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Abstract
Academic motivation represents a psychoeducational construct that is associated with the academic success of youth. For 
some immigrant youth, however, their academic motivation may be affected by the various challenges that they face during 
their settlement in a culturally diverse school that promotes different self-construal values and practices. The main goal of 
this study is to investigate the cultural match or mismatch between non-Western immigrant youth and the self-construal 
orientation typically promoted in Western schools, as well as how specific challenges associated with migration contribute to 
the development of different levels of academic motivation during their recent settlement. We hypothesize that non-Western 
immigrant youth experience cultural mismatch in a Western school, and that greater reports of migration challenges are 
associated with increases in levels of external motivation and decreases in levels of intrinsic motivation. To test these hypoth-
eses, the present study was conducted among non-Western immigrant youth between 12 and 19 years old in their first year 
of attending a Dutch academic integration program in The Netherlands. Our findings highlight that non-Western immigrant 
youth are mismatched with the self-construal orientations typically promoted in Dutch schools, and that there is specificity 
in the way that migration challenges relate to different levels of academic motivation. These findings should be considered 
by Western educational stakeholders who aim to foster academic success for immigrant youth early on in their resettlement.

Keywords  Immigrant youth · Academic motivation · Migration challenges

Global migration has significantly increased over the past 
decades, with Western Europe considered to be one of the 
regions in the world with the largest proportion of interna-
tional migrants in comparison to its total population (Inter-
national Organization for Migration, 2019; United Nations, 

2021). International migrants, referring to individuals living 
in a country different from the one within which they were 
born (Statistics Netherlands, 2021), include a relatively large 
proportion of youth under 20 years of age (United Nations, 
2019). Despite the vulnerabilities associated with migration 
during this developmental period of adolescence, youth can 
show resilience in their biopsychosocial adaptation to a soci-
ety with different cultural practices and values (Motti-Stefa-
nidi & Masten, 2017; Suárez-Orozco et al., 2018; Titzmann 
& Lee, 2018).

The changing demographics of Western Europe are evi-
dent in The Netherlands, one of the most culturally diverse 
countries in the world, with international migrants repre-
senting 23% of its total population (Statistics Netherlands, 
2018). Approximately half of the immigrants are from non-
Western backgrounds, with the largest groups from Turkey, 
Morocco, Suriname, and the Caribbean, while others include 
refugees from Iraq, Afghanistan, Iran, Somalia, Syria, and 
Eritrea. Considerable concerns have been cited because of 
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the academic gap between the immigrant and non-immi-
grant youth in The Netherlands, as school achievement is 
a primary indicator of adaptation among immigrant youth 
because of its contributions to the promotion of cultural 
integration and wellbeing (Crosnoe & López Turley, 2011; 
Hernandez, 2012; Nolan, 2012; Suárez-Orozco et al., 2018).

As immigration continues to increase worldwide, the 
study of culturally diverse academic environments and 
strategies to promote adaptation among those most vulner-
able, including immigrant youth, continue to be essential 
educational considerations for the long-term wellbeing of 
these students, as well as the wellbeing of their family and 
the sociopolitical success of the receiving nation (Motti-
Stefanidi, 2019). In this study, we examined the academic 
adaptation of recently immigrated youth by assessing life 
expectations pre and post migration, the match or mismatch 
with the school’s cultural practices and values, and how 
acculturative stress and bicultural identity integration relate 
to different levels of academic motivation among non-West-
ern immigrant youth who attended a Dutch academic inte-
gration program in a secondary school in Amsterdam, The 
Netherlands, in which the disparity between the academic 
achievement of native and immigrant youth is consistently 
large (de Winter-Koçak & Badou, 2020).

Independent and Interdependent 
Self‑Construal

The risk that is associated with inadequately implementing 
the multicultural factors of education is addressed in the 
cultural mismatch theory, in which educational experiences 
and outcomes are thought to be affected by the incongru-
ity between the ways that cultural minority communities 
approach education and learning, and the institutionalized 
educational values of their greater society (Fryberg et al., 
2013; Fryberg & Markus, 2007; Stephens et al., 2012). 
Accordingly, cultural mismatch within an educational setting 
can be manifested through differences between the dominant 
self-construal orientation of a student and the orientation 
promoted within their school. Self-construal is described 
as the process through which one defines the self (Markus 
& Kitayama, 1991). It includes two constructs, independ-
ent and interdependent self-construal, which are thought to 
operate by defining the self in terms of perceptions, evalu-
ations, and behaviors (for a review, see Cross et al., 2011). 
Although patterns of independence and interdependence 
vary across and within cultures and contexts, cultural groups 
are thought to differ in the degree to which an independent 
or interdependent self-construal is dominant (Gardner et al., 
1999; Oeberst & Wu, 2015).

An independent self-construal refers to a view of the 
self that is self-directed, unique, removed from the social 

environment, and independent of others (Cross et  al., 
2003; Singelis, 1994). The emphasis is on internal abili-
ties, thoughts, feelings, and the promotion of one’s goals 
(Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Matsumoto, 1999; Singelis, 
1994). Western cultures, which include most northern and 
Western regions of Europe, North America, and Australia, 
typically place an emphasis on the separateness and unique-
ness of an individual (Greif, 1994; Hofstede et al., 2010). In 
contrast, an interdependent self-construal entails a variable 
self in which the person is viewed as rooted in a social net-
work where important relationships, group affiliations, social 
roles, and social positions within their community define 
them (Kitayama et al., 2017; Markus & Kitayama, 1991). 
In this view of the self, collective values are prioritized over 
individual characteristics, beliefs, and attitudes (Cross et al., 
2003; Singelis, 1994). This perspective is mostly character-
istic of non-Western, collectivist cultures, such as those in 
Asia, Africa, South America, and the Pacific islands (Juslin 
et al., 2016; Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Singelis, 1994).

Individuals from interdependent backgrounds who study 
in Western academic institutions, in which independent val-
ues typically dominate, are at-risk of experiencing a cultural 
mismatch (Stephens et al., 2012). The challenges associated 
with this type of cultural mismatch in an academic institu-
tion affect students across all grade levels (Benner & Gra-
ham, 2007; Benner & Yan, 2015; Stephens et al., 2012). As 
Dutch cultural practices are thought to primarily promote 
one’s independence and autonomy (Hofstede et al., 2010; 
Leeman, 2008), experiences of cultural mismatch are inev-
itable for the immigrant populations who come from the 
non-Western regions of the world that are thought to pre-
dominantly value practices associated with interdependence. 
However, one’s academic motivation orientation may buffer 
the effects of cultural mismatch on the academic achieve-
ment of vulnerable immigrant youth during and shortly after 
their resettlement.

The Self‑Determination Continuum

Academic achievement has been found to be particularly 
influenced by academic motivation (Guay & Bureau, 2018; 
Taylor et al., 2014; Vallerand & Ratelle, 2002), which has 
commonly been conceptualization within the framework 
of self-determination theory (SDT). According to SDT, 
the motivation to engage in behaviours and activities, is 
described as a multidimensional construct along a con-
tinuum encompassing three types of extrinsic motivation, 
− identified, introjected, and external regulations – and 
intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000b; Vansteenkiste 
et al., 2006), all of which vary in the degree to which they 
are self-determined. The constructs of extrinsic and intrinsic 
motivation are found at the polar ends of the self-determina-
tion continuum (Cokley, 2003).
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Extrinsic motivation represents behaviour based on 
external rewards and social pressures to complete unin-
teresting tasks and assume a range of new responsibili-
ties (i.e., lack of or limited self-determined motivation; 
Rubenfeld et al., 2007; Ryan & Deci, 2000). This type 
of motivation tends to be associated with poor academic 
effort and performance among the general youth popula-
tion (Becker et al., 2010; Vansteenkiste et al., 2006), and 
higher levels have been found among non-Western immi-
grant students compared with their native Western coun-
terparts (Areepattamannil & Freeman, 2008). The effects 
of extrinsic motivation on academic achievement vary in 
relation to the degree of extrinsic motivation involved in 
performing an action (Guay et al., 2008). Specifically, 
external regulation, defined as the least self-determined 
form of extrinsic motivation on the continuum, refers to 
behaviors that are not autonomously driven, but rather are 
performed to comply with an external demand or reward 
contingency (Cascio et al., 2014). Introjected regulation 
involves behavior that has been partially, but not fully, 
internalized (i.e., to avoid guilt or anxiety), and in which 
self-control, ego-involvement, and internal rewards and 
punishments drive the motivation. Whereas introjected 
regulation is positively associated with exhibiting more 
effort, it is also associated with greater anxiety and mala-
daptive coping in the face of challenges (Ryan & Deci, 
2002). At the far end of the external regulation continuum, 
identified regulation is thought to stem from demands that 
are imposed by internal pressures and is a more independ-
ent form of extrinsic motivation in which personal impor-
tance and conscious valuing is attributed to one’s behavior. 
Thus, identified regulation is associated with more inter-
est and enjoyment of school activities, practicing adaptive 
coping styles, and greater effort in the face of demands 
(Ryan & Deci, 2000a; Vansteenkiste et al., 2010).

Intrinsic motivation, the most self-determined form of moti-
vation found at the end of the continuum, is described as moti-
vation to perform due to inherent task pleasure and satisfaction 
(Ryan & Deci, 2000b). Among high school students in the gen-
eral population, intrinsic motivation has been found to be more 
protective of one’s academic achievement than external forms 
of motivation (for a review, see Taylor et al., 2014). Individu-
als who are intrinsically motivated have a natural inclination 
toward integration, mastery, spontaneous interest, and explora-
tion of concepts, which represent various sources of gratifica-
tion and vivacity that are crucial to healthy cognitive and social 
development throughout life (Ryan & Deci, 2002). Although 
individuals are predisposed with intrinsic motivational propen-
sities, the preservation and improvement of this predisposition 
can be hindered by numerous adverse circumstances (Ryan 
& Deci, 2000a). Such adverse circumstance may include the 
challenges associated with migration that migrant youth are 

at risk of facing during their early settlement (Motti-Stefanidi, 
2019; Suárez-Orozco et al., 2018).

Acculturative Stress and Bicultural Identity 
Integration

Most immigrants generally seek a better life and are motivated 
to succeed in their new society (Becker & Ferrara, 2019), and 
migration is not inevitably associated with the development of 
psychosocial difficulties (Williams & Berry, 1991). Nonethe-
less, some migrants are at risk of experiencing challenges in 
relation to acculturative stress and bicultural identity integra-
tion, both of which can influence one’s experience of integra-
tion and later adaptation within their new society. Accultura-
tive stress is defined by Berry (2006) as a physiological and 
psychological state that stems from cultural-specific stressors. 
These stressors can stem from perceptions of discrimination, 
cultural isolation, and difficult intercultural relations, as well 
as difficulties in acquiring a second-language (Miller et al., 
2011). Notably, when experienced among vulnerable immi-
grant youth during their early settlement, such challenges may 
be particularly detrimental to their academic experiences (e.g., 
Berry et al., 2006).

The construct of bicultural identity involves one’s inter-
nalization of two cultures, one considered to be mainstream 
and the other ancestral. Benet-Martinez and Haritatos (2005) 
proposed a theoretical framework of bicultural identity integra-
tion that is the result of variations in the magnitude of dichoto-
mies of cultural compartmentalizing versus blendedness and 
of cultural conflict versus harmony. Cultural compartmental-
izing versus blendedness refers to the subjective level of over-
lap perceived between two cultural orientations, while cultural 
conflict versus harmony refers to the level of compatibility. 
As explained by Huynh et al. (2018), the degree of compart-
mentalizing versus blendedness is thought to be linked to the 
cognitive and behavioural aspects implicated in the integra-
tion of two cultural orientations (e.g., developing language 
proficiency and dual cultural identities), while the degree of 
conflict versus harmony is related to the affective factors that 
encompass feelings and attitudes. Bicultural identity integra-
tion stemming from high levels of both compartmentalizing 
and conflict, rather than high levels of both blendedness and 
harmony, is understood as a risk factor that can lead to mala-
daptive psychosocial outcomes that have been found to be 
linked to academic underachievement (Benet-Martinez & 
Haritatos, 2005; Nguyen & Benet-Martínez, 2013).

Present Study

To better understand the academic adaption of non-West-
ern immigrant youth in their first year of attending a Dutch 
academic integration program in a secondary school in 
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Amsterdam, The Netherlands, we identified three objec-
tives in this study that are related to the beliefs and values 
that they bring to school, and how migration challenges 
relate to their academic motivation. One, we assessed 
motivation for success by measuring the differences in 
students’ life expectations in terms of their future possi-
bilities, schooling experiences, and happiness before and 
after migration. Two, we examined the extent to which 
the immigrant youth were matched or mismatched with 
the cultural practices and values that are mainly promoted 
within Dutch schools. As such, we examined differences 
in their identification with interdependent compared with 
independent self-construal processes. Three, we assessed 
how various acculturation stressors (i.e., language skills, 
discrimination and prejudice, intercultural relation, and 
cultural isolation) and components of bicultural identity 
integration (compartmentalizing and conflict) related to 
the different types of academic motivation (i.e., external 
regulation, introjected regulation, identified regulation, 
and intrinsic).

Hypotheses

The following hypotheses were generated for the three 
research objectives. One, we anticipated that the recently 
immigrant students would report expecting greater future 
possibilities, schooling experiences, and happiness post- 
as compared to pre-migration. Two, we expected that the 
participants would report greater identification with inter-
dependent self-construal processes compared with inde-
pendent processes. Three, we predicted that increases in 
all acculturation stressors and in bicultural compartmen-
talizing and conflict would be associated with increases 
in external forms of motivation (i.e., external, intro-
jected, and identified regulation) or decreases in intrinsic 
motivation.

Method

Participants

The participants were 63 recently immigrated youth 
(29 = male) between 12 and 19 years old (Mage = 15.77, 
SD = 1.64) from the Middle East (n = 25), Africa (n = 30), 
and Eastern Europe (n = 8). These youth attended one of 
the three academic integration programs intended for inter-
national adolescent students with a limited Dutch language 
fluency in a secondary school in Amsterdam, The Nether-
lands. The youth who attended the integration program for 
a minimum of 8 weeks were included in this study.

Measures

Demographics  A demographic self-report questionnaire was 
used to obtain personal information about the participants 
regarding age, gender, country of origin, language spoken 
at home, and level of education (see Table 1).

Expectations Pre‑ and Post‑Migration  Six questions were 
formulated by the researchers to determine life expectations 
pre-and post-migration to Amsterdam, The Netherlands. The 
participants were asked to rate the questions with a 5-point 
scale ranging from 1 (very low) to 5 (very high). The life 
expectation domains of interest were related to perceptions 
of future possibilities, schooling experiences, and happiness, 
pre- (e.g., expectations about schooling, before arriving in 
The Netherlands) and post- (e.g., expectations about school-
ing, now) migration. Cronbach’s alpha values for the life 
expectation domains ranged between .75 and .84, indicating 
high reliability.

Self‑Construal Orientation  The Interdependence-Inde-
pendence Scale (IIS; Kato & Markus, 1993, 1994) was 
used to assess the students’ level of identification with 

Table 1   Demographic information

Variable Frequency %

Age
  12 4 6.3
  13 7 11.1
  14 12 19
  15 9 14.3
  16 12 19
  17 13 20.6
  18 3 4.8
  19 1 1.6
  value missing 2 3.2

Sex
  Male 29 46
  Female 34 54

Emigration Region
  Middle East 25 39.7
  Africa 30 47.6
  Europe 8 12.7

Language Spoken at Home
  Dutch 2 3.2
  English 5 7.9
  Other 56 88.9

Education Level
  Secondary 55 87.3
  Selective Secondary 7 11.1
  International 1 1.6
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interdependent and independent self-construal processes. 
The students were asked to rate how well the 31 included 
statements described them using a 10-point scale ranging 
from 0 (doesn’t describe me at all) to 10 (describes me very 
much). The ISS is comprised of two scales, both divided into 
two subscales. The Interdependence scale includes 9 items 
that are used to measure concern for others (COE; e.g., “I 
always care about what other people think of me.”) and 7 
items that are used to measure maintaining self-other bonds 
(MB; e.g., “I feel guilt when I say “No” when someone asks 
me for help.”). Cronbach’s alpha for the interdependence 
scale for this sample was .60, indicating good reliability. The 
Independence scale includes 8 items that are used to measure 
self-other differentiation (SOD; e.g., “Even though people 
around me hold a different opinion, I stick to what I believe 
in.”) and 7 items that are used to measure self-knowledge 
(SK; e.g., “I usually make my own decisions by myself.”). 
The variables of interest in the present study were interde-
pendent self-construal and independent self-construal. Cron-
bach’s alpha for the independence scale for this sample was 
.64, indicating good reliability.

Motivation  The Academische Zelf-Regulatie Vragenlijst 
[Academic Self-Regulation Questionnaire] (ZRV-A; Van-
steenkiste et al., 2009), a Dutch version of the Academic 
Self-Regulation Questionnaire (SRQ-A; Ryan & Connell, 
1989), was used to assess academic motivation. Rather than 
asking for the participants’ motives to engage in different 
educational activities, the adjusted version is limited to the 
question “Why are you studying in general?”. The question-
naire included 16 five-point Likert items, ranging from 1 
(totally not important) to 5 (totally important), that were 
used to measure the four types of motivation highlighted in 
self-determination theory: external, introjected, and iden-
tified regulations, as well as intrinsic motivation (Ryan & 
Deci, 2002). Cronbach’s alpha values for the four motiva-
tion subscales were .58 (external regulation), .57 (introjected 
regulation), .51 (identified regulation), and .83 (intrinsic 
motivation), indicating between good and high reliability.

Migration Challenges  The Riverside Acculturation Stress 
Inventory (RASI; Benet-Martinez & Haritatos, 2005) was 
used to assess challenges associated with the youths’ adjust-
ment to the Dutch educational system. The RASI includes 
15 items that are intended to tap into the 5 domains of 
acculturation stressors – language skills (e.g., “It bothers 
me that I have an accent”), intercultural relations (e.g., “I 
have had disagreements with people of my own cultural/
ethnic group [e.g., friends or family] for liking Dutch ways 
of doing things.”), discrimination/prejudice (e.g., “I have 
been treated rudely or unfairly because of my cultural/ethnic 
background.”), cultural isolation (e.g., “I feel that there are 
not enough people of my own ethnic/cultural group in my 

living environment.”), and work challenges. Considering the 
age of the participants, the work domain was omitted. The 
participants were asked to rate the items with a five-point 
Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 
agree). The variables of interest were language skills, inter-
cultural relations, discrimination/prejudice, and cultural 
isolation. Cronbach’s alpha values for these four subscales 
were .65 (language skills), .84 (intercultural relations), .68 
(discrimination/prejudice), and .53 (cultural isolation), indi-
cating between good and high reliability.

The Bicultural Identity Integration Scale –Version 1 
(BIIS-1; Benet-Martinez & Haritatos, 2005) was used to 
assess possible components of bicultural identity organiza-
tion. The BIIS-1 includes 8 items that are intended to meas-
ure perceptions of cultural compartmentalizing (4 items, 
i.e., perceiving one’s two cultural identities as separate and 
dissociated vs. hyphenate or fused) and cultural conflict (4 
items, i.e., feeling torn between one’s two identities versus 
feeling that they are compatible). The participants were 
asked to rate each item using a five-point Likert scale rang-
ing from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). For this 
study, Cronbach’s alpha was computed with the compart-
mentalizing and conflict subscales having an acceptable to 
low reliability scores of .45 and .31, respectively.

Procedure

The participants’ parents provided written informed con-
sent for their children to participate in this study. Neither 
the participants nor the academic professionals received 
compensation for their participation. The research protocol 
was approved by the ethical committee of the Faculty of 
Behavioral and Movement Sciences at Vrije Universiteit 
Amsterdam, the Netherlands.

Data collection was performed as part of an assign-
ment in the participants’ Dutch language class, during 
which they filled out the questionnaires pertaining the 
topics of interest of this study (i.e., life expectations pre-
and post-migration, self-construal orientation, accultura-
tion stressors, bicultural identity integration, academic 
motivation). With the exception of the Dutch version 
of The Self-Regulation Questionnaire–Learning (ZRV-
L; Vansteenkiste et al., 2009), all of the measures were 
translated into Dutch by native Dutch speaking research 
students using a back-translation method. The administra-
tion of the questionnaires was fully standardized. When 
a participant had trouble filling out the questionnaires in 
Dutch, a researcher offered further explanation in Dutch 
or in English, the original language of the questionnaires 
as well as the second language spoken at school.
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Results

IBM SPSS (Version 27) was used for the analyses. The 
skewness of the variables was first examined to determine 
if the data were normally distributed among each vari-
able of interest. If the skewness of a variable was greater 
than +.50 or less than −.50, the variable was transformed 
using a logarithmic (log) transformation or a reflected log 
transformation, respectively. Four life expectation vari-
ables as well as the intercultural relation variable and the 
discrimination/prejudice variables required a log transfor-
mation to reduce skewness (see Table 2). For the future 
possibilities and the happiness variables pre-migration, a 
log transformation returned unacceptable skew values off 
1.14 and .71, respectively. Therefore, these two variables 
were subjected to a square root transformation resulting in 
a skew value of .64 for future possibilities and .40 for hap-
piness. All the statistical analyses were conducted using 
these transformed variables.

Differences in Life Expectations 
and in Self‑Construal Orientations

In terms of the first objective of this study, dependent sam-
ples t-tests were conducted to measure differences in the 
participants’ life expectations pre- and post-migration (see 
Table 3). The results of the dependent samples correlation 
analyses showed significant positive relations among all 
three life expectation domains. In terms of the t-test analy-
ses, statistical differences between the participant’s mean 
scores were significant only in the schooling experiences 
domain. Consistent with our hypothesis, the results revealed 
that the students reported greater satisfaction with their 
schooling post migration compared with pre migration.

The second objective of this study was to measure dif-
ferences among students’ identification with independent 
and interdependent self-construal orientations during their 
first year of settlement in the Netherlands. Consistent with 
our hypothesis, the participants from this study reported 
greater identification with an interdependent (M = 102.54, 
SD = 15.02) compared with an independent (M = 95.44, 
SD = 14.46) self-construal orientation (t(60) = 2.80, p < .01, 
R2 = .01). Thus, they were considered to be mismatched with 
the independent values and practices that are typically pro-
moted within Western schools.

Migration Challenges and Motivation

For the third objective of this study, the effects of the accul-
turation stressors (language skills, intercultural relations, dis-
crimination/prejudice, and cultural isolation) and components 
of bicultural identity integration (compartmentalizing and con-
flict) on each type of academic motivation (external, introjected, 
identified, and intrinsic regulations) were assessed through 
four multiple linear regression analyses. The intercorrelation 
matrix for these variables, along with their means and standard 
deviations, can be found in Table 4. The regression model for 
external regulation was statistically significant (F(6,56) = 2.93, 
p < .05, adjusted R2 = .15; Table 5), while the model for intro-
jected regulation was statistically non-significant (F(6,56) = 1.46, 
p = .21, adjusted R2 = .04; Table 6). The regression models for 
identified regulation (F(6,56) = 4.40, p = .00, adjusted R2 = .24; 

Table 2   Transformation of Skewed variables

Variable Skew of Raw 
Data

Skew after Log 
Transformation

Life Expectations Pre-Migration
  Future Possibilities −2.20 1.14
  Schooling −.96 .51
  Happiness −1.32 .71

Life Expectations Post Migration
  Future Possibilities −1.06 .43
  Schooling −.61 .03
  Happiness −1.11 .34

Acculturation Stressors
  Intercultural Relations .68 .03
  Discrimination/Prejudice .97 .09

Table 3   Results of paired-
samples t-test and descriptive 
statistics for the difference 
between the life expectations 
variables pre and post migration 
to the Netherlands

*p < .01

Variable

M SD n 95% CI for Mean Dif-
ference

t df r2

Lower Upper

Future Possibilities −.00 .26 63 −.07 .06 −.11 62 28%
Schooling −.10 .25 63 −.17 −.04 −3.24* 62 9%
Happiness −.03 .25 63 −.03 .09 1.03 62 36%
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Table 7) and intrinsic motivation (F(6,56) = 3.81, p = .00, adjusted 
R2 = .21; Table 8) were statistically significant. The details of 
these results are described below.

External Regulation  The multiple regression for external regula-
tion (see Table 5), revealed a positive association with percep-
tions of cultural isolation (β = .32, t(61) = 2.56, p = .01) and bicul-
tural identity compartmentalizing (β = .28, t(61) = 2.25, p = .02), 
and a negative association with perceptions of discrimination 
and prejudice (β = −.28, t(61) = −2.06, p = .04). These findings 
suggest that greater reports of cultural isolation and bicultural 
identity compartmentalizing among the youth are associated 
with motivation that becomes more externally driven. Moreover, 
increases in reports of experiences of discrimination and preju-
dice were associated with a decrease in their levels of external 
regulation.

Identified Regulation  The multiple regression (see Table 7) 
for identified regulation revealed a positive association with 
reports of bicultural identity compartmentalizing (β = .32, 

t(61) = 2.72, p < .01) and bicultural identity conflict (β = .31, 
t(61) = 2.47, p = .01), although this last result should be inter-
preted with care given the low reliability for this scale in this 
group. As the participants reported greater difficulty in both 
their cognitive and affective bicultural identity integration, 
their identified regulation for academic motivation increased 

Table 4   Mean, Standard Deviation (SD), and correlation matrix of key variables

N = 63
**. significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)
*. significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed)

Variable M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. External Regulation 3.79 (.66) – .46* .38* .59* −.10 .00 −.14 .27* .31* .16
2. Introjected Regulation 3.57 (.63) .46* – .65** .61** −.01 .02 −.04 .23 .19 .26*
3. Identified Regulation 3.57 (.63) .38** .65** – .58** .12 .09 .11 .26* .45** .46**
4. Intrinsic Motivation 3.72 (.70) .59** .61** .58* – −.15 .04 .08 .41** .15 .29*
5. Language Skills 7.83 (3.09) −.10 −.01 .12 −.15 – .21 .20 .20 .10 .31*
6. Intercultural Relations 8.30 (4.13) .00 .02 .09 .04 .21 – .43** .11 .12 .07
7. Discrimination/Prejudice 6.19 (2.79) −.14 −.04 .11 .08 .20 .43** – .31* .08 .19
8. Cultural Isolation 7.62 (3.06) .27* .23 .26* .41** .20 .11 .31* – .11 .31*
9. Bicultural Identity Compartmentalizing 13.73 (3.10) .31* .19 .45* .15 .10 .12 .08 .11 – .35**
10. Bicultural Identity Conflict 10.68 (2.91) .16 .26* .46** .30* .31* .07 .19 .31* .35** –

Table 5   Multiple linear regression analysis assessing the relationship 
between migration challenges and external regulation

Predictor B SE B β 95% CI

Lower Upper

Language Skills −.03 .02 −.16 .08 .01
Intercultural Relations .24 .39 .08 −.53 1.02
Discrimination/Prejudice −96 .46 −.28 −1.89 −.02
Cultural Isolation .07 .02 .32 .01 .12
Bicultural Identity Com-

partmentalizing
.06 .02 .28 .00 .11

Bicultural Identity Conflict .01 .03 .05 −.04 .07

Table 6   Multiple linear regression analysis assessing the relationship 
between migration challenges and introjected regulation

Predictor B SE B β 95% CI

Upper Lower

Language Skills −.02 .02 −.11 −.07 .03
Intercultural Relations .16 .40 .05 −.63 .96
Discrimination/Prejudice −.52 .47 −.16 −1.48 .42
Cultural Isolation .04 .02 .21 −.01 .10
Bicultural Identity Com-

partmentalizing
.02 .02 .11 −.03 .07

Bicultural Identity Conflict .04 .03 .21 −.01 .10

Table 7   Multiple linear regression analysis assessing the relationship 
between migration challenges and identified regulation

Predictor B SE B β 95% CI

Upper Lower

Language Skills −.00 .02 −.04 −.05 .04
Intercultural Relations .10 .35 .03 −.60 .80
Discrimination/Prejudice −.09 .42 −.02 −.93 .75
Cultural Isolation .03 .02 .14 −.02 .07
Bicultural Identity Com-

partmentalizing
.06 .02 .32 .01 .11

Bicultural Identity Conflict .06 .02 .31 .01 .12
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in that they reported greater motivation stemming from per-
sonal commitments that are partly self-determined.

Intrinsic Motivation  The multiple regression (see Table 8) 
for intrinsic motivation revealed a negative association with 
reports of language challenges (β = −.31, t(61) = −2.57, p = .01) 
and a positive association with perceptions of cultural isolation 
(β = .40, t(61) = 3.25, p < .01). These results demonstrate that 
reports of greater difficulty in acquiring the Dutch language 
are associated with a decrease in self-determined academic 
motivation, or academic motivation that stems from inherent 
task pleasure and satisfaction. Conversely, reports of cultural 
isolation contributed to an increase in self-determined 
motivation among the recently immigrated youth.

Discussion

In this study, we identified three objectives to investigate the 
academic adaptation of a group of non-Western immigrant 
students between 12 and 19 years old in their first year of 
attending a Dutch academic integration program in a second-
ary school in the Netherlands. The findings provide insight 
into the consistent reports over the past two decades of the 
academic struggles experienced by non-Western immigrant 
youth in the Netherlands (Statistics Netherlands, 2018; 
Vasta, 2007), and specific migration challenges that can be 
targeted in interventions aimed at fostering academic success 
among immigrant youth more generally.

In our examination of the differences among the levels 
of satisfaction in relation to the life expectations reported 
by the youth post- as compared with pre-migration, the 
finding on the development of students’ perception of their 
school experiences is consistent with our hypothesis that 
they would report experiencing an increase in their level of 
satisfaction post migration. Regarding the development of 
students’ perceptions of future possibilities and feelings of 
happiness, no statistical differences were reported among 
these domains. This absence of statistical difference can be 

expected given the mean scores related to both the future 
possibilities and happiness domains which were found to 
be consistently high (M = 4) pre- and post-migration, thus 
indicating that the youth experienced persistent levels of 
satisfaction before and after arriving to the Netherlands.

In terms of the examination of the reported levels of 
independent and interdependent self-construal orientations, 
our findings highlight the potential for recently immigrated 
youth from non-Western countries to face being culturally 
mismatched with the practices and values that are typically 
promoted within Western schools. For example, the finding 
that the participants from this study reported greater identifi-
cation with interdependent values than with the independent 
values that characterize Western schools is consistent with 
our prediction and suggests that these students are at-risk for 
academic underachievement (Stephens et al., 2012). Our find-
ings also support the notion that individuals from non-West-
ern regions of the world predominantly adopt interdependent 
practices and values over independent one’s (Hofstede et al., 
2010; Kitayama et al., 2017; Oeberst & Wu, 2015; Stephens 
et al., 2012).

With regard to the development of the different levels 
of motivation, external regulation was found to be associ-
ated with three migration challenges. One, consistent with 
our hypothesis, reports of higher levels of cultural isola-
tion contributed to the development of external regulation. 
This finding is also consistent with the essential notion of 
cultural mismatch theory that cultural isolation places stu-
dents at-risk for academic maladaptation (Fryberg et al., 
2013). Two, self-reports of discrimination/prejudice were 
unexpectedly associated with a decrease in students’ lev-
els of external regulation. This unexpected finding may be 
linked to a moderating factor, such as utilizing resources 
associated with resilience to become less externally regu-
lated to learn, despite facing discriminatory and prejudicial 
injustices during their recent immigration. These types of 
resources may be associated with a strong sense of belong-
ing to one’s ancestry and trust in significant others, both of 
which have been found to moderate the relationship between 
discrimination and mental health problems among youth and 
adult immigrants (Straiton et al., 2019). Three, the finding 
that higher levels of bicultural identity compartmentalizing 
were associated with the development of external regulation 
is consistent both with our prediction and with the notion 
that processes of identity compartmentalizing are linked 
to knowledge about mainstream cultural practices (Huynh 
et al., 2018). For students who are not yet acquainted with 
the mainstream school culture, they may be more inclined 
to attend to academic tasks out of fear of external repercus-
sions rather than acting in line with their personal values 
and interests.

As predicted, increased identified regulation was 
associated with higher levels of both bicultural identity 

Table 8   Multiple linear regression analysis assessing the relationship 
between migration challenges and intrinsic motivation

Predictor B SE B β 95% CI

Upper Lower

Language Skills −.07 .02 −.31 −.12 −.01
Intercultural Relations .22 .40 .07 −.57 1.03
Discrimination/Prejudice −.24 .47 −.06 −1.20 .71
Cultural Isolation .09 .02 .40 .03 .14
Bicultural Identity Com-

partmentalizing
.01 .02 .04 −.04 .06

Bicultural Identity Conflict .06 .03 .25 −.00 .12
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compartmentalizing and bicultural identity conflict. While 
increased levels of identified regulation can lead to academic 
achievement, intrinsic motivation has been found to be even 
more protective in the long-term development of academic 
achievement among high school students from Western 
countries (e..g, Canada and Sweden; Taylor et al., 2014). 
Thus, for the vulnerable recently immigrated high school 
students from this study, academic motivation that stems 
from identified regulation may not be sufficient to foster 
long-term academic success in the face of academic cul-
tural mismatch.

Intrinsic motivation, the most self-determined form of 
motivation, was found to be associated with two migration 
challenges. One, contrary to our expectations, higher levels 
of cultural isolation were associated with the development 
of intrinsic motivation. This unexpected finding may be 
explained by factors that have been found to moderate expe-
riences of social isolation among youth. For example, among 
adolescents from interdependent and collectivist regions of 
the world, close friendships have been found to moderate 
experiences of social isolation (Sauter et al., 2020). The 
quality of friendships during adolescence has also been 
associated with academic achievement (Crosnoe et  al., 
2003). Thus, our findings may highlight the importance of 
specificity in terms of clarifying from what or from whom 
youth feel isolated when measuring the impact of cultural 
isolation on academic motivation. Two, increases in reports 
of language challenges contributed to decreases in levels 
of intrinsic motivation among the participants who were 
Dutch second language learners. This finding is consistent 
with our hypothesis and Tsuchiya's (2006) finding that a 
low level of English language proficiency was associated 
with demotivation among second language learners in Japan. 
Conversely, successful acquisition of a second language is 
known to positively contribute to the development of one’s 
motivation in a learning environment (Gardner, 2007; Wu 
et al., 2011). Thus, our findings add to the literature on the 
benefits of language proficiency, specifically in predicting 
one’s intrinsic motivation to learn, and in this case, among 
immigrant youth from non-Western societies who have been 
learning Dutch for less than a year.

Limitations of the Study

The primary limitation of this study is that the abilities 
of many of the participants to understand the questions 
may have been compromised as the questionnaires were 
in Dutch and many expressed experiencing difficulties in 
learning Dutch as a second language. As questionnaires 
could not be provided for each of the primary languages 
spoken by all the participants, their Dutch language dif-
ficulties were mitigated by offering the students who 
requested support further explanations in English, which 

was their second language of instruction and was more 
familiar to some. Another limitation concerns the num-
ber of participants which in turn limited the number of 
variables that could be entered into the multiple regres-
sion analyses, and therefore our demographic variables 
could not be included. More participants would also pro-
vide more power to detect subtle associations between the 
migration challenges and the different levels of academic 
motivation. While our statistically significant findings can 
be generalized, no conclusions should be drawn from any 
statistically non-significant result.

Conclusion and Implications

This study contributes to the literature on academic 
adaptation of vulnerable immigrant youth from different 
non-Western cultural backgrounds during their early set-
tlement, which represents a critical period during which 
integration experiences can influence the remainder of the 
adaptation trajectory. The findings have practical implica-
tions for educational stakeholders in Western countries 
who continue their endeavors to foster the optimal inte-
gration of vulnerable non-Western immigrant youth from 
around the world (Solano & Huddleston, 2020; Statistics 
Netherlands, 2018), whose adaptation depends both on 
personal efforts (Motti-Stefanidi & García Coll, 2018) and 
on community wide efforts aimed at creating welcoming 
academic contexts (Vedder & Motti-Stefanidi, 2016). Spe-
cifically, the findings from this study highlight the poten-
tial for non-Western immigrant youth to benefit from a 
multicultural curriculum that includes interdependent cul-
tural values and practices, and a welcoming and inclusive 
school environment that fosters cultural contact, non-dis-
criminatory or prejudicial attitudes, second language flu-
ency, and the promotion of bicultural identity integration 
that stems from identity blendedness and harmony, rather 
than identity compartmentalizing and conflict.
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