is emotion, and feeling of a culture."

He further

added that "Once you forget your language, you think with an

American way and you will lose your culture.

So that's why

we believe that language is a very very important cultural
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norm. -V

He prbposed

help achieve :the g

on how the coiranhnit^ can ;
of language promotion, which included

language classes for Vietnamese young people, which would be
sponsored by the organization.
Fostering a Bicultural Identity
Although key informants held various positions within

the social environment, there was an oveirwhelming consensus
among them that it was necessary for students to have the

skills to live in both cultural systems - Vietnamese or

Cambodian and American systems. Almost every informant,
including students, discussed the need to keep and maintain
their cultural values. This was communicated in various

ways, as previously indicated in the preceding discussion.
Informants agreed that true success and happiness

cannot be achieved by having only adapted in one system.
Rather, true success and happiness, according to informants,
can be found in developing the skills to maintain a balanced

and integrated identity to live in both worlds.

As a

community leader stated,

"What's the happiness? They can swim either way.
.. That's what we want. (Without a bicultural identity)
the children will be unhappy, they will be totally lost

in the future. They might think like American, they :
might speak English language as their own language, and
totally forget their own language.
be fully an American."

But they will never

A developing bicultural identity thus emerges as a
result of increasing competence in both worlds, as reflected

by the same informant above, "I am not an American.
not a Vietnamese.

I am

I am Vietnamese-American. This is what we

also want for our children^"

The complex task of building bicultural competence and

identity was not something that youth were left to do solely
by themselves. This concern and responsibility was shared by
key support agents and systems in their social environment.

This was done in various ways, depending upon support
agents' particular position or role in the environment.

One Cambodian tutor was able to implement Cambodian
history and culture into a class he taught through the
school's learning resource-center.

Through this kind of

instruction, he aimed to create for young Cambodian students
a sense of reality and importance about their cultural
heritage and hist02ry.

Ideas and activities learned within

this class, such as cultural dance and art, were shared with

the rest of the student body, thus developing among all
students an awareness, tolerance, and skills for living in a

diverse, social environment.

According to this Cambodian key

support agent, this opportunity to foster cultural promotion
and-awareness for all students reflected an overall

philosophy of their particular school, stating that "the
school believes in this purpose also."
Another collective concern shared by key informants was
the loss of a moral identity that was closely tied to the

adjustment process here in America.
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Loss of morality was

■described by various informants as an increasing focus on

materialism, cheating, dishonesty, and antisocial behavior,
such as drug use, delinquency, gang activity, and violence.
Responses from both Vietnamese and Cambodian key support

agehtd reported concerns over increasing gang activity, drug,
abuse and crime among refugee youth in their respective
dthnic communities.

Among the factors that were cited as

eontributors to these activities included break-down in the

family, changes in discipline and authority patterns, :

problems in dealing with new-found freedom, pressing
economic conditions/bremendous family pressures to succeed,
and the stresses of resettlement.

Other concerns included

the mentality of needing to survive and succeed at all cost.

One tutor spoke of how this mentality runs in both the ■
younger and older generation.

For the students, this

survival mentality has led to cheating; for adults, an over

emphasis on work and various forms of dishonesty were
reported.

Given that the decline of a moral identity was a
concern shared by adult informants, the need for greater
moral instruction and guidance was equally emphasizedThough moral instruction was the prominent theme among key
religious informants, it was also a significant concern
spoken by community and school informants as well. In fact,

moral instruction was discussed as one aspect of cultural
preservation and building a bicultural identity.
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Drawing

from certain values from their ethnic culture, moral

instruction was aimed to teach youth how to appropriately
adapt to the new environment.

One Cambodian informant

stated that parents have come to him and requested that he
teach "manners" to their children and has thus included this

in his instruction through the student resource center.

He

described "manners instruction" as important ideas for

students, ranging from cultural values of respect to ways of
keeping them from joining gangs and using drugs.

Moral

instruction also seemed to be part of the school curriculum
which aimed to promote "citizenship" which was described as
teaching immigrant students proper social skills in the new

environment.

Moreover, the development of a moral identity

was characterized by a several informants as "picking up the
good and leaving the bad."

Overall, the constructions of bicultural competence

allowed the researcher to examine how youth uniquely and
effectively coped with.the various demands, complexities,
and divergence within their social environment. , The

emphasis on cultural promotion, which included the

maintenance and preservation of ideas, customs, skills,
arts, and language, reflect not only their desire to embrace
cultural pride and identity, but also the realization that
these beliefs and values have, an important role in their
effective functioning in the new environment.

The

recognition of these demands and challenges of a bicultural
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environment have called for innovative ways to translate
adaptive strengths and qualities in order to build and
foster a unique bicultural identity.
LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

Although the researcher aimed to investigate and

explore the experiences of Southeast Asian refugee youth,

there were various factors that may have limited its depth
of, understanding.

Due to time constraints, this study

completed the initial phase of constructivist inquiry, which
consisted of only a single round of interviews.

Given more

time, the researcher would have conducted subsequent rounds
of interviews with the same set of informants, which would
have focused on participants' emerging claims, concerns, and

issues.

The subsequent phases of inquiry would have thus

allowed a greater understanding of relevant constructs.
Another possible limitation of this study was the broad

definition of the population studied.

Although this study

did not aim to achieve generalizeability to other refugee or
immigrant groups, it did attempt to gain a greater

understanding of identified Southeast Asian refugee youth
informants and key support agents.

Bromley (1987) notes

that there is a tendency to view Southeast Asian refugees as
a homogenous group.

This study, like other social work

literature, tend to investigate or,focus upon Vietnamese
refugees.

The Cambodian, as well as the Hmong and Laotian

populations, however, are not identical to Vietnamese, and
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thus warrant their own research (Feng & Mokuau, 1994).

Between the Vietnamese and Cambodian participants, there

were differences in religion, culture, language, and history
which were not outlined in the study.

Any study which

investigates a group of Southeast Asian refugees but yet
does not outline the constructions specific to the diverse

refugee populations may inadvertently ignore key differences
and inhibit a more accurate understanding of their
realities
DISCUSSION;: .

The presenting study focused on the experiences of

refugee youth within their socia1 environment. Although
inquiry was mostly conducted within the context of the
school system, the researcher aimed to elicit the
constructions of others within the social environment. The

social environment involves the conditions, circumstances,

and human interactions which encompass human beings (KirstAshman & Hull, 1993). The social environment also includes

all the individuals, groups, organizations, and systems with
which persons come into contact. The notion of

interdependence and systemic relationships is a way of ■
looking at human behavior and attitudes, and was an

appropriate way to look at particular cultural groups, such
as Southeast Asian refugees.
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Transactional Quality o£ Support

The findings of the presenting study reflect the
transactional quality of social support.

As demonstrated in

the study, refugee youth are interdependent on other

individuals and groups for input, energy, services, i and
consistency. Social suppdrti whether, formal or informal, is
transactional, mediated by what the person does and how
receptive she or he is to the efforts of others, the
behaviors of those others, and the environment context

(Coyne & Holroyd, 1982).

Hence, the social support given to

and received by refugee- youth expresses a person-in

environment relationship. This relationship reflect the
notion of human relatedness, which in ecological terms,
refers to community identity, competence, and being "in
place" (Germain, 1991).

Relatedness or interdependence is

the essence of any community, which conveys a reciprocity of
caring for and being cared about. This idea of

interdependence and mutual reliance was particularly crucial
for Southeast Asian communities who have had to endure the

hardships and challenges of the refugee experience.
By using the social environment as a context of

inquiry, a multi-faceted framework of support systems
emerged.

The Owan and Miranda primary-prevention community

model is a prime example of a multi-faceted approach that
combines personal, social-support, and institutional units
to help refugees improve their adjustment and coping skills.

71

According to Lum (1996), primary prevention is understood to

mean "activities and services, directed at a target
population, that will have a positive mental health outcome

and will reduce the incidence of mental disorders."

Figure

3 (next page) illustrates the interrelationship of these
components.

The personal unit consists of the family, extended

family, and friends, who serve as a natural support system
for the refugee (Owan, 1985).

The social-support unit consists of social groups, such
as educational and cultural groups, religious and spiritual

organizations, professional societies, political groups,
student clubs, mutual-assistance associations, and emergency
refugee-resettlement groups.

Aside from meeting their basic

needs, these community-based self-help groups strengthen
ethnic pride, facilitate coping, and lessen the impact of
stress (Owan, 1985).

The institutional unit consists of schools, churches,

and public and private agencies that provide leadership

training to develop client self-determination and coping
skills.

The institutional unit strengthens refugees'

internal network for mutual problem-solving and provides
resources to develop educational programs for primary
prevention (Owan, 1985).
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Figure 3:

The Owan & Miranda Primary-Prevention Community Model

Personal unit

Social-support unit

institutional unit

Family
Extended family
Friendship network

Fraternal organizations
Neighborhoods
Mutual/self-help groups

Schools
Church

Heath/mental health

settings
Voluntary agencies

individual

improved mental health
and coping skills

Though key support agents of the study were not

organized under a structured primary prevention program, the
findings do include critical elements of an intervention

model aimed to help Southeast Asian refugees cope
effectively with their present social situation.

Furthermore, the activities conducted or proposed by the key

support agents fulfilled the purposes of supportive
networks.

,

73

The majority of informants or key support agents
identified in the study were ftpnvt^

social support and

■

institutional units. Within both local Vietnamese and

Cambodian communities there were churches or temples,

school-based actiyities, mutual assistance associations, or
other community-based groups which prpvided cultural
maintenance programs to help children retain some link and

'

develop some knowledge of their native culture while

developing their new American identity. Though the study did
not specifically investigate participation in such programs
or its effectiveness, these activities intended to provide
much needed support during the transition process. Specific

supportive functions include helping young people bridge the
two cultures to develop integrated self-concepts and

validate a child's dual identity.

In the study,

preventative efforts at this level included academic

assistance, moral instruction in the school through
"manners" or "citizenship training," conflict resolution
between students, and family mediation.

These interventions

conducted within the schools and through ethnic community ;
organizations were crucial in helping refugee youth adapt to
American life and in minimizing antisocial behavior.
It is important to note, however, that the extent of

antisocial behavior, such as gang activity and racial
conflict, reported by informants in the study differed from
what was conveyed for this youth population in the
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literature review. Although it was an expressed generhl

,

concern by key informants, it was not reported to be a

Serious problem among the refugee students at the specific
schools included in this study.

These findings may be in

part attributed to the presence and availability of key
support agents within the social environment to provide the
necessary support and guidance for refugee youth.

Although the study did not include or identify sjpecific
support agents from the personal unit, the findings did

reflect the importance of. recognizing an<3.: preserving the
natural support systems for refugee- youth. The interventioris

of key support agents in their roles as liaison, mediator,

and enabler recognized that the family as the primary source
of support for new arrivals. Since the self-image of the

refugee youth is intricately woven into the family image,
culturally relevant intervention strategies must be centered

around or at least congruent with the family support system

(Timberlake & Cook, 1984). Restorative techniques were

particularly effective at this level of support.

The study

identified restorative intervention strategies which aimed

at (1) restoring an orderly network of hierarchical family

relationships; (2) teaching new roles and modifying
traditional family functions; (3) restructuring the family's
perception of itself from a conflicted unit to an altered

but functional family system; and (4) building a sense of
belonging to a new community.

These techniques were
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particularly effective in compensating for basic functioning
and performance of well-defined roles, which were impacted
by the acculturation process. Restoring refugee youth and
the family's self-image and feelings of competence are thus
key goals that complement the goal of effective coping
(Timberlake & Cook, 1984).

It appears that individuals, families, and the ethnic
community transcend the harshness of their conditions by the
operation of their natural support networks; their pleasure

in language and culture; and shared coinmitment to moral
instruction, cultural maintenance, and social clubs and

gatherings. A community laced with natural support systems
is more likely to be a community with a firm sense of

identity, competence, and self-direction, which were among
the key goals of intervention of support agents in the
study.

Transactlonal Quality of Bicultural Adjustment

The acculturation process, which was another prominent
theme in the study, was also described as a transactional
process. According to Lum (1996), acculturation is the
process of adapting to a new or different culture. In

addition to the regular tasks of childhood, the refugee

child faces a complicated process of adjustment,
particularly in the school environment. Since the
educational experience occurs within the context of a social

climate, refugee students begin to pick up on new behaviors
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i and attitudes,

The tugs and pulls of cultural'identity

.

durihg the acculturation process described by key informants
were an important issue in this study.

As refugee youth and

their . families are, caught in between., the traditional values
of their culture and the new patterns of America, they must
learn to make sense out of the demands of their social

situations to create a new self-concept which embraces both

the old and the new (Timberlake & Cook, 1984).

This process

involves difficult, perhaps unconscious decisions, such as

what is to be saved or sacrificed from the old, evaluating
what one wants or needs to adopt from the new, and
integrating these into a comfortable sense of self.

The desire of key informants to maintain and promote
their culture reflect the notion of "transactional

ethnicity" which denotes the ways in which people
communicace to maintain their sense of cultural

distinctiveness

They also recognized the necessity to learn

new ideas as they adapt to their new environment.

The : ;

emergence of constructions of what it means to be a
Vietnamese-American and a Cambodian-American thus became an

overriding theme of the study. The interventions of key
support systems demonstrated the importance of developing
bicultural attitudes and behaviors, or

bicultural

competence, which refers to "the ability to practice
American norms without giving up the traditional norms and

values of one's native culture" (Potocky & McDonald, 1995).
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Bicultural competency was demonstrated by a strong

motivation and ability to succeed and adapt to American
culture and society without abandoning their cultural and
ethnic heritage, identities, and values.

The findings of the study also reflected important

qualities that made the identified key support agents
particularly effective.

These qualities included a set of

attitudes, behaviors, knowledge, and interpersonal skills
that were particularly effective in dealing with various
systems within the social environment.

As individuals from

the client system's ethnic or cultural group, these key
support agents have also similarly undergone the dual
socialization experience with considerable success. As

translators, mediators, enablers, or other supportive roles,
they were able to share their own experiences and provide
information that facilitated understanding of the values and
norms of both cultures. In the process of connecting and

providing much needed support to refugee youth and their
families,, these support agents were able to affirm the

cultural heritage and identity while also helping them to be
effective agents as they adapt to their social environment.

Interventions of key support agents importantly
recognized that young people are not simply objects of
attention and intervention.

Rather, they can and do change

their environments so they are better able to adapt to it
successfully.

Therefore, adaptation often implies a two-way
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process inyolying both the individual and the environinent.
The youth demonstrated their unique ability to adapt to new
conditions and circumstances in order to function

effectively in their social environment.

Effective

participation in their social environment, which was
facilitated by various key support agents, helped refugee
youth and their families develop some degree of personal
self-direction, and experience a greater sense of

relatedness or solidarity with others, thereby increasing
competence and self-esteem.

A key component of building bicultural competence was '
the:goal of empowerment, which also proved to be an
important part of supportive efforts. Individuals cannot

exert influence over the environment without adequate
personal resources (L\im, 1996). Personal resources, which

included concrete assistance, such as employment, money, and
shelter were reported to be provided by resettlement

programs and ethnic community support.

Much of the support

described in the study, however, were intangible resources
which youth were equally in need of, such as positive self-

concept, cognitive skills, competence, and supportive social
networks.

'-■■-A'

,

Overall, in the this study, the existence of resources
in the social environment, namely within the school and
ethnic community, formed a collective, supportive network
for Southeast Asian refugee families and youth.
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The

findings indicate that effective delivery of assistance
whether through organized coitpiunity programs or through
informal means must include culturally-sensitive and

linguistically accessible support.

Moreover, key support

agents performed both critical preventative and restorative
functions and served as coping resources for the youth in

dealing with the particular stressors of their environment.
IMPLICATIONS FOR SOCIAL WORK PRACTICE AND RESEARCH

The focus of social work ultimately is to improve the
goodness of fit between the client and others in the
ecosystem. In the study, the researcher utilized an

ecosystems perspective, which provided an enlightened

approach to inquiry. Some commonly-used ecological concepts
were used to discuss the experiences of Southeast Asian

refugee youth, including social environment, person-in
environment, transactions, energy, interface, adaptation,
coping, and interdependence.
The ecosystems perspective recognizes that there are

specific enduring and transient relationships between and
among individuals, families, other groups, institutions/ and

society at large and that transactions between or among
these systems have profound effects on human behavior and

functioning (Germain, 1991).

Because the nature of these

transactions is reciprocal, intervention with refugee youth
should address the problems created by person-environment
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interactions by assessing the entire ecosystem to effect
desired change (Caple, et al, 1995).

Because of the emphasis in Cambodian and Vietnamese
cultures on family and community loyalty, solidarity, and

cooperation, as reflected by both youth and adult informants
in the study, it may be more appropriate for the worker to
be concerned with empowerment of the family or community as
a whole rather than to focus on individuals (De Anda, 1984).

Intervention strategies should draw on various resources in

the ecosystem, many of which were identified in the study.
These resources include families, schools and school-based

programs, ethnic community organizations centers, local

churches, resettlement agencies, and other social services
(Caple, et al, 1995).

The findings of the study also

indicate that the school system, which is often the first
point of contact for families and youth, can be a valuable
resource for providing information, support agents, and
social support.
The key support agents in this study demonstrated an

ability to engage in various supportive functions or roles
depending on what type of assistance Was needed in a given
situation.

Sometimes this necessitated moving beyond the

boundaries of a particular system (e.g. peer, school,

family).

As workers move across systems boundaries to

address person-in-environment transactions between youth and

the ecosystem, they may have to assume various roles 
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enablet,: facilitator,, cpordihator, consultant., ,adypcate,
mediator, and teacher (Caple> et al.> 19S5), • ■ In; the study,

many Pf the

roles were assumed by key ^support agents to

assist the refugee student cope within their social
environment.

As demonstrated by key support agents in the study, the
effectiveness of intervention:depends oh the agent's

understandihg of and sensitivity to the clieht'S: pultural
beliefs, lifestyle, and social support systems.

Support

agents must use culturally sensitive interactions based on :
the cultural strengths of the client system (Caple, et al,

1995).

Given the rich diversity of history, language, and

cultures among refugee and immigrant groups in America,

social workers engaged in crPss-cultural practice with
individuals and collectivities require cultural sensitivity,
culture-relevant knowledge, and bicultural training on an
experiential base (Lum, 1996).

Social workers who are not culturally or linguistically
similar to the community of focus may find themselves
particularly effective in what Rivera and Erlich (1995)

define as

the "tertiary level" of the community.

This area

is that of the outsider working for the common interest and
concerns of the community.

The "primary level" of

involvement, which is the most immediate and personal with .■
the community, however, requires that the worker possess the

same cultural, and linguistic identity to be most effective
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in that coitimunity.

This level of contact intensity and

influence is the most intimate level of community
involvement where the only way of gaining entry into the

community is to have full ethnic solidarity with the
community.

According to Rivera and Erlich (1995), the most

successful community workers are those who can "identify

with their communities, culturally, racially, and
linguistically.

There is no stronger identification with a

community than truly being a part of it."

The effectiveness

of key support agents identified in the study demonstrate

how such identification can importantly facilitate the
helping process.

Given the social and cultural dissonance that may exist
between a social worker and a client population, strategies
must be developed to facilitate access into their community.
It is thus imperative that social work professionals, who do
not possess the cultural or language identity of a

particular community, to make contact with key ethnic
leaders, or gatekeepers, who are willing to allow access and

share important knowledge of the community setting
(Timberlake & Cook, 1984). In this study; the researcher
I

similarly utilized this strategy to gain access into the
research setting by identifying key ethnic community■leaders
as the first informant group of the hermeneutic dialectic

circle.

As the initial stakeholder group and gatekeepers of

the research setting, these individuals were able to provide
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important i]iformation, including the referral of other key
informants.

Moreover, as demonstrated in the study, these

individuals, through their own efforts or through the

efforts of their organizations; help achieve social work
goals of helping refugee youth cope effectively within their
bicultural environment.

In the study, the researcher identified various key '
support agents who performed important social functions to

help refugee youth develop a bicultural identity. According

to De Anda (1984), "the availability of certain types of
socializing agents is another factor that can determine the
extent of the individual's biculturation."

To increase

successful bicultural competence and socialization, social
workers should search out or provide socializing agents,
including cultural translators, mediators, and models who

can offer guidelines for dealing with problems and conflict
as well as provide critical information of the ethnic

population (De Anda, 1984). For example, without good
translators, language ability and cultural perceptions may

impact the accessibility and acceptability of social support
and services.

Social workers should similarly identify ■;

organizations and activitiesfor participation such as
cultural school clubs, ethnic community events, and other
social or cultural group experiences (Lum, 1996) .
Though not of the social: work profession, support
agents identified in the study spoke directly to the needs,
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hopes, strengths, and concerns of refugee youth, and have

directed their energies into ways of educating and nurturing
youth to make their aspirations into realities.

Social

workers should thus consider some of the strategies

initiated by key support agents in the study.

These include

facilitating an ethnic-community identity through

participation in various activities, linking families and
youth to available ethnic-community resources, sorting
cultural values and traditions, and stabilizing family
beliefs and traditions (Lum, 1996). The intervention

strategies of key support agents showed the importance of
consistency with the cultural framework that promote
environmental approaches to changing problematic situations.
Failure by agencies and professionals to recognize vital
aspects of their cultural values, behavior patterns and
protocols, Ainterventions may violate cultural noimis and
patterns.

By examining social phenomena- as it exist in its

own context, this study which was conducted within the

constructivist paradigm, sought to examine the experiences
of refugee youth in the context of key ethnic support
systems.

Both researchers and helping professionals alike

must recognize that "real problems always appear in
particular contexts and while relevant data leading to
resolution may come from many sources, their solutions are
always bound by those contexts" (Erlandson, et al, 1993)
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As suggested by this study's findings and the Owan and
Miranda (1985) primary prevention community model,
intervention should include various strategies at multiple
interventional levels from a unique multicultural

perspective.

The social worker must create an appropriate

intervention strategy by drawing on a variety of strategy
themes, such as those that emerged from the study 

empowerment, parity, maintenance of culture, and unique
personhood - and consider micro, meso, and macro levels of

intervention (Lum, 1996).

The planning and delivery of

services by social workers can be further informed by

analyzing the research evidence on social support and
carefully review various educational-based and communitybased support programs designed to respond to the needs of
refugee or immigrant youth.
In the study, the researcher, in accordance to: the

constructivist paradigm, recognized and acknowledged the
realities of its participants, which also included
tremendous adaptive strengths.

Oftentimes, problems may be

inappropriately perceived and defined by practitioners or
researchers who focus on negative and dysfunctional aspects

of culture as a response to the systemic situation.

Social

work research and practice must be open and receptive to ,
include adaptive cultural strengths within strategies toward
the investigation and helping processes.

Moreover, the

supportive capacity or potential of support systems of
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families, schools, and communities to meet young people's
needs for must also be recognized and realized.
Conclusion

The implications for both social work policy and
practice not only apply to Southeast Asian refugee groups,
but to other refugee and immigrant groups as well. The

findings indicate the need for creating a social climate
that fosters a healthier, more bicultural process of

acculturation for all newcomers.

The current politicized

debate specifically surrounding bilingual education and

immigration make this goal particularly timely.
Clearly, social work professionals and helping

professionals alike must gain a greater sensitivity to the
problems of bias and the need for cultural awareness in

intervention strategies, not only as it applies to working
with refugee families, but in all their efforts to be more

responsive to the children and families that make up our
multicultural society.
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APPENDIX a;;: V

.

PARTICIPANT INFORMED CONSENT FORM

This study is being conducted by Russ Bermejo,a social work graduate
student at Galifornia State University, San Bernardino. The proposed
research will focus on exploration of important issues involving Southeast

Asian refugee youfh, which may include perceptions of social support
systems, values and expectations, and family and community systems.

In order to obtain information, intefviews with various groups of
respondents will be conducted. Your responses will be compared and
contrasted with the responses of others. The purpose of this process is to
identify different views that exist and form connections between them that
will hopefully allow.mutual discussion between all those involved.

Your name will be kept strictly confidential throughout the study, except in
purposes ofidentifying you as the referral source. Please be aware that the
information you provide is not anonymous or confidential in that your
ideas will be shared with other participants.

During this Study, ypu will be given opportunities to verify or challenge
interpretations of the researcher. Ypu ihay receiye transcripts and/or
summaries of interviews and will be asked to review it for accuracy . No

data obtained will be included in the study if it is not first verified through
these given procedures. At the conclusion of this project, you may receive a
written report of its results.

Participation in this project is voluntary,and you may refuse to participate
or discontinue participation at any point. If you have any questions
regarding this project, you may contact: Russ Bermejo(909);?96-8892 or the
faculty research advisor.Dr. Teresa Morns at(909)880-5561.
On the basis of the above stateinents,I acknowledge thatI have been informed and

understand the nature and purpose of this study and I agree to participate in the project along
. these terms.

■

Participant's signature

Date

*If the participant is under eighteen years of age,a parent/legal guardian mustsign below
acknowledging they consent to their child's participation in the study.

Parent's signature

Date
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APPENDIX B

DEBRIEFING STATEMENT

The purpose of this study was to investigate the range of experiences and
concerns of Southeast Asian refugee youth. Your responses have given me
a greater understanding of important issues, which include perceptions of
social support systems, values and expectations among peer group,family
and community systems.

In order to obtain further information, interviews with various groups of
respondents will be conducted. Your responses will be compared and
contrasted with the responses of others. The purpose pf this process isfo
identify different views that exist and form connections between them that
will hopefully allow mutual discussion between all those involved;

You will be giYen opportunities to verify or challenge interpretations of
prior interviews. You may receive transcripts and/or summaries of

interviews and Will be asked to review it for accuracy and validity. No data
obtained will be included in the study if it is not first verified through these
given procedures, receive transcripts of interviews. At the completion of
the study, you will be provided a final written copy of the research.
If there are any further ideas you wish to share, or have any questions or
concerns regarding the study and/or your participation in it, you may
contact:

Russ Bermejo, Graduate Student
25825 Hinckley Street
Loma Linda,CA 92354
(909)796-8892

Dr. Teresa Morris, Research Faculty Advisor
Department of Social Work
Galifornia State University, San Bernardino
5500 University Parkway
San Bernardino, CA 92407
(909)880-5561.
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APPENDIX C

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

Six basic categories of questions(Patton. 19901:
1. experience/behavior 4. knowledge
2. opinion/value
5. sensory
3. feeling
6. background/demographic
•For key adult support agents:

Could you tell me about what the refugee experience means to you?
(opinion/value)

Could you tell me your experiences in helping refugee young people?
(background)

What do you think are some of the concerns facing refugee youth today?
(opinion/value)

Could you tell me your experiences working with their parents?
(experience/behavior)

Do you know of other support networks here in the local area?(knowledge)
Why do you think preserving the culture is so important for young people?
(opinion/value)
• For key youth informants:

How long have you and your family been here in America?(background)
Could you tell me the differences between American and Vietnamese
students? (opinion/value)

How did you feel when you first came to school here?(feeling)
Why is education so important to your family? you? (opinion/value)
What kind of help do you get from the tutors and teachers here?
(experience)
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