Do children acculturate faster than their parents after immigrating to a different culture?
Focusing on Latin American children migrating to the United States.
Immigration is a global occurrence, I believe I’d be safe in saying that the majority, if not all, of the countries of the world, are impacted by it. The United States of America (the US) is referred to as a melting pot of culture (Kurtz-Costes and Pungello, 2000), and according to the United Nations, it has the most immigrants of all the nations (Pison, 2019). It’s a place where “Nearly one in four children… lives with at least one immigrant parent” (Goforth et al, 2017), 22% of all children in the US are Hispanic, and 11% of these are first-generation immigrants (Fry and Passel, 2009). These statistics are important because they set up the basis of our study because when looking at immigrant children and their acculturation, where better to find the data than in the country with the highest percentage of them? There has been a lot of research conducted on acculturation among adults, but when it comes to children there’s a gap in the literature that this study can just slide into (Berry et al, 2010, p.17). In this essay, the aim is to research whether children acculturate faster than their parents, and if so, what are the factors influencing their acculturation. In order to achieve this, we’ll be looking into four things we believe impact acculturation especially among children: education, brokering the difference of the cultures for their parents, culture shock and reactions to it, and the current anti-immigrant and anti-Latino sentiment in the US.
Before we begin, it is probably best to define some of the key aspects of the essay, so things are clear. In this paper, when talking of immigrants, we are speaking of a combination of economic immigrants and immigrants for settlement, since the majority of the discourse focuses on these. Economic immigrants are people forced to leave their “habitual” place of residence to improve their quality of life (Douglas et al, 2019, p.2). Immigrants for settlement are foreigners who are allowed to live within a country that isn’t where they were born for an unspecified amount of time (Douglas et al, 2019, p.2). There doesn’t seem to be any reason why a person can’t be both.  We’re staying away from ‘illegal’ immigrants purely out of necessity since there doesn’t appear to be research into their experiences acculturating into society and that seems like it would be a whole other argument with different weight, leaning in on xenophobia and racism that’s more linked to ‘illegal’ people (Sanchez-Mazas, Licata, 2015, p.805). It is also important to define immigrants when it comes to generations, we are going to be focusing on first-generation immigrant children which “consists of foreign-born individuals” born to foreign parents and who immigrate, separate from second-generation immigrants who are “U.S.-born individuals” with at least “one foreign-born parent” (Duncan and Trejo, 2016). Since acculturation is based around the idea of different cultures, it’s also important to clarify our idea of culture, we’re going to be using Linton’s definition; “the culture of a society is the way of life of its members; the collection of ideas and habits which they learn, share and transmit from generation to generation” (Haralambos and Holborn, 2000, p.884)
When focusing on Acculturation we’re going to be using John Berry’s model. Berry defines acculturation as the “process of cultural and psychological change that takes place as a result of contact between cultural groups and their individual members” (2011, p.263). Acculturation is made up of four sub-categories: Assimilation, Integration, Separation and Marginalisation. Assimilation is, according to Berry, “when individuals do not wish to maintain the identity of their heritage culture” and “adopt the cultural values, norms and traditions of the new society” (Berry, 2013, p.321). Integration is defined as “when there is an interest in maintaining one’s original culture, while also having daily interactions with other groups” (Berry, 2013, p.321). Separation occurs when individuals “avoid interaction with members of their new society” and “place a high value on holding onto their original culture” (Berry, 2013, p.321). When culture loss is enforced by the dominant culture, through exclusion or discrimination, marginalisation is found (Berry, 2013, p.321).
There is actually very little research on whether children acculturate faster than their parents, or adults as a whole. Though Berry has written several papers regarding and implementing his acculturation model, there is very little focus on children, and when there is it tends to skate over the topic raised in this essay. Another problem I have with Berry’s model is that it seems to revolve around the migrating person or group, placing the weight of acculturation purely on their shoulders and almost ignores the presence of things like institutionalised racism or systematic oppression, at least in the works I’ve read, he may have corrected this in a later work that I haven’t had a chance to access. Of course, he is coming at his work from a very similar perspective as I am which is from a place of white privilege. As people with this privilege its perhaps easier to forget or overlook the power of systematic oppression since it rarely affects us in the same way it would a person of colour. This is something I am especially wary of during this piece of work since its focusing around Latin American children in particular who are facing a tirade of anti-Latino propaganda on top of the anti-immigrant propaganda other immigrants face (Acre, 2019) and, beyond this “the acculturation process” is a “stressful experience, especially for Latino youth” (Weisskirch and Alva, 2002, p.369).
Education
Friberg notes that “the decisive test of integration is often thought to be the equal incorporation of their children” (2018), which could be problematic if it includes assimilating into a culture rather than integrating (see Berry’s model above). Friberg (2018) continues to say that the education system is the “primary institution through which this can be achieved”. Berry (2013, p.32) writes that schools “can be viewed as a miniature society of settlement” and “represent and introduce the new culture to immigrant children”. He also posits that acculturating within a school setting should be the “primary task” of immigrant children (Berry, 2013, pg13). This attitude is a key aspect of the Neo-assimilation theory which suggests that by learning the language and acculturating to the “habits and orientations” of their new country immigrants and their children “gain access to a variety of resources and become less vulnerable to discrimination” (Friberg, 2018) which will, in turn, lead to them succeeding more in institutions like the education system, for example, in what comes across as a perceived cycle of self-betterment. This, of course, is a problematic view that I take opposition to because it once again places all the weight of acculturation on the shoulders of the immigrants, as though discrimination is something that only happens to them because they let it. Of course, I’m not the only one who has critiques of this model and the segmented assimilation theory has arisen from those critiques,  but this theory appears to utilise Berry’s ideas of separation (see above) as it encourages immigrants to keep the new culture at an arm’s length and find safety and solace in the capitals of their family and ethnic groups (Friberg, 2018). 
There appears to be a lot of pressure on children to do well in school, from both the theories that declare it a sign of fully acculturating and from their parents. A leading reason for immigration into the US is the “desire to provide better education” for their children, a sentiment that children feel obligated into meeting (Fuligni, 2006). Berry (2013, 327) believes that immigrant children struggle to succeed academically in the education system, citing poorer grades and unusually high rates of dropouts. This perspective differs entirely from other studies which show that first-generation immigrants not only outpace children who remain in their original country, but also second-generation immigrants in several ways; physical health, social-emotional and, their academic outcomes (Goforth et al, 2017). 
Whether or not immigrant children perform better than their peers is not what we, as academics, should be focused on when it comes to acculturation. There are so many different factors that influence academic achievements, Fulgini (2001) argues that children with better understandings of English, who we would assume would do better in an English language dominated education system, do not automatically do better if their families socioeconomic backgrounds remain low. This doesn’t mean, however, that the education system doesn’t stimulate acculturation, it is, as Berry said, a miniature society, in which children are expected to participate in for the majority of their time, with a vicious culture revolving around fitting in (PISA 2000). From this, we can infer that children feel pressure to integrate with their peers in a more intense way than their parents, while also having more opportunities to learn the language and the culture. This alone can be a basis for an argument that children do indeed acculturate faster than their parents. 
Brokering the difference 
If children are given better access to this space where acculturation is streamlined, then it makes sense that they’d be more in tune with the culture and expectations than their parents. There is often a demand for Latino youth to “assume the role of language and cultural brokers” (Weisskirch and Alva 2002. P.370). This puts a lot of pressure on children, perhaps adding to the acculturative stress they face upon entering a new culture (Goforth et al, 2017). Weisskirch and Alva report that having a proficiency “in two languages” and having the “ability to translate within those languages requires higher levels of cognitive skills” (2002, p.370) which could lead, as Fulgini said above, to better academic achievements and therefore better acculturation. There may be pressure to learn English at a pace that native speakers aren’t exposed to since when translating for parents they are expected to understand things like medical forms, immigration forms, bills and job applications among other things (Weisskirch and Alva, 2002, p.373). There is very little research on how becoming cultural brokers facing this much pressure affects children other than noting that it “influences their self-concept and feelings of self-efficiency” (Weisskirch and Alva, 2002, p.370).
Weisskirch and Alva (2002, p.377) report as well that the more a child is accepted by the new society if they become popular in school the more acculturative stress they’d face, attributed to cultural turmoil as though they are turning their back on their parents or their families culture. So, while their parents may subconsciously push their children towards embracing the new culture, they are also a reason holding them back and ensuring the acculturating period is more difficult than it needs to be. However, on the whole, it appears as though there is pressure on children to acculturate as fast as they can while keeping a hold on their family’s culture so that they can help their parents embrace the new culture. 
Culture shock
Weisskirch and Alva note that acculturative stress “may move in stages of loss and adaption” (2002, pp. 369-370), which appears similar to the theories surrounding culture shock. 
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Figure one, (Chung, 2016)



The figure above shows that culture shock is a series of facing stress, adapting to it, finding another thing that’s different or stressful and adapting to that and repeating until, ideally, you’re acculturated, and the stressors stop negatively impacting you. It’s a constant cycle of loss and adaption tying, in my opinion, acculturation and culture shock together almost indistinguishably.
There is not a mass of research on comparing culture shock faced by children to that of adults, but it makes sense that children adapt better to change since “ on the whole, most children are more resilient to change than adults” (Mobbs, 2013).  Of course, this doesn’t mean they don’t experience it at all, but perhaps are better at accepting the change during their formative years. It makes sense, as well that the younger the child the better they’ll adapt to this shock – since after a while they may not even remember things being different. And if they adapt to culture shock better, acculturation will be streamlined too, in my opinion.
Anti-immigration and anti-Latino sentiment
Though immigrants of colour have always faced backlash and have never fully been accepted into the US, many report that the situation is now “worse than ever”, hate crimes are up all across the US (Auguiano, 2019). The Centre for the Study of Hate and Extremism reports that “crimes targeting Latinos have increased by nearly 80% in California since 2016 (Auguiano, 2019). This is undoubtedly, at least partially due to President Trump who with his words and actions (and the fact that he largely gets away with these) gives people the right to show the bigoted parts of themselves that they might have kept hidden before (Auguianio, 2019). Acre (2019) writes that Trump has “spent his entire presidency building upon the anti-immigrant and anti-Latino rhetoric”, dubbing Mexicans rapists, threatening incoming migrants with the force of the US army should they appear on the border, and encouraging violence in his rallies among an endless list of other transgressions.
He’s managed to vilify immigrants to the point where his administration can get away with separating kids from parents and keeping them in cages because while there has been uproar from communities (Bekiempis, 2019), no one knows exactly how to stop him – and the people with the power to, don’t necessarily want to. There has already been “more than two dozen deaths in U.S. custody” on the border seven of whom were children (Acre, 2019). This anti-immigrant and specifically anti-Latino rhetoric being pushed is obviously having severe mental and emotional consequences, as well as physical with Latino Americans living in fear that their families won’t come home at the end of the day (Anguiano, 2019).  Which will, in turn, have negative effects on children’s acculturation if they are being marginalised by the dominant culture or believe they have no place to acculturate to. But it is also affecting children’s acculturation through the education system, in California programs that focused on bilingual learning have been cut almost entirely and other states are threatening to follow the trend (Weisskirch and Alva, 2002, p.376). Obviously, until this situation unfolds entirely, there is no way to be sure of how this is affecting children’s acculturation, or whether it affects them more than adults, but we can make certain leaps; it is certainly not helping, and facing any kind of hate has negative connotations with mental health and therefore all aspects of their life, including acculturation. 
Conclusion
In conclusion, given the data that is available, it is possible to infer that children acculturate faster than their parents. Although, as Berry (2013, p.318) says immigrant children don’t acculturate as a single uninfluenced aspect of their development. It happens at the same time their major developmental changes are taking place, and it then becomes incredibly difficult to “disentangle” these changes and to separate what might be acculturation from a child’s ability to learn a language better than an adult (Schmid, 2016). My work has also been limited and influenced by a variety of factors which I feel is relevant to state here. Studies in child acculturation don’t, as of yet, cover large periods of time to accommodate the cycle of acculturation that revolves around overcoming several differences between their family’s cultural traditions and that of their new country over time (Fulgini, 2011). They tend to focus on a snapshot of a child’s life as though any solid conclusions can be drawn from that. It’s also crucial to note that Latino’s and Hispanics in the US make up a high percentage of immigrants and people of colour which could colour the results in a way that does not speak for all immigrant children in the US. For example, since there are so many Hispanic and Latino youths in the US there may have been more services aimed towards them that other immigrants may not have ever had access to. 
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