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The purpose of the study was to examine the factors th at af
fect the ways in which Vietnamese youth feel abou t th em
selves and their "place" in society. More specifically, th e pur
pose was to determine the relationship between sociocu ltu ral 
factors (L e. language proficiency, length of residence, socio
economic class, ethnic identity, and cultural continuity) and 
such person-oriented variables as depression and alienation. 
Thrity-one college and f if teen high school students responde d 
to a series of q uestions about themselves, family, relation
ships, personality, and achievement motivation. I t  was found 
that perceived problems with one's ethnic group, cultural con
tinuity, and parental attitudes toward schooling significantly 
predicted depression. D egree of attachment to one's ethnic 
community, English speaking and writing abilities, and outlets 
for derpession tended to predict future outlook or feelings of 
hope versus alienation. Several variables were highly predic
tive of acculturation. Some of those variables are native lan
guage ability, English speaking and writing ability, outlets for 
depression, and perceived problems with one's ethnic group. 
Implications of the findings for Vietnamese youth and futu re 
directions are discussed. 

Research on chi ldren of Asian American chi ldren has typically 
focused on academic achievement. Although such research is of criti
cal importance in the development of cognitive models for achievement, 
it fails to acknowledge such critical development issues as affective and 
behavioral development. I n fact it has been suggested that Asian Ameri
can chi ldren lag behind other chi ldren in social development. The prob
lem with this assertion is that it does not address differences between 
fi rst, second, and third generation chi ldren of Asian descent. Another 
problem with research on chi ldren of Asian descent is that the data is 
usually aggregated across the various Asian groups. There is a need to 
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examine the various Asian g roups, especially those of Southeast Asian 
versus East Asian descent, separately from other groups. The reasons 
for immigration vary across class. Some have immigrated for economic 
reasons whi le others have immigrated purely for pol itical reasons. 

Adolescence is a time when young people begin  to expand their 
frame of reference to include peers. Family is no longer the only pur
veyor of i nformation about the world. In other words, the inclusion of 
peer perspectives makes for a more social ly complex view of the world 
and contributes to the continuing development of a young person's sense 
of identity. Research on Asian Americans suggest an authoritarian ap
proach to parenting2 and a belief in family as the primary reference point 
regard less of age of the chi ld .  This view of development for Asian fami
l ies is cultural and generationally l imited .  I n  other words, chi ldren of 
Asian descent who are born in  the Un ited States and those who immi
g rated at a very early age are not on ly Asian but American as wel l .  They 
experience a double consciousness3 or a bicu ltu ral identity. This double 
consciousness often confl icts with the values of the fami ly. For example, 
the "parenting" cultu re might d ictate that young people enter into an ar
ranged marriage, often when the female is sti l l  of h igh school age. The 
young female who is second generation or immigrated during early chi ld
hood and who is bicultural might object to such an arrangement. The 
young female who is a recent immigrant and primarily monocultural in 
upbring ing and experiences might be less l ikely to object. The fi rst fe
male has i nternal ized the values of her peer group as wel l  as those of 
her parents. Her identity is a product of a socially complex i nteraction of 
experiences. 

Th is study focuses on the social and cu ltu ral  development of 
Vietnamese fi rst versus second and th ird generation adolescents . One 
purpose of the study is to examine the degree of acculturation or  social 
adaptation as a resu lt of language, length of residence, and ethn ic g roup 
identity. A second purpose is to determine whether or not perceptions 
about and expectations associated with one's ethn ic identity affect a 
person's perception of their "place" within  fami ly or other social entities . 

Background and Overview 

Vietnamese, especial ly those who are fi rst generation, are of
ten categorized as refugees. A refugee is defined as any individual who 
leaves his or her country of birth because of fear of persecution due to 
race, rel ig ion,  national ity, or membership in a particular social g roup. 
Refugees are usual ly unable to take advantage of safety and protection 
mechanisms that exist within  their  country of birth and are often unwi l l 
ing or unable to return. Kunz describes two types of refugees--the acute 
and the antiCipatory refugee.4 The acute refugee is someone who leaves 
his or her country of b irth due to pol itical change or mi l itary actions. The 
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acute refugee has l ittle or no grasp of his or her adopted country's lan
guage or cultural mores. They therefore are l ikely to experience cultural 
incompatibi l ity, al ienation, and fami ly turmoi l .  This view of fi rst genera
tion immigrants is one that min imizes educational background and so
cial adaptabi l ity. It also does not address age differences . While the 
negative experiences might be true for late adolescents and adults , young 
chi ldren, who have not yet entered middle chi ldhood, might experience 
fewer negative cultural effects and greater social adaptabi l ity with the 
adopted country since middle chi ldhood is when reference pOints beg in 
to shift from parents to peers.  The anticipatory refugee or immigrant, on 
the other hand, is someone who leaves his or her country before mil itary 
actions or pol itical destabil ization prohibit an orderly departure.  Antici
patory refugees are often prepared for resettlement in another country. 
They are fami l iar with the language of their adopted country and have 
some means of financial support or some idea about how they might 
support themselves or reenter thei r profession upon immigration .  Again ,  
th is  view does not address the needs of  young people but does address 
the fact that cu ltural incompatibi l ity is not always a factor for immigrants 
to the Un ited States. Middle to late adolescents who have the general 
appearance of an anticipatory refugee but none of the financial con
cerns are also l ikely to have fewer adaptation or compatibi l ity issues. 

Vietnamese began the immigration process during the fall of 
1 975. The early immigrants are technically referred to as acute refu
gees. It is somewhat d ifficult to classify those who arrived during the 
1 980s since some had some command of the language but few visible 
means of financial support. The first wave of immigrants from Vietnam 
was somewhat educated but lacked kinship networks or ethn ic supports 
in the United States. They were also distinct both culturally and ethni
cal ly from people in the Un ited States. The lack of kinship networks and 
establ ished Vietnamese communities encouraged the need to learn 
Engl ish and American culture. The absence of an establ ished commu
n ity and the need to learn how to negotiate one's way with in an adopted 
country could lead to feel ings of alienation toward one's culture of origin 
and greater assimi lation among young people .  

The second wave of immigrants was less l ikely to experience 
the need to assimi late or experience alienation because of established 
ethnic supports, communities, and social welfare structures.5 The need 
to "learn the culture" could be less urgent, especially for adults . In order 
to survive, the f irst wave had a need to learn the cu ltu re, thereby suc
cessfu lly enhancing thei r abi l ity to negotiate, integrate, and achieve up
ward mobil ity with in their "new" country. Jones and Strand have shown 
that contact with people outside of one's ethnic group or community is 
essential for "successful" adaptation to another way of l ife.6 The lower 
the degree of outside community contact, the more difficult it is to adapt 
to another way of l ife. I t  is therefore argued in th is study that second 
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generation Vietnamese adolescents wil l  be more social ly adapted than 
recent immigrants but wi l l  also experience greater cultural discontinuity 
with thei r own ethnic culture and fami ly than later immigrants . 

Psychological Well-Being and Social Supports 

As stated previously, the fi rst wave of immigrants provided eth
nic and social support for the later wave of immigrants. G iven the fact 
that social supports are readily avai lable for later immigrants, the later 
group would have a less urgent need to learn the "new" culture. They 
are also less l ikely to experience cultural d iscontinuity. In fact, some 
researchers7 have found that ethnic social and tangible support from 
fami ly and friends can affect one's feel ings of wel l-being and decrease 
al ienation.  The more functional and meaningful the social supports, the 
higher the individual's sense of wel l  being. 

The more supportive one's social networks and the longer the 
time of residence in the United States, the less one is l ikely to feel alien
ated.a On the other hand, the higher one's personal level of anxiety, the 
greater the degree of expressed alienation. Specifical ly, young people 
who have very practical reasons for needing to learn a new culture must 
negotiate two very different worlds--the world of the ethnic enclave in  
which they l ive and the world outside that enclave. The process of  ne
gotiating between the two "worlds" could lead to ethnic identity issues 
and increased anxiety about one's cultural group. For these young people 
the enclave provides the supports necessary to decrease anxiety on 
one hand but increase it on the other. The pressure to participate in 
ethnic related celebrations and events at the same time the young per
son is adjusting to or acquiring another identity could lead to a great 
deal of anxiety for young chi ldren . It would seem, t:,erefore, that length 
of residence in the United States is a major variable in the development 
of feel ings of alienation and anxiety. 

Although an orthogonal relationship has been found between 
length of residence and al ienation,9 the opposite also has been found. 
The longer the length of residence the more al ienation.  It is suggested 
that the more bicu ltural the ind ividual ,  the g reater the degree of 
norm lessness, isolation, and powerlessness, all components of al ien
ation .  Bicultural ity may lead to heightened intergroup or interethn ic con
fl ict. It can also lead to increased conflict with parents. Asian American 
youth, as they become more socialized by American values and begin 
to behave according to prescribed American norms rather than Asian 
norms, often have difficu lty with parents and members of their ethnic 
enclave when attempting to act on or out those "new" American values. 
The traditional values of the home confl ict with those of the larger soci
ety. Several researchers have found that intergeneration differences10 
and the degree of adaptation anc acculturation to mainstream culture 
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often result i n  parent-chi ld relational confl icts . 1 1  This is compl icated by 
the fact that the bicu ltu ral youth ,  because of their language abi l ities and 
knowledge of the "new" cultu re, often assume many of the roles that 
parents are usual ly responsible for, l ike negotiat ing with bank officers,  
g rocery personnel ,  and b i l l  col lectors. They become the family spokes
person. 12 So, on the one hand the young person is encouraged to learn 
the new culture, while on the other they are criticized for becoming a 
part of that culture. It is argued in this paper that this situation has nega
tive consequences for the psyche of Asian American youth. 

Several researchers13 have proposed that the abi l ity to under
stand and communicate in the host country's language is a major pre
d ictor of economic and social success. Roberts and Starr, 14 for example, 
have found that a refugee's command of the Engl ish language is an 
important factor for smooth transitions and bicu ltural ity. In other words, 
the g reater the language proficiency, the greater the cultural ,  structural ,  
and marital assimi lation . 

Ethnic Identity Development 

Learn ing to cope during adolescence while at the same time 
experiencing cultural d iscontinu ity with in another country adds to the 
stress that young people often experience during adolescence. Matsuoka 
states that the age at which a young person comes to United States is a 
s ign ificant determinant of how quickly the person learns and adapts to 
American behavorial patterns. 1 5  Vietnamese adolescents , for example, 
arrive in  the United States at a critical and vulnerable time during thei r 
identity development. The adolescents , s ince they have no wel l-formed 
cultural or personal identities, are easi ly influenced and confused by the 
juxtaposition of Vietnamese versus American values in their l ife. More 
specifically, whi le the fami ly sees traditional values and the fami ly's in
terest as taking precedence over the wants, needs, and desires of indi
vidual fami ly members,  young people are trying to carve out a separate 
indentity from the fami ly. 

The need to achieve a separate, yet attached identity is a nor

mal part of development. Unfortunately for the young immigrant, the 
culture in which one is attempting to develop a separate identity is differ
ent from that of the home. Whi le the non-native culture encourages 
independent th inking and decis ion-making,  the native cu ltu re encour
ages subj ugation of self for the good of the fami ly. 

Traditional values and expectations are challenged by the norms, 
values, and survival needs experienced in the host country. Southeast 
Asian g i rls, who are expected to assume a traditional role and place 
with in  the structure of the fami ly, often are forced to work outside the 
home to ensure basic survival of the fami ly. The changed role and ex
pectations for some Southeast Asian g i rls creates confl ict and threatens 
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to disrupt or lead to the breakdown of traditional patterns of fami l ial and 
cultural behavior. 1 6 The adolescents are often forced to leave school to 
marry or work in  order for the fami ly to survive. 

Although traditional patterns of behaving are often threatened 
by the real it ies that one must confront in the adopted country, the 
prioritization of trad itional values and beliefs are not totally disbanded. 
To exempl ify this phenomenon, Nguyen and Wil l iams surveyed Viet
namese and White adolescents and their parents about Vietnamese and 
American values. 1 7  They found that regardless of the time spent in the 
Un ited States, Vietnamese parents sti l l  strongly endorsed traditional fam
ily values while Vietnamese adolescents tended to reject those values. 
This generation gap was greater for g irls than for boys. These changing 
gender roles may further point to the intergenerational confl ict that arises 
when ethnic youth become bicultural . 

I nterestingly, it has been found that Vietnamese parents approve 
of certain adolescent privi leges l ike freedom of choice regarding dating,  
marriage, and career but encourage absolute obedience to parental 
authority. This could create a cultural confl ict for the adolescent and 
further affect intergenerational relations. 18 The message that parents 
convey is "become a success in the United States, but find a way to do 
it without becoming American; be grateful for your  freedom here, but 
don't embrace it as a way of l ife." The adolescent, who experiences this 
mixed message, must contend simultaneously with the development 
crisis associated with the formation of identity and the biological crisis of 
"coerced homeless ness. " Adolescents who are continuously pressured 
to choose one cultu re over another could become depressed. 

Factors Which Contribute to Depression 

Several factors have correlated with the development of depres
sion among Southeast Asians. Call ies et aI . ,  in a study of depression 
and al ienation, found that depression symptoms remained high for those 
Hmongs who were SOCially isolated (al ienated) , unemployed, and non
Engl ish speaking. 19  Nguyen and Peterson, on the other hand, observed 
that acculturation to American society was positively correlated with in
creased reports of depressive symptoms and the occurrence of stress
ful l ife events for Vietnamese-American college students.2o This was 
especially so for young females who had a lessened identification with 
Vietnamese society. 

Nguyen and Peterson posit that a lack of identification with a 
single culture leads to depression.21 Feel ings of being more American 
and less Vietnamese may result in an identity crisis and lead to depres
sion and stress. These feel ings are heightened when relations between 
the parent and chi ld or among peers are strained. G iven the competing 
roles of Southeast Asian g irls, it is not surprising that females experi
ence more depression than males.22 
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Education and Acculturation 

Level of education has been proposed as a predictor of ethnic 
group members' attitudes toward the United States. Henkin and Nguyen, 
and Forward and Rick proposed that the longer one has been in the 
United States and the h igher the level of education, the less positive the 
attitude toward the United States.23 In  another study Celano and Tyler 
found that education was pred ictive of acculturaion or the learning pro
cess through which at least some of the cu ltu ral patterns of the host 
country are adopted.24 Although education determines socioeconomic 
status, Celano and Tyler have found that education alone is less predic
tive of acculturation than socioeconomic class.25 G iven that education 
refugees often work at jobs for which they are overqualified , education 
becomes less of a factor for acculturation than socioeconomic class. 
The h igher the class level the greater the social mobil ity. 

In  sum, the personal ity and social development of Vietnamese 
adolescents is influenced by such factors as age at immigration,  educa
tion level of parents, exposure and attachment to l ike-ethnic group com
munity, and immigration status. The study reported in this paper is an 
attempt to further understand the psychological development of Viet
namese adolescents. 

METHODS 

Subjects: The Southeast Asians who participated in this study 
were Vietnamese, Laotian, and Hmong. The Hmong and Laotian samples 
were too small to al low for rel iable statistical analysis; therefore, only the 
Vietnamese data is reported in this paper. A total of 46 Vietnamese 
young people, 31 college and 1 5  high school students in the northeast, 
responded to a series of items included in a survey packet. Table 1 
provides background information on the participants. Of the 31 col lege 
students, 1 2  were male and 1 9  were female. Also, none of the college 
students were recent immigrants or acute refugees. Of the high school 
students, seven were male and eight were female. All of the high school 
students were relatively recent immigrants. The mean age for the col
lege students was 20.2 with a range of 1 8  of 23 and the mean age for 
the high school students was 1 7.6 with an age range of 14 to 21 . 

Materials and Procedure: A survery packet was mailed to al l 
students at a northeastern university who were l isted as Vietnamese. 
Thi rty-five students were identified through this process. The return rate 
of the mailed surveys for this group was 88.5% (N= 31 ) .  High school 
students who were enrol led at a particular school in the northeast and 
were l isted as Vietnamese were also mailed survey packets. The return 
rate for this group was 95% (N= 1 5) .  I n  order to assure the rel iabi l ity of 
items for the high school students, the items in the survey packet were 
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translated into Vietnamese by a trained translator and later retranslated 
back into Engl ish for analyses. 

Items included in the survey packet were based on the work of 
various researchers.26 Celano and Tyler measured the extent to which 
an immigrant adopted American habits , l ife style, language, and cus
toms by using Szapocznik's Behavorial Acculturation Scale (BAS)P The 
alpha coefficient for the BAS is .72. Seven of the 24 BAS items were 
used in  this study. The items focused on language spoken at home, 
work, school ,  and with friends. The items also focused on the language 
l istened to on radio and read. The Cronbach alpha for the revised scale 
items was .53. 

Nguyen and Peterson, to measure degree of identification, have 
used seventeen questionnaire items with Vietnamese regarding accul
turation to America society.28 The Cronbach alpha for these items for 
this sample is .61 . In order to assess Vietnamese adolescents and thei r 
parents' attitudes toward Vietnamese as compared to Western values, 
1 6  items from a 29 item 5-point l ikert-type scale were used. The items 
were labeled relationship factors and dealt with gender roles and paren
tal relations. Some of the relationship items were "the oldest g irl i n  the 
family should help her parents take care of the house and the younger 
chi ldren whether she wants to or not;" "boys should have more privi
leges than g i rls," and "a woman's job is as important as her husbands ." 
Some of the relational items were "youth should not argue with adults ;  
parents always know what is best" and "when family members are angry 
with each other they should let each other know." 

E leven items from the Jones and Strand study,29 which focused 
on perceived problems confronting Vietnamese in America, were ad
ministered. The problems to which the students were asked to respond 
dealt with money, difficu lty in understanding American l ife, Engl ish lan
guage problems, ethnic support, etc. 

Twenty-three items measuring reference group ass imi lat ion 
were used.3O These items refer to the establishment of close intergroup 
relations and occupational, educational , and other institutional integra
tion. The Cronbach alpha for the revised questionnaire was .79. The 
items dealt with language fluency, ethnic community proximity, ethn icity 
of preferred partner, and traditional values. 

The depression subscale from Rumbaut's Indochinese health 
and adaptation research project was used.31 The items on the depres
sion subscale ask "how often in the past month have you felt" . . .  and 
"when I 'm depressed 1 . . . . " The Cronbach alpha for the depression 
subscale is .80. 

Final ly a background information questionnaire was included in 
the survey packet. The background information items asked about 
ethn icity, gender, age, year of immigration to the United States, years of 
school ing in the United States, and educational level of parents. 
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RESU LTS 

Background Information 

Ninety-two percent (N= 1 2) of the male and 79% (N= 1 9) of the 
female col lege students were born in  Vietnam as compared to 1 00% 
(N= 7) of the male and 1 00% (N= 8) of the female high school students. 
However, the male (M= 1 4.5, SO) and female (M= 1 2.26, SO= 4.05) 
college students had more school ing in the Un ited States than the high 
school male (M= 2. 1 4, SO= 1 .07) and female (M= 3.38, SO= 3. 1 6) stu
dents. This is explained by the age of arrival in the United States. The 
college students were more l ikely to have immigrated to the Un ited States 
between the ages of 1 to 1 3  as compared to high school students who 
tended to have immigrated between the ages of 1 2  to 20. 

The socioeconomic status of the students varied for the college 
and high school students . Sixty-seven percent (N= 21 ) of the col lege 
students were middle to upper middle class compared to 7% (N= 1 )  of 
the high school students. Ninety-one percent (N = 1 3) of the high school 
students were working to lower class compared to 32% (N= 1 0) of the 
college students. 

I n  addition, father's education level was positively correlated with 
mother's level of education (r= .68 p<.01 ) and fami ly socioeconomic 
status (r= .58 p<.01 ) .  The higher the level of parents' education the 
higher the family's socioeconomic status. 

Cultural Attachment and Values 

Several regression analyses, control l ing for unequal Ns, were 
conducted. The presence of a Vietnamese ethn ic enclave, F (2, 44)= 
6.39, p<.05) and the abil ity to speak and write Engl ish, F (2, 44)= 7.96 
p<.05) significantly predicted feel ings of al ienation and an increased fu
ture outlook. Established kinship networks and a supportive surround
ing ethn ic community tend to affect one's feel ings about his or her future 
and place within society. The college students tended to have fewer. 

ethnic contacts or associations and express more al ienation than the 
high school students. 

Other multiple regression analyses revealed that perceived prob
lems with one's ethnic group, F (3, 43)= 4.94 p<.05, cultural continuity, F 
{3, 43)=4. 1 9  p<.05, and paternal attitudes toward school ing, F (3, 43)= 
5.55 p<.05, predicted depression among Vietnamese adolescents. Cul
tural continu ity i n  this study involves fami l iarity with Vietnamese tradi
t ions and customs, celebration of Vietnamese holidays, indoctrination of 
future generations in  Vietnamese traditions, bel iefs that are in  agree
ment with traditional Vietnamese bel iefs and values, adoption of par
ents' major philosopl,lies about fami ly and tradit ion ,  and consideration fo 

67 



Ethnic Sl'IuIUs Remlfl Volume 20 

parents' feel ings when making important decisions. Adolescents who 
bel ieve in and celebrate Vietnamese customs and traditions, whose 
bel iefs are consistent with thei r parents and involve parents in all major 
decisions are less depressed than those who experience cultural d is
continu ity. 

The more seriously one perceives such problems as a lack of 
money, separation from the fami ly, lack of ethnic support, language com
prehension difficu lties, poor housing conditions, and interethnic confl ict 
the more he or she expresses feel ings of depression. Also, the stronger 
parents feel about their chi ldren getting good grades or working hard in 
school ,  the more l ikely thei r chi ldren are to feel depressed. 

Vietnamese adolescents hold traditional bel iefs about thei r cul
ture .  The longer the residence in America the h igher the acculturation, 
F ( ,  44) = 4.42 P<.03. The presence of an ethnic community also tended 
to lead to less acculturation, F (, 44) = 4.34 p<.02. This was especially 
true for the high school Vietnamese males. 

Correlations of Personality and Alienation Variables 

Younger col lege females were more depressed than older col
lege females (r = .54) . In  addition preference for the American way of 
l ife and preference of untraditional female gender roles were positively 
correlated (r = .74) . On the other hand col lege female students who 
prefer traditional female gender roles are more l ikely to have a positive 
future outlook (r = .53). The more years of education females have and 
the more they believe in traditional Vietnamese values, the more l ikely 
they are to have a negative future outlook or feel alientated (r = .50) . 
Females who are acculturated tend not to prefer the Vietnamese way of 
l ife (r = .63) . The more traditional the females, the more they prefer 
traditional gender roles. 

A positive relationship was found between depreSSion and pref
erence for untraditional parental relations (r = .69) . Col lege males who 
preferred untraditional parental relations tended to be depressed, to have 
a positive future outlook (r = .66) . ,  and to identify as Vietnamese (r = 

.65) . College males who prefer traditional parental relations (r = .88) 
and are more proficient in Vietnamese (r = .80) tend to be less accultur
ated. 

High school females were less l ikely to feel depressed than col
lege students. Although length of stay per se is not correlated with de
pression, one could speculate that it does play a role. The college stu
dents have spent more time in  the United States than the high school 
student but they are more l ikely to be depressed. On the other hand, 
the more traditional high school males are in thei r beliefs about parents 
and culture, the more negative their future outlook (r = .85) . 
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Socioeconomic Class 

The college students tended to have a h igher socio-economic 
class background than the high school students. Sixty-four percent of 
the college students were middle to upper middle class compared to 7% 
for the high school students .  In addition ,  father's level of education was 
positively correlated with mother's level of education (r = .68) and the 
combined family socioeconomic class (r = .58) . The higher the parents' 
level of education the higher the fami ly's socioeconomic class. 

Self-Identification of the Adolescents 

The majority of the col lege students identified as Vietnamese
American, while less than one-fourth of the high school students identi
fied as Vietnamese-American. The high school females were more l ikely 
to identify as Vietnamese (75%), while 43% of the high school males 
identified as Vietnamese and the other 43% were unsure of their identi
fication.  

Social Development and Academic Achievement 

The academic achievement of the students is presented in Table 
1 .  Al l of the students , with the exception of the high school females, 
were doing wel l  academically. Nearly half of the grades reported by the 
high school females was "D." The high school females spent more time 
on homework than the other students but benefited the least. The pre
carious role of high school females with in traditional Vietnamese fami
l ies may explain their relatively mixed academic performance. On one 
hand the females are expected to achieve academical ly, on the other to 
be subservient to the fami ly and behave according to prescribed tradi
t ional beliefs and customs. 

The social behavior of the students is not atypical adolescent 
behavior. Many young people use alcohol and drugs but do not abuse 
alcohol and drugs. 

Parental Involvement In Schooling 

Parents respond differently to the achievement behavior of males 
versus females. Seventy-five percent of the males stated that thei r par
ents get upset when they get bad grades, 25% of the high school stu
dents' parents get upset, and 1 4% of the college females and high school 
males' parent get upset (see Table 2). The response of the parents of 
the h igh school females might explain the fact that 43% get grades of 
"D." The parents tend not to be satisfied with the performance of the 
females, no matter how good. 

69 



EtIuak SlJulUr Rnkw Volume 20 

Depression Among Adolescents 

Overal l ,  college students tend to be more depressed than non
college aged Vietnamese students. Specifically the collge females (M= 
1 5.37, SO= 3.30) scored lower on a depression scale than college males 
(M= 1 7.33, SO= 3.00) , high school males (M= 21 .75, SO= 3.30) , and 
high school females (M= 22.40, SO= 1 .94) . 

Oepression outlets used by the young people are presented in  
Table 3. Col lege students prefer to  spend time alone or talk with friends 
when they feel depressed. High school students also tended to spend 
time alone and talk to friends. The high school females, however, tend 
to talk to parents rather than each other. Having someone to talk  to 
decreases feel ings of depression and improves one's views and hopes 
for the future. 

DISCUSSION 

The purpose of the study was to examine factors which lead to 
feel ings of alienation and depression among Southeast Asian adoles
cents, especially Vietnamese. It was found that perceived problems 
with one's ethn ic group such as cultural discontinuity and parental atti
tudes toward schooling predicted depression. High school g irls were 
more l ikely to receive grades of "0" than either high school males or 
college students. Yet, these females study as often as the others. The 
girls' parents, however, tend to criticize thei r academic achievement and 
to demand better grades no matter how hard they try or how wel l  they 
do. Coupled with this is the parents' belief that girls should assume a 
traditional role within  Vietnamese famil ies. Given females' need to affi l iate, 
any perception of displease by parents could result in a decreased achieve
ment motivation and self-concept. In addition any perceived cultural d is
continuity between the young persons' personal identity and their cultural 
identity, as defined by parents, could lead to frustration and depression. 

Engl ish language proficiency was also related to depression. 
This is contrary to past findings which have shown that those who are 
least proficient in Engl ish have higher rates of depression than those 
who are more proficient.32 In this study, however, students with higher 
English proficiency and longer lengths of residency were more depressed 
than those students with less proficiency in Engl ish proficiency and rela
tively short lengths of residency in the Un ited States. It is suggested in 
this paper that length of residence is related to psychosocial health. 
Immigrant populations begin  to resemble the dominant culture in  terms 
of educational outcomes and mental health issues the longer thei r resi
dence in the United States. This is regard less of whether or not one has 
assimilated or become acculturated. Society's perception of ethnic 
groups affects perception vis-a-vis the dominant culture. 
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On the other hand, the greater the students' command of En
gl ish the more l ikely they are to have a positive future outlook. Support
ive kinship networks or attachment to an ethnic community also influ
ence future outlook. There is a large body of l iterature in developmental 
psychology that supports the notion that attachment relations are impor
tant for cognitive growth. Specifical ly, young people who have healthy 
fami l ial attachments are less l ikely to be negatively affected by threats 
to their social and emotional development.33 

Several factors predicted acculturation in this study. Engl ish 
language proficiency and use at home versus school,  depression out
lets , cultural continuity, and parental attitude toward schooling predicted 
acculturation. The more proficient in English the less the attachment to 
one's ethnic group, and the longer the stay in the United States the 
more acculturated the individual . Although it could be argued that length 
of residence is associated with acculturation, it is probably more rea
sonable to suggest that the acculturation expressed by longer resident 
Vietnamese is primarily due to the need to develop a group identity that 
reflects both their Vietnamese and American culture. Recent immigrants 
are more l ikely to be attached to their ethnic group and therefore less l ikely 
to be in establ ished Vietnamese communities as compared to the inte
grated communities of the longer resident Vietnamese. Although the longer 
resident Vietnamese might live in an integrated community, their parents 
might sti l l  adhere to and practice traditional Vietnamese customs. 

The desire of the parents to practice traditional Vietnamese cus
toms may confl ict with the adolescents' desire to assimi late, to be l ike 
his or her peers. This could lead to young people counterarguing with 
their  parents and an in itial embrace of American values. Although this 
could be viewed as a sign of youthful rebel l ion, it is also an indication of 
a search for a personal identity. Mi l ler has proposed that counterarguing 
is an indication of both an age appropriate level of cognitive develop
ment and a temporary alienation.34 Specifical ly, the alienation expressed 
by the young people in this study is temporary. This is especially true for 
those young people who were either born in the United States or immi
grated at a very early age. The temporary alienation is reflective of a 
bel ief in one's inabil ity to affect parents' cultural beliefs, practices, and 
expectations of their chi ldren while sti l l  l iving at home but also a belief 
that they wi l l  gain control over their l ife after they leave home. Since the 
young people who tended to express alienation in this study were col
lege age,  it seems that the students have a future outlook but an alien
ation that can best be described as temporary. 

Are Vietnamese adolescents who have been in the United States 
for a s ignificant amount of t ime ashamed of the i r  heritage or s imply 
trying to reconcile or negotiate between their two very distinct cultural 
experiences? This question was not addressed in this study. Future 
research is needed to answer this question. On the other hand, it was 
found that the college students in this study were less l ikely to celebrate 
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Vietnamese holidays or to plan to pass on Vietnamese customs and 
values to later generations than the high school students. 

As a matter of fact, many of the col lege students preferred a 
non-Vietnamese mate whereas the high school students all preferred a 
Vietnamese mate. These findings are reminiscent of the Clark and Clark 
dol l  play findings. Do Vietnamese adolescents come to prefer White 
cu lture and desire to become as "white as possible" in order to be per
ceived as just l ike the majority society? There are many questions that 
need to be addressed relative to Vietnamese youth. This study, how
ever, is significant in that it focused on Vietnamese youth and their immi
grant status. Specifical ly, th is study showed that Vietnamese youth that 
have been in  the United States for a relatively long period of time are 
more susceptible to depression and alienation than recent immigrants. 
Future research wi l l  need to expand on this f inding. Although a major 
l imitation of this study is subject size, it does mirror the number of Viet
namese that are found in major educational imstitutions in the north
east. Sti l l ,  future research studies wil l  need to increase the subject size. 
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Table 1 

Academic Achievement Among Young Vietnamese Youth 

Colle2e Students H i2h School Students 

Grades Males Females Males Females 

As 55% 37% 1 6% 
As & Bs 27% 42% 1 6% 57% � Cs 1 8% 21 % 50% .. 

j' Ds 1 6% 43% ;i. 
-l ::a 
0\ 

i Homework: 
<1 hour 1 7% (. 
2-4 hours 25% 1 7% 71 % 25% 

::a 

� 
4-6 hours 42% 56% 29% 63% r." 0:. ... 
>6 hours 1 7% 28% 1 3% e: 

� 
� 
� 

N=1 2 N=1 9  N=7 N=8 �. 
::a 

� 
@ .. 



Table 2 

Perceived Parental Involvement In and Attitudes Toward Achievement Behavior 

Colle2e Students H i2h School Students 

Males Female Males Females 

Parents Encourage/Help 25% 42% 1 9% 20% 

Parents Get Upset 75% 1 4% 1 4% 25% 
About Bad Grades 

Parents Punish Bad Grades 0% 1 4% 29% 1 3% 

� Other Types of Reactions 25% 43% 43% 25% � 
For Bad Grades 

Good Grades/Parents 8% 5% 29% 63% � 
Encourage to do Better � 
Good Grades/Parents Happy 58% 79% 43% 1 3% 

e: 
� 

� 
Parents Th ink All Grades 33% 1 6% 0% 1 3% �. 

l:I 

Should Be Good � .. ., ., 

Good G rades/Parents 0 %  0 %  2 9 %  1 3 % � 

Reward 

N = 1 2 N = 1 9 N =7 N =8 



-..l 
00 

Table 3 

Means and Standard Deviations for Depression Scores 

Among Vietnamese Youth 

College Females 
Col lege Males 
High School Males 
H igh School Females 

M = 1 5.37 
M = 1 7.33 
M = 21 .75 
M = 22.40 

The lower the score the greater the depression. 

so = 3.30 
SO = 3.00 
SO = 3.30 
SO =1 .94 

N = 1 9 
N = 1 2 
N = 7 
N = 8 
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